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  The popular entertainments of 1917 and 2006 are separated by eighty-nine years and almost countless technological innovations. There were no televisions in 1917, and movie theaters were fairly recent developments. Talking motion pictures wouldn't replace silent films until the late 1920s. Those who craved stories like the adventures many find today in the theaters or on their home entertainment systems—either dvds or games—had few options other than the printed word.


  And so it was that America was a nation of readers. The magazine racks overflowed with periodicals printed on cheap pulpy paper, known as the “pulps.” These magazines were devoted to westerns, sports stories, war stories, detective stories, science fiction stories, romance stories, historical adventure stories— in short, stories from almost every conceivable genre, and were printed several times a month or even weekly.


  Like media today, most of this fiction was forgettable or so rooted in its time that it has become a historical curiosity. But there are always a few storytellers whose work transcends their time, writers who craft tales that speak widely enough to the human condition that their work stands long after the culture in which it was created has changed or vanished.


  Harold Lamb was a young man of twenty-five in 1917, recently married. He was finishing a brief stint in the military at the end of World War I and had begun to publish in some of the better-known magazines of his day—Argosy and Adventure—but nothing he'd written before 1917 seems that remarkable. Some appreciative letters had appeared in Argosy, true, but if Lamb had continued to craft his contemporary tales of western adventurers in Asia and stories of clever Chinamen who'd moved to America he'd be as forgotten as most of the rest of those whose names appear near his in those old tables of contents. Lamb, however, got his foot in the door at Adventure, and editor Arthur Sullivan Hoffman gave him leave to write what he wished.


  In his college days at Columbia Lamb had most often been found on the tennis court or within the library, though he did little to distinguish himself academically. In the library he discovered what he described as something “gorgeous and new”: histories of Asia. He was fascinated by them thereafter, and given free rein by Hoffman, he decided to use his interests to enrich his fiction.


  Adventure editor Hoffman was later to describe Lamb as a compulsive scholar. Lamb's stories brim with details—though they never overwhelm the plot, and he never seeks to trumpet his historical mastery. This historical accuracy is all the more remarkable if we consider how much more difficult it was to research in a time before copy machines and the Internet, when research often meant trips to distant libraries and countries.


  It is not accuracy alone that makes Lamb's adventure fiction stand out. Lamb was either too impatient or too much the natural storyteller to retain the stilted, often ponderous style of many of his predecessors and contemporaries. His prose is worded leanly and seldom slows from its headlong pace. His work was cinematic before there was much cinema; it swims with action.


  Lamb also was an accomplished plotter. In adventure fiction we are used to and often make excuses for the fact that certain elements appear and reappear time and again. We may even see the same plot redressed by the same author—as Edgar Rice Burroughs so often did—or have a good sense of how it will turn out after the first few pages. Yet even a jaded reader or one familiar with Lamb's work is unlikely to anticipate all the turns his plots will take.


  Harold Lamb wrote more than a hundred short stories and novels for the pulp magazines featuring a variety of heroes. A few highlights among the tales of Vikings and explorers are two novels about John Paul Jones, a cycle of Crusader novellas centered around the famed sword Durandal, two action-packed novellas of the intrepid knight Nial O'Gordon, and a novel about Genghis Khan. Lamb's longest series of stories, and his earliest, consisted of almost thirty loosely related short stories and novels whose most frequent recurring character was a hero of Odyssean wit. This was Khlit the Cossack.


  There's no way to know how Lamb settled on a Cossack as a main character or whether he imagined the array of stories about Khlit that would follow on the heels of the first. However it happened, Lamb wrote the first story, “Khlit,” in 1917, and Adventure published it in November of that year. It is a short piece, and if Lamb had stopped there it might have been nothing more than a pleasant little curiosity to scholars and pulp collectors reading their way through dusty yellowed magazines today. But Lamb did not stop—he wrote a longer sequel, “Wolf's War,” and the potential glimpsed in the first story brightened into flame. This tale was followed by another, “Tal Taulai Khan,” at which point Lamb's creation blazed like a roaring bonfire.


  Khlit was certainly not the first heroic serial character in literature, but he is one of the first who can still be read for sheer pleasure. The stories sound modern, apart from the dashed omission of curse words and the unstated but implied sexual tension. Victorian sensibilities prevailed, and Lamb knew that when a character spoke of sharing the bed of a male friend, his readers would understand that they did so for warmth in winter; nothing else would have been assumed.


  Khlit is already old when his saga begins, late in the sixteenth century in the grasslands of central Asia. He is a veteran Cossack, an expert horseman and swordsman. He is unlettered and only a step removed from barbarism, but wise in the ways of war and men. Gruff and taciturn, Khlit is a firm believer in justice. He is the friend and protector of many women, but he leaves romance to his sidekicks and allies. He rides alongside heroes from many different nationalities with varied beliefs—among them a heroic Afghan Muslim, a Manchu archer, a Hindu swordsman, and daring Mongol horsemen.


  Fiction originally printed within the pulps has a poor reputation. It is not difficult to find quotes from learned scholars who dismiss pulp fiction as being universally sexist, racist, and juvenile. A great deal of it was, but like many topics, the truth is far more complicated. Over the course of his journeys Khlit may bear some of his own prejudices with him, but Lamb wrote without bias from the viewpoints of Mongols, Muslims, and Hindus. Khlit's prejudices are the prejudices of his times, and his perceptions grow and change: the Cossack first views Tatars as hereditary enemies, then embraces their culture as his own. And then there is the devoted friendship shared between Khlit and Abdul Dost (who narrates four of the tales found in Volume 2 of this series), an Eastern Orthodox Christian and a Muslim. Both are devout in faiths that have lost little love for one another, yet the men are brothers of the sword. Lamb has no theological or philosophical axe to grind—he aims only to present a cracking good story, and he almost always succeeds.


  Lamb had an enormous impact on Robert E. Howard, the creator of Conan. Howard sometimes used Lamb's histories and historical fiction for research, and there are obvious signs of Lamb's influence on Howard's historical fiction and the famous Conan stories. Howard listed Harold Lamb as a favorite writer and wrote that he had respect and keen admiration for him besides.


  There are many parallels between Lamb's fiction and that of Howard, along with those who followed in Howard's footsteps. There are only occasional suggestions of the fantastic in Lamb's stories. But in Lamb you will find all the other elements you see in the work of Howard and the fantasy writers who followed him. There are heroes who must live by their wit and weapon skills in a deadly borderland, beset by schemers and intriguers. There is treasure to be found, and ancient secrets, and lovely women: some are keen-eyed adventurers on whom you should not turn your back and others are damsels in need of rescue. There are loyal comrades, implacable foes, powerful but foolish kings, secret societies, fabulous kingdoms, and those who pass themselves off as wizards and miracle workers. You will even find quotations heading up many stories and chapters, a practice favored by fantasy writers. Lamb, of course, quoted real (though obscure) sources rather than inventing his own. In short, if you read the sword and sorcery writers and then turn to Lamb, the lineage is obvious—their stories are fashioned with the same spirit, from love of the same plot elements.


  In 1927 Lamb penned a biography of Genghis Khan and launched his book writing career. Soon after, his Crusades volumes caught the attention of Cecil B. DeMille, who hired Lamb to help write the screenplay of “The Crusades,” a major epic of its time. Over the following decades Lamb helped author some three dozen scripts for DeMille, and Lamb and his family prospered. Lamb found little time to draft historical fiction anymore, and the demand for it was drying up in any case as the pulp magazines went into decline.


  By 1962 Lamb was in his seventies. He still wrote articles and occasional stories for the Saturday Evening Post, and he still crafted best-selling biographies. Anticipating the reprinting boom that would soon catapult characters like Conan and John Carter of Mars back into prominence, Lamb's publisher, Doubleday, asked him to select a collection of stories featuring Khlit. Sadly, Lamb did not live to usher others into print, dying before the first collection appeared on bookstore shelves. A smaller collection of Khlit stories followed, but by the 1970s Khlit the Cossack had vanished. Two Khlit novels were printed prior to World War II (White Falcon in 1926 and Kirdy in 1933) and are resultantly even more scarce today than the Doubleday collections.


  Here at last, under the Bison Books imprint, are the complete stories of Khlit the Cossack: four volumes that collect every adventure Lamb penned, not only of Khlit but of his allies Ayub and Demid, his grandson Kirdy, his best friend—the Muslim swordsmen Abdul Dost—and sundry Cossack heroes. Adventure sometimes published letters from Lamb explaining the historical events within his stories, and you will find these collected in the appendix of every volume.


  For too long Lamb has languished nearly forgotten, at most a footnote mentioned in the introductions to the works of other authors. Only a handful of us, lucky enough to have been pointed to his work or to have stumbled across it on our own, have found this gleaming treasure-trove. It is my sincere hope that this collection will be a springboard for Lamb's rediscovery—not as a writer of classics, for, as Twain commented, a classic is a book everyone has on their shelves and no one opens—but as a writer to be read.


  Enjoy!
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  The word “Cossack” derives from the same root as “Kazakh” in “Kazakhstan”: both mean “freebooter,” “adventurer,” or, less charitably, “wandering bandit.” The Cossacks had their origins on the southern and eastern fringes of the zone of Slavic settlement in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, in what is now the Ukraine, along the great rivers—the Don and Dneiper.


  This area is part of the great grassland that stretches from Hungary to Manchuria across the northern ranges of the Eurasian supercontinent. On the southern fringe of this sea of grass are the Middle East and the great oasis cities of Central Asia, Samarkand and Bohkara; on the north the endless forests of Siberia, the Urals, and European Russia. Across it ran the caravan routes of the Silk Road, winding six thousand miles from China to the cities of the Levant.


  For most of recorded history the great steppe has been the stamping ground of the wandering herdsmen, from the Iranian-speaking Scythians and Saka of antiquity through the Pechenegs, the Avars, and the Magyars. Through here have passed the great nomad hordes of history, of whom Attila and his Huns were but one example; and above all, the great wave of conquest from Mongolia that began in the lifetime of Temujin—better known as Genghis Khan—and continued through the lives of his sons and grandsons. Europe knew their terror, as the armies of Batu and Subotai defeated the Teutonic Knights and the Poles, laid Hungary waste, and rode their ponies to the gates of Vienna.


  The full fury burst on Russia. The “Tartars” came from the east like a wind bearing a fire through the steppe, and the great Russian cities fell in an orgy of plunder and butchery—even those in the forests of the north, for the Mongol armies rode up the icy rivers in midwinter to kill and burn, feeding their mounts on the frozen bodies of their enemies. After their native Gobi, a Russian winter was positively balmy! For three centuries the eastern Slavs fell under the “Mongol Yoke,” ground down by tribute of money and men. For centuries more, the remnants of the Golden Horde remained a danger, raiding as far west as the Carpathians in search of booty and slaves.


  Into this land of great distances and huge skies, of burning summers and savage near-Siberian winters, the first Russian-Ukrainian settlers pushed after the Golden Horde's power was broken. They were not agents of the czar in Moscow at first, though those monarchs claimed suzerainty over them, as did other rulers—the Turkish sultans and their subject khans in the Crimea, for instance, and the kings of Poland-Lithuania.


  But the Cossacks in their great days acknowledged no lords, carrying their liberties on their lance-points. They were what their name implied, freebooters. Adventurers, criminals, broken men, serfs fleeing the tightening bonds of servitude, deserters, and wanderers set out into the boundless steppe and there sired sons even wilder than themselves. They gathered in bands for mutual protection—and to more effectively plunder others. Their favored strongholds were islands in the great rivers, where they pursued the trades of fishing, herding, small farming, river-piracy, and mounted raids in search of booty. There they created a legend similar in many ways to the buccaneers of the Caribbean, with the steppe for their ocean. In fact, some of them became seagoing corsairs on the Caspian.


  These communities elected their own leaders, their hetmen, and obeyed them when they felt so inclined; a riotous, anarchic liberty was their delight, in stark contrast to the slave-like servitude suffered by ordinary men in the realms of Muscovy or Poland. They fought the Tartars and learned much from them, copying their whirlwind style of mounted warfare in an endless round of skirmish and ambush, and they carried off their women. They fought for and against the Polish-Lithuanian nobles who carried the banners of that odd hybrid kingdom into the Ukraine, and they struck deep into the domains of the Crim Tartars and the Turks. For the czars they had little use, though bound to them by their Russian speech and above all by their fierce Orthodox faith, which divided them from Catholic Pole and Muslim Tartar alike. In the end they broke the steppe peoples and won Siberia as far as the borderlands of China for Russia.


  If the sixteenth century was the golden age of the Cossacks, the earlier twentieth was the golden age of the adventure pulps. This genre is fondly remembered today, though in truth most of it was unspeakably bad. Robert E. Howard is well-remembered for his Conan stories in Weird Tales, but he also wrote for the other sub-varieties of the pulps: western, detective, boxing, and “Oriental.” The latter covered everything from stories of the Crusades to the insidious likes of Fu Manchu. One recent collection of this type of story was entitled It’s Raining Corpses in Chinatown, which captures the flavor of most.


  Harold Lamb is perhaps the most famous writer of Oriental adventure of the period, with Talbot Mundy a close second. Unlike almost any of his competitors, Lamb was also a serious historian, and he wrote a biography of Genghis Khan along with much other nonfiction.


  For his fiction he plundered the gorgeous East as thoroughly as any of his heroes. One of the most intriguing of those was Khlit the Cossack, a member of the Zaporoghian Siech, the wildest and most daring of the freebooter republics.


  Khlit was something unusual for a pulp hero. For a start, he is old when he first strides onto the stage, already white-haired, though still able to swing the curved saber that gives him one of his nicknames—the other being “The Wolf.” He has little interest in women or plunder and only a moderate one in the corn vodka that was the Cossack's delight. (Their saying was that they would both drink and fight na umor—to the death!). And Lamb's deep knowledge of the place and the period are obvious on every page, though never obtrusive. This is a standard most pulp writers hardly even tried to reach; Khlit and his friends and enemies are genuinely, intriguingly alien to us.


  Another unusual feature of Khlit is that he has a certain sympathy for the Tartars with whom he fights and intrigues; in fact, it turns out that he himself is a descendant of Genghis Khan! His adventures take him from the Siech itself out into the boundless wilderness, the grasslands and deserts and mountains. There he wanders and fights against the assassins of the Old Man of the Mountain, and the wandering tribes, until at last he reaches the Mongol homeland and finds himself a nomad khan of the type he'd spent his youth fighting, struggling against the Chinese empire's attempts to pacify the steppe. Along the way he meets fierce enemies, cunning sorcerers, beautiful women, and the terrible cold of the Dead Lands north of Lop Nor. Not the least of his weapons is the way his enemies underestimate the old Cossack's wits—a fatal lapse, and one they should have avoided by considering how few of his people survived even to middle age.


  The Cossack frontier and the steppe were an inspired choice for an adventure series, and the sixteenth century the perfect period for it. Empires were dying and a-borning, and in that chaos a single man could make his own destiny, carving it out of the wreck with a saber. Christian and Muslim, Buddhist and shamanist, hunter and herder, and farmer and city man met and connived and struggled over half a world. Khlit, neither young nor handsome nor particularly charismatic, nonetheless fascinates.


  I personally met Khlit in a used bookstore in, of all places, Nairobi, Kenya, in the 1960s, where a copy of the collection titled The Mighty Manslayer fell into my hands. I've relished each fresh discovery ever since, for this is one of the wells from which writers of adventure and far-off lands with strange-sounding names have been drawing ever since. The collection of Lamb's Khlit stories is a worthy accomplishment and an opportunity for which I envy readers fresh to these wonderful and colorful tales.
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  When the noonday sun struck through clouds and fell upon the saber on his knee, Khlit made up his mind it was time to eat. Putting aside the sheepskin rag with which he had been wiping specks of rust from his weapon, Khlit drew from the pocket of his coat several hard barley cakes. These he broke over the silver heel of his boot and munched. Thus did Khlit satisfy his noonday hunger.


  All the forenoon, seated beside one of the streets of the Zaporogian Siech, as the Cossacks of the sixteenth and well into the seventeenth century called their isolated war encampment—an island midway between the Russian and the Tatar banks of the great river Dnieper—Khlit had been polishing his cherished saber, a curved Turkish blade of Damascus forging. That morning, when he had awakened after a night of wine-guzzling, Khlit had heard rumors of war bandied about the kurens, or barracks, and like the scent of game to a wolfhound, the tidings had set the warrior to nursing his sword.


  Peering out under shaggy brows, the keen eyes of the Cossack, which every now and then sought the river, noticed a stirring among the kurens. Knights of the siech were gathering in groups to learn if there was truth in the rumors. As the hammering on blacksmith forges became louder, young Cossacks sprang to horse.


  Khlit sat still, sheepskin hat on the back of his sunburned head, bald save for the long scalp lock that trailed over his shoulders. His gray sheepskin coat was flung back under the rays of a midday sun, a broad leather belt making it fast at the waist. The warrior's costly nankeen breeches of brilliant red were tucked in his heavy boots. A short pipe stuck out from under his long gray mustaches.


  In Khlit's mind the matter was clear enough. He could not understand why comrades bickered and bayed like dogs about war when all the Koshevoi Ataman, their leader, needed to do was to say the word and forth the Zaporogian Siech would fare, thousands in number, the flower of the world's knighthood, ready to take the field against Turk, Tatar, Pole, or other foe of the Orthodox Church.


  Why, wondered Khlit, was there any hesitation, when their godfather, the czar himself, had appointed them watchdogs of the Ukraine and the Russian land? Watchdogs of stout heart and good red blood did not lie in kennels and stuff their carcasses with food. Nor did they wait for an adversary to come to the kennel door and poke a stick at them before they sallied forth. Why then, the Cossack asked himself, did the flower of the Ukraine linger on the island encampment in the middle of the wide Dnieper and waste the strength and sinews of the young men in mimic battles suited to the entertainment of women, not full-grown men?


  In a people where few grow old before cut down by an enemy sword, Khlit had been fortunate to survive many wars. The old knight had marched into Poland and he had laid waste the territory of the khans hundreds of versts away across the Volga. In his cottage in the village of Rusk he kept treasures of these campaigns, weapons wrested from the unbelievers, ransoms gleaned from wealthy Turks, and pillage from sacked towns. But the eyes of Khlit did not turn toward the cottage. They searched the distant banks of the Dnieper where foes might be found. If his thoughts wandered to home, it was to the young Cossacks who were coming to the siech from the village that day, and especially to Menelitza, his foster son who would join him before sundown.


  A shout from a nearby group attracted his attention. Several Cossacks were crouched over dice, and a burly warrior who seemed to have met with bad fortune stood up with a curse. Hesitating a second, he tore off his heavy coat and boots and threw them on the ground. His sword had been claimed by his adversary as payment for all debts, and he signified that he would wager his coat and shoes against the sword, which he was loath to relinquish.


  Those in the ring about them peered at the dice casually as the big Cossack threw, and one clapped him on the back with a loud laugh as the result was known. He had won.


  Next the Cossack wagered his coat and shoes against some gold sequins of his adversary, a thin, hook-nosed warrior with a scarred cheek. He lost.


  Refusing all offers of further wagers, the Cossack thrust his sword in his belt and marched off up the street, swaying a little from the effects of drink. Coming abreast of Khlit he halted irresolutely.


  “A health to you, noble sir,” he muttered, raising a huge hand in drink-solemn greeting. “You are of the Rusk kuren? I know you among many, Khlit, bogatyr. That son of a devil's dog, Taravitch, diced me out of coat and shoes. And with the young Cossack brood coming from Rusk to our kuren tonight.”


  “Have you other boots, or money to buy them? There is talk of war,” said Khlit after a moment's inspection of the other, whose face he now recognized.


  “Hey—money?” The giant shook his head and grinned. “I gave the silver in my heels to the Jews for corn brandy last night. I have not the smell of a sequin.”


  “Then say to the hetman of our kuren,” replied Khlit, “that I bid him give you boots and whatever you may need. There will be war, and the siech will march.”


  “Hey—that is good,” chuckled the Cossack. “I shall swagger before the striplings tonight.”


  “You can thank your sword for it, offspring of swine,” explained Khlit, “for you would not lose that. A Cossack and his sword are one until death.”


  The giant shook his head, as though he did not grasp this piece of wisdom. Staggering, he went on his way, but no more wine was to pass his bearded lips. The magic word “war” was a talisman that brought the light of anticipation to his bloodshot eyes and purpose to his heavy steps. When the siech went to war no drunkards were tolerated.


  Khlit looked up a second time to find Taravitch, the successful gambler, watching him. Khlit mistrusted Taravitch, for the hooknosed Cossack was a person rare among the folk of the siech, a shrewd getter of money. To the open-handed warriors money was only a means to wine and weapons, to cherish it for itself was a symptom of the malady that afflicted the Jewish camp followers. Taravitch was known to be a winner at dice or other games, a hard bargainer, and a heartless creditor. Many of the Cossacks had been poor and worse than poor for years at a stretch for owing Taravitch money.


  On the other hand Taravitch had no love for Khlit, whose name was coupled with much spoil and riches, and who was forever urging the men of the Ukraine to war, when the camp proved more profitable to Taravitch. If the truth were known, Khlit wasted no words of ceremony in speaking of the gambler, and some of these remarks had come to the ears of the other.


  Several of the Cossacks who had been watching the dice stood beside Taravitch and contemplated Khlit as the latter, his meal ended long since, wiped at his saber with the sheepskin cloth. Finally Taravitch was moved to speak.


  “Hail to you, Khlit,” he said, mouthing his words and watching the other the while. “Do you polish your saber to show the young men who come to the Rusk kuren at sundown today? Or are you ready to give it to a better warrior and return to your cottage with the women?”


  There was a laugh at this from the watchers, but Khlit did not even look up.


  “I have heard,” continued Taravitch, “that the young men from Rusk are not as fine a lot as when we smoked our pipes in the ruins of Anatolian churches. Devil take them! None of the lot will come to camp as we did; like a good knight, with a brave display.”


  As it is the first test of his knighthood, the manner of a stripling's coming to the siech for the first time, when he is of age, is taken as a measure of his bravery. If he comes gaily appareled and well mounted with a crowd of companions and makes his horse go through feats before the hetmans, he is well received. If he enters camp timidly, or shows any fear, he is held in dishonor by the Cossacks.


  “Health to you, Taravitch,” responded Khlit carelessly. “Do you watch when the son of Menelitza, my foster son, comes to the siech. It will be a sight to brighten your heart. He is the offspring of a bogatyr—bred from a stock that excelled in courage all in our Russian land.”


  “Nay, Khlit,” said Taravitch, his eyes narrowing as when he seized an advantage at dice. “The young Cossacks are weaklings. They are schooled in books and weaned by women. There are none in these days to leap their horse over the palisade about the siech, breaking both their necks as Borodagy did once, or to come bearing a whole cask of wine on their shoulder for the Koshevoi Ataman and the hetmans.”


  “We will see, Taravitch,” said Khlit.


  “It will be poor sport,” replied the gambler in scorn. “Perchance your Menelitza will have courage enough to ride a horse and make the beast stand on three legs before us. A woman's feat!”


  “The son of Menelitza,” said Khlit slowly, “will come to the siech as no other before him has come. You will see—”


  “Hey!” Taravitch swung round on the spectators, but his glance still measured the old Cossack. “What nonsense are you mouthing? Do you think we are children, to believe that? Your precious Menelitza will come with a crowd, and none can tell him from the others!”


  “The father of Menelitza ran his horse through a Tatar camp to fetch me from the grasp of the khan,” said Khlit, unmoved, “and Menelitza will show you a feat of daring that will warm the hearts of the old men.”


  “A wager,” cried Taravitch, “that Menelitza, who comes to the siech at sundown, will not surpass all others in a feat of daring! My Arab stallion against a hundred sequins of gold. Ha, old fox, where is your valor?”


  “No man has asked that upon the battlefield, Taravitch,” replied Khlit, “but you shall have your wager. Only it will be a man's wager, not a child's plaything.”


  He paused and looked up calmly at the circle that pressed about them.


  “In my house at Rusk,” he went on, “are fifty goblets of silver and gold taken from the enemies of the siech, Persian carpets several in number, rare swords from Turkey, four horses of the finest blood. Also Polish trophies and gold-chased armor, with a thousand sequins of gold. All this will I wager against your coin of five thousand sequins and your Arab horses. Come now, are you a staunch wolf, Taravitch, or a rabbit that dives into his burrow when he sees a man?”


  Taravitch gazed at the Cossack as if fascinated. His eyes narrowed as he wet his lips. The riches Khlit had mentioned, he knew to be in the cottage at Rusk. Also, if Khlit pledged his word before witnesses the promise was good. Yet never had the gambler staked the bulk of his wealth on any one throw. The prospect dazzled him.


  “Menelitza comes today, Khlit?” he asked, weighing his words.


  “He has promised me,” assented the old man.


  “Then it is a wager.” Taravitch turned to the watchers, who gaped at him. “You have heard the terms,” he cried, “and the wager—that Menelitza comes today to the siech as none other has come before him. The wager is offered and accepted.”


  



  II


  The sun, which had been high, was nearing the Russian bank of the Dnieper when the burly Cossack who had been befriended by old Khlit returned to the spot and found his benefactor seated where he had been before. The bright saber still reflected sun's rays. Khlit glanced up as he approached. The Cossack was again without coat and boots.


  “Devil take you,” Khlit said affectionately. “Can't you keep a coat upon your fat back? But tell me, is there any news of the approach of men from Rusk? It draws near sundown.”


  “Hey, old sword-eater,” growled the Cossack, “I have heard of the wager you made. News of it has got from one end of the camp to the other. The noble knights are all watching to see the result. Nay, I gave your coat and boots away to one who needed them.”


  “Have the men from Rusk been sighted?”


  “Hey? I don't know. Taravitch was talking about it to the knight who has charge of the ferry and the good man said he'd be flogged with a saber if the Dnieper wasn't rising and jumping about with the wind so much that it were a perilous task to take out the boat from shore. Besides, the oars are lost. So the fine fellow who pilots the boat told me.”


  “Lost!” Khlit's glance flickered over the Cossack. “Devil take the rascal, has he but the one boat? Where are the others?”


  “Away up the river, Khlit,” responded the big warrior with a hearty laugh at the discomfiture of his friend, “and old Father Dnieper is growling to himself and gnashing his white teeth at the wind. Did Menelitza swear he would be in camp this day?”


  “He swore it on a holy image, Waggle-Tongue,” Khlit made reply, inspecting his sword. “And Menelitza does not waste his words for love of hearing himself bray. He will come at sundown.” The Cossack gazed at Khlit's shiny black boots admiringly.


  “So you say, Khlit, bogatyr,” he mused, “and the noble sirs maintain that good sharp sword, or well-loaded pistol. Still, how can the son of your comrade arrive here when the ferryman has drunk two dozen glasses of corn brandy with that slimy lizard of a Taravitch, and Father Dnieper is shaking his hair in anger?”


  “Did Taravitch make the ferryman drunk?” demanded Khlit thoughtfully.


  “Aye, with corn brandy. And the oars are not to be found—”


  “Did Taravitch hide them?”


  “Hey? Most like. If a warrior will do one mischief he will not hold his hand at two. He has you by the scalp lock, Khlit, and your riches are as good as in his pocket.”


  “It is not sundown.”


  “Nay, but the sun kisses his bed behind the mountains. Already the crowd of noble sirs who have gathered in the center of the siech to watch for the fulfillment of your wager say that you have lost. Talk turns to the rumors of a Tatar khan seen near Rusk. Hey, but that is good news.”


  “Then we will hear it,” declared Khlit.


  Sheathing his sword, he tightened his belt and strode along by the giant, his gray eyes almost hidden under shaggy brows, his hands thrust idly in his pockets. As he went, Cossacks turned to look after him, for tidings of the great wager had stirred the interest of the siech. Groups gathered in the center square of the siech made way for him until the pair stood within arm's reach of the Koshevoi Ataman and the hetmans who were discussing the appearance of the Tatars in the Ukraine.


  “The khan has spread his wings near Rusk, Khlit,” said one of the hetmans. “The Tatar dogs took a batko of the Orthodox Church and burned him for the village to see. That was an ill deed. They have also burned our churches. The Zaporogian Siech girds itself for war.”


  Khlit tugged at his mustache with pleasure.


  “That is a good word in my ears, noble sir,” he grinned. “Are all the worthy knights in favor of setting out?”


  “Nay, Khlit,” the hetman shook his shaggy head, “there are many who say the burning of one batko is not enough to make the siech set out. Methinks they are the dogs who like to lie in the sun and scratch. They say the messenger who brought the tidings lies, and that it is a plot of those who want war.”


  “Who is the messenger?” demanded Khlit, frowning.


  “Yon fellow in the big cloak and new boots. He came to the camp in sore plight. He swears the Khan is near Rusk.”


  Khlit's gaze fell on a slender Cossack, dark-skinned, who stood quietly before the Koshevoi Ataman, watching the warriors around him curiously. The stranger seemed not to interest Khlit.


  “Hey,” said the giant, “he is the vagabond I gave my coat and boots to. He came to me near the ferry—”


  He was silenced by murmurs from a group of Cossacks who stood near, and who began to address the Koshevoi Ataman. One of their number thrust through the crowd hastily and Khlit pulled at his mustache as he recognized Taravitch.


  “A word to the Koshevoi Ataman,” cried Taravitch in a loud voice. “This man who says that he comes from Rusk this afternoon lies, for no man has come from the shore to the island.”


  “How is that, Taravitch?” asked Khlit quickly.


  “It is true,” persisted the gambler. “I know, for early in the afternoon I saw the ferryman asleep by the shore, so filled with wine he could not stand. And there are no other boats. So no one could come from shore across Father Dnieper. Look!”


  Taravitch pointed, and the Cossacks looked out over the river. The red glow of sunset flamed on the tossing crest of the waves, with here and there a white fleck of foam. The wind from the west slapped their faces and pulled at their beards. Truly, Father Dnieper was in no gentle mood. Taravitch, who loved better the tranquility of the siech than the hardships of war, smiled as he felt the amazement and concern of the gathering at his words. He had made his point. Already he had won, he felt, a huge wager from the wise Khlit, and now he went on to drive home his plan to discredit the messenger.


  The giant Cossack stepped forward, but Taravitch was before him.


  “You can see for yourselves, noble sirs,” he said eagerly, “that not even one favored by God could cross these waters. No man has ever done that of himself. And it is known that the ferry has not been used—”


  “You hear, noble sirs,” the deep voice of Khlit broke in, “what he said. No man has ever done that. You have heard the words of Taravitch.”


  “Aye, it is the truth”—the gambler shot a puzzled glance at the warrior—“and so the man who says he comes from Rusk lies—”


  “Not so, Taravitch,” Khlit cried again. “Listen to me, noble sirs. The messenger tells the truth. He is a man of honor, and he is of Rusk.”


  He strode forward and clapped his hand on the young Cossack's coat. With a twist he flung it from the other's shoulders. The undergarment of the messenger showed strangely dark and heavy, and Khlit with another wrench wrung a stream of water from his sleeve.


  “This is Menelitza, noble sirs, son of the bogatyr,” he cried. “He has brought you tidings of war from Rusk. When there was no boat to bring him to the siech, he swam through the waves. Many saw him swim ashore, and gave him coat and boots.”


  The young Cossack's face flushed red with the gaze of the throng and he would have stepped back, but Khlit held him firmly, searching the crowd with his gray eyes.


  “This is Menelitza,” he said again, “who has come to the siech as none other before him. Is there any Cossack now who would speak of lies?”


  Silence greeted him, until broken by the Koshevoi Ataman, who announced that the Zaporogian Siech smelled war and that the swords of the knights would no longer be rusted.


  



  That is all of the tale of the coming of Menelitza to the siech, save perhaps for the word of the giant Cossack, who repeated afterward that that night, when the siech was in slumber, he, being one of the watchmen, saw Khlit drag a pair of oars in the siech—belonging to the ferry.


  Khlit glanced around and, seeing no one near him in the gloom, carefully replaced some furs which had concealed the oars from discovery during the day. Following him, the Cossack saw Khlit carry the oars to the ferry, which lay on the shore, and place them inside.


  When the noble sirs heard that, they laughed and told the big Cossack he had been drinking corn brandy, and when they asked Khlit, he also laughed and said the man had been drinking corn brandy.
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  Khlit was angry. Very angry was Khlit, he surnamed the Wolf, and the Cossack of the Curved Saber by his enemies, Tatars and Turks. Khan Mirai Tkha would set extra watchmen about his herd of cattle at night, if word had come to him that Khlit was gripped so hard by the little devil of rage.


  For no one in the Zaporogian Siech, the war encampment of the Cossacks along the bank of Father Dnieper, not even the Koshevoi Ataman himself, was better known to Khan Mirai Tkha than Khlit, the Wolf. And what the Tatar chief had learned, he had learned too late, to his cost, for it was the way of the Cossack to strike without warning. Wherefore Khan Mirai waited with patience for the time when Khlit should strike too soon or too late and the ancient score would be wiped out.


  For no khan of the sixteenth century had more spear points at his call than Mirai Khan, great-grandson of the leader of the Golden Horde, not Yussaf himself, who was called prince of princes.


  Now that Khlit's mustache was white and the muscles on his arm lean, the Cossack knew that the score between him and the Tatar had grown to the point where, on either side, it must be wiped out. Wherefore he was angry. For against his wishes the entire body of the Zaporogian Siech had departed to fight the Poles to the west, and with them had gone Menelitza, his foster son who had come to the Siech to win place as a warrior.


  The Poles, Khlit considered, were less worthy foes for Menelitza than the Tatars, so when he was overruled by the atamans, he felt that it was a mistake the Siech would pay dearly for, and for the first time he sulked at home when the Cossacks set out.


  Another reason for his ill temper was a woman. Menelitza, instead of knightly fame for the joy of good blows struck and received and the hot smell of battle, had told him that he planned to return an approved knight of the Siech to win a woman for wife. Women Khlit regarded as part of the baggage of Poles and Turks, useful otherwise in making and serving wine and in cooking food.


  He had offered to get Menelitza a half-dozen Tatar women to cook and prepare wine for him but the boy had persisted in his plan to win a certain woman of a nearby village, one Alevna. When Khlit asked Menelitza, in deep sorrow, why he wanted a girl instead of himself, the Wolf, for comrade, the boy could give no other reason than that Alevna had black hair and curling lips. Wherefore was Khlit now sitting, to his deep disgust, on his horse at the threshold of Sloboda of Garniv, where Alevna lived. He had come to see with his own eyes what manner of person was Alevna, the black-haired beauty, and to satisfy his curiosity as to why Menelitza favored her above six others.


  It was doubly offensive to Khlit to seek out a woman and to ask questions in a village where he was little known. But he sat his sheepskin hat on the side of his head, lit his long-stemmed pipe, and, with his knee carelessly crossed in front of him, trotted into the village street. As he went, his gray eyes under shaggy brows searched out the women for a possible Alevna.


  He drew rein before a group of girls chattering in front of a cottage, on the doors of which were painted pictures of the good saints driving devils into purgatory. This, Khlit judged, was the house of a worthy Christian. A slender, dark-haired girl in a blue dress with gold ornaments and a necklace of silver coins had already caught his eye.


  She was not as large as her companions, who had coarser features and hands—evidently maidservants—but she ordered them about with great dignity, flashing a delighted smile as she did so and pushing back her mass of black hair. She glanced long and curiously at the dusty Cossack sitting on his horse by the cottage gate.


  “Which one of you sparrows,” said Khlit gruffly, “is the beauty, Alevna?” The maids were silent with sheer surprise, but Alevna ran to the gate, opened it, and confronted Khlit with flushed cheeks.


  “Old man,” she cried, stamping a booted foot, “are you blind with dust that you cannot see me?”


  “I saw you,” growled Khlit, puffing at his pipe. “Can you tell me which is Alevna, the black-haired beauty?”


  The girl came near to the horse with knitted brows.


  “What do you want of Alevna?” she asked angrily. “That is my name. I never saw you before, old man.”


  “You see me now, little wren,” answered the Cossack. “I am the foster father of Menelitza, the young Cossack who swam the Dnieper to come to the Zaporogian Siech, and who desires you.” Alevna did not appear to take kindly to this speech, which Khlit had taken pains to make mild and conciliatory because he wanted to watch the girl, not frighten her away.


  “Then you are Khlit,” she said quickly. “I know about you. The Cossacks went away and you stayed behind to sleep on your stove, for fear of the Poles. Or it may be just because you are old, and the young men are better fighters. Menelitza has chosen badly when he made you come wooing for him.”


  The Cossack's pipe slipped in his teeth from surprise. He, Khlit, to come wooing a girl for another man! He to be accused of sleeping when the Siech marched! But Alevna was taking revenge for his early remark. Warrior as he was, Khlit was not skilled in word battle, being content to let one word do the work of two.


  “The women of the village are talking about you,” continued Alevna, hopping on one foot in delight, “and they said how you talked against the Koshevoi Ataman himself when he ordered war against the Poles—”


  “Bah!” Khlit's voice took a lower note. “The Poles are but meant for the swords of the Siech to sharpen upon. They are like sheep. The real foe of the Ukraine is there, across Father Dnieper.”


  Two dimples showed in Alevna's red cheeks.


  “So that is why you sit in your house on the hill looking across Father Dnieper, old man, to see if you can find any enemies. That is all you are good for, now, isn't it—that and to come paying suit to young girls—”


  A titter of laughter broke from the maids at the gate. Khlit shook his head like a wolfhound that is bitten about the ears.


  “My house on the hill has much booty in it,” he growled, “from my enemies. And the Tatars know the name of Khlit so well they come not near it, though there is the ransom of ten hetmans inside.”


  “You need more than money, old man,” said Alevna mockingly, as she stroked his horse's neck, “if you want to woo a girl, with your face. I had heard that Khlit was a mighty warrior. I am disappointed.”


  “Menelitza is strong,” he said. “He desires you. What he desires he will get.”


  “Then it will be another wife,” cried the girl. “I will not marry him!”


  Khlit puffed thoughtfully at his pipe and leaned closer to her. His glance bored into the girl's brown eyes.


  “Are you afraid of me, wren?” he asked.


  “No,” said Alevna seriously.


  She advanced to the horse's side and placed both arms across the saddlebags, her smiling, fresh face within a foot of Khlit's shaggy countenance. Brown eyes peered into gray for the space of a minute. Khlit's hand shot out and closed firmly around the girl's white throat. Just a little, his fingers tightened. One of the maids screamed. But Alevna did not cease smiling.


  “You are not afraid now?” questioned the Cossack. “I might kill you.”


  “No,” she said.


  She felt safe, being a woman and beautiful. Arrogantly she said, “Will you know Alevna now?”


  Khlit dropped his hand and gathered up his reins.


  “Yes,” he said. “You have a snub nose.”


  Whereupon he trotted away up the village street, without a backward glance at the dark-haired beauty he had come ten miles to see.


  



  II


  The passing of time did not assuage the anger of Khlit. Tales were brought to him at his cottage overlooking the banks of the Dnieper of how the army of the Siech fought the Poles, and old women did not scorn to mock at Khlit because he was not with the others.


  To tell the truth Khlit did not much heed the tales of fighting on the Polish border. His thoughts lay in another direction, across the river. From childhood Khlit had heard tales of the Tatar Horde, of Nogai, grandson of Teval, seventh son of Juchi, leader of the Golden Horde.


  He had seen towns laid in smoke and ruins from one end of the Ukraine to the other, when the Krim Tatars marched, and he knew how followers of the Great Turk incited the ever ready horsemen of the East to try the strength of the Cossack armies. Year by year he had faced the flying hosts of swarthy horsemen who discharged clouds of arrows as they advanced or retreated and he had seen the ground covered with bodies of good Cossacks.


  Such memories were not lightly forgotten, and Khlit waited at the door of his cottage, his eyes searching the river for what he knew would come—a sally of Tatar horsemen across into the Ukraine in the absence of the Siech army. To get him food, he went to the river with a pronged spear and returned with fish, which he baked in smoke and ate. Only at midday he slept and then, like his Tatar enemies, with one eye open.


  It was during one of his midday naps that Khlit learned the news he had been waiting for and expecting with the wise knowledge of a fisherman who is sure of his prey.


  He had not many visitors at the cottage, partly because he was wary about making friends, and partly because Cossack folk held him in some fear, wherefore they lost no chance to mock him because he had not gone with the Siech.


  So it happened that he was instantly alert when there was a patter of hoofs on the rough trail leading to his cottage, and a small, bent figure came into view mounted on one horse and leading a pack animal. By its gray cloak and wizened brown face, Khlit recognized the figure as that of Yemel, a Jewish merchant, who spoke all tongues and ordinarily haunted the path of the Siech, as full of news as a squirrel, news gleaned from Kiev to Tatary.


  “Hail to you, Khlit,” cried Yemel, climbing down from his horse and seating himself on the tree trunk beside the Cossack. “I have some rare gold ornaments taken from the Polish towns by our brave Cossacks. Perchance, noble sir, you would like to exchange some trifling things for them.”


  Yemel rambled on describing his goods, his bright little eyes on the Cossack's impassive face, and throwing out occasional hints that he was thirsty and corn brandy was excellent to the taste. Khlit motioned to the hut, whereupon the Jew jumped up spryly, and reappeared with a full beaker of brandy, at the same time wiping his lips. Khlit did not fail to debit Yemel with two beakers instead of one, but he said nothing until his guest had done refreshing himself.


  “A fox does not play tricks without reason, Yemel,” he said finally. “Full well you know I trade not in spoil, which I take by the sword. In your jackal brain there is something you would tell—for barter I care not—so, Yemel, speak or be gone.”


  “Aye, noble sir,” chirped the merchant, his eye brightened by the drink, “as always, your words are the very coinage of pure gold in their wisdom. You might add that the jackal does not come to the lion's den without reason. Honor me with your attention, bogatyr, for Yemel scorned to believe what he heard in the villages, that Khlit, he of the Curved Sword, the Wolf, had stayed behind to sleep when the Siech—”


  “Enough!” said Khlit impatiently. “You have news?”


  “For your ear alone, Khlit,” admitted Yemel, “for we two are wiser than the whole Zaporogian Siech.”


  “Spawn of the devil,” said Khlit mildly, “do you link your name with a Cossack? Is your blood the same as mine?”


  “Nay, Khlit,” broke in the merchant hurriedly, “I said not that. Do not believe that of me, noble sir. I meant that my word was for the ear of one wiser than all the Siech. Just a little moment and I will tell it. Khan Mirai Tkha has gone upon a hunt.” Khlit's gaze flickered over the Dnieper and back to Yemel. “The Khan, who loves the chase of the stag,” continued Yemel, “has taken many horsemen as beaters and crossed the Dnieper in his hunt. Truly, it has been a great take, for I have come this day from the spot where the stag was found. Khan Mirai is a great hunter.”


  “Aye,” said the Cossack.


  “He hunted the stag into the streets of Garniv, just across the river,” explained the merchant. “And his horsemen who were beaters surrounded the village. It is a pity that the Zaporogian Siech wars against the Poles, for Khan Mirai hunted well.”


  “Were many slain?” queried Khlit.


  “All. I saw the scalp-locked bodies of Cossacks strewing the street like fish in the bed of a brook which has run dry. Khan Mirai has returned across the river with many slaves and much booty.”


  “Aye, he is a good hunter.” Khlit bethought him for a moment. “What of Alevna, she who was the beauty of Garniv, the blackhaired one? Was she among the slain?”


  “Nay, Khlit, Alevna is missing. They say she was among the slaves, being beautiful, in spite of her temper. What a pity!” Yemel shot a calculating glance at Khlit. “The news of the Khan's great hunt is not as old as the sun today. Truly, I hurried here with the tidings, for I said to myself that Khlit should hear. It has cost me much trade, for you will not barter, only give. They say you are more generous than Yussaf, prince of princes—”


  “Peace!” muttered Khlit, impatiently. Jerking his thumb over his shoulder, he added, “Go to the hut for reward, Yemel. Select one thing. If it be too fine I will take it from you and rip your hide for payment. If it be too little you will cheat yourself. Choose!”


  Rid of the chattering merchant, Khlit knitted his brows in thought. The coming of Khan Mirai did not surprise him. He had been looking for it. It irked him that he had not seen the Tatars cross, even ten miles down the river. For them to escape unfollowed was to Khlit a sin of the first magnitude. Yet, with the army away, who was there to follow into the land of the Horde after the swift horsemen of the Mirai tribe?


  Another thing Khlit meditated on. The Tatars had taken Alevna, the woman who had come between Menelitza, his foster son, and himself. Well and good, he thought. A woman always bred trouble, and Alevna he had read as a great mischief maker. Now he was well rid of her.


  With Alevna disposed of, Menelitza would return to his cot in Khlit's hut and eat and drink and fight as a Cossack should. But—Khlit shook his head—suppose Menelitza became very angry when he learned that the girl was gone? Young men were unreasonable as wild horses. Menelitza might even go so far as to blame him, Khlit, for the loss of the girl.


  Khlit filled his pipe and considered the question with great care. It was true that the foster son would be saddened by the news from Garniv, as he had joined the Siech to win knightly fame so that he could claim Alevna for wife. It was, furthermore, quite possible that Menelitza would try to go after the Tatars when he returned, which would be dangerous, as well as useless, it being then too late. Alevna was desired of Menelitza. She was, in a way, his property.


  That being the case, Khan Mirai had despoiled Menelitza of something he coveted, which was the same as saying that he had despoiled Khlit. Which was not to be permitted. Would the women begin saying that Khlit had been robbed by the Tatars and had slept in his hut like a swine-tender? There was no telling what Menelitza would say when he got back.


  At this point in the Cossack's meditations, Yemel emerged from the hut, having been inside a full hour. The merchant's face was wet with excitement. In one hand he held a Turkish scimitar with jeweled hilt and chased-gold scabbard. In the other was a silver beaker with an emerald of considerable size set in the handle.


  Khlit looked up and scowled. “Hey, dog,” he growled, “said I not one thing, and you have two? Do you love your skin so little you would try to cheat me?”


  “Harken but a moment, noble sir,” whined Yemel, clutching his treasures. “You did tell me to fetch one thing, but if it was too much I could have nothing. So, to make sure of pleasing you, I brought two things, one little and one big, to allow you to select my reward. If the sword is too much, I will take the small beaker, and be gone.”


  “Then the sword is more valuable than the beaker?” inquired the Cossack thoughtfully.


  “Assuredly, noble sir,” Yemel cried. “You can see its pure gold and fine jewels for yourself. It is too great a gift, I fear, even for your munificence. Of a truth, I did wrong to bring it. I must take the beaker.”


  “Nay,” returned Khlit, “you can have either. Did I not promise the one you want? At once, dog!” Yemel's agitated eyes traveled from sword to beaker and back again. He gripped both for an instant. Then he flung down the sword, clutching the beaker to his breast. A smile twitched Khlit's gray mustache.


  “You lied, Yemel,” he growled. “For the jewel in the beaker is worth two swords, and you were not blind. However, I have a mind to deal lightly with you. Take the beaker. You might have had thrice its value, for there are other emeralds within. Hey, come with me to the Tatar camp, and you shall have ten times its worth.”


  A wail broke from the merchant at this news, silenced by a wave of the Cossack's hand. Gathering up the gold sword, Khlit went into the hut. Yemel watched him with the despairing eyes of one who was punished beyond his deserts.


  The merchant had gone, and the sun was low in the west when Khlit again emerged from the cottage. This time he was dressed in red morocco boots, long svitza, or coat, a wide leather belt from which his sword hung together with gold tassels, and high sheepskin hat, from the back of which his gray scalp lock reached to his shoulders.


  He went directly to the stable behind the hut, saddled and bridled his horse, filled his saddlebags with mealcakes and tobacco, and sprang on his horse. For a moment he searched the river with his glance, and then urged his horse forward in the direction taken by Khan Mirai.


  



  III


  Next day's sun saw Khlit riding steadily along the steppe on trail of the riders of Mirai. The level plain, covered with lush grass and with only occasional ravines where trees and undergrowth offered shelter, was not a favorable place for concealment. What there was, Khlit made the most of with customary caution, for he was already far into the country of the Horde where a captured Cossack was a dead Cossack.


  For various reasons the old warrior had come alone on his quest to gain Alevna. There were few Cossacks left in the villages. The pick of the fighters were in Poland. And Khlit was not the man to encumber himself with clumsy assistants. Likewise, it would have been impossible for many men to travel unseen across the steppe, and such force as he could have mustered would have been too small to encounter the full strength of Khan Mirai's thousands.


  Khlit knew from experience that the Tatars were dangerous foes, wary, swift to act, and more merciless even than the Cossacks themselves. The Horde were roaming folk, carrying their houses with them on wagons and going from place to place to obtain good grazing for their herds of cattle and horses.


  Yet, if he had considered his quest impossible, Khlit would not be where he was now. His ability to think clearly into the future had kept Khlit alive until his hair was gray, when few Cossacks lived to middle age. Khlit, reasoning coolly, saw that he had certain advantages. He knew the land of the Horde from previous forays after cattle and horse. He was familiar with the Tatar way of fighting, which was deadly to strangers. Also, Mirai's men had a wholesome respect for the name of the Wolf. And they did not suspect he was following them.


  Although he had been riding fast, Khlit had seen nothing of the Tatars by midday. The steppe appeared deserted, except for the deer and hare that fled at the sound of his approach. When the midday sun beat down on him, Khlit slipped from his horse, leading the animal into a grove of oaks that bordered the trail he was following. He seated himself on the turf, took some meal-cakes and dried fruit from his saddlebags, and prepared to eat his first meal of the day.


  He had scarcely set his teeth into the first cake when he knew that he was no longer alone on the steppe. Farther along the trail a horse whinnied. At the first sound Khlit sprang to his own animal and wound his neckcloth about the beast's nostrils lest it should make answer to the newcomer. Then he trotted to the edge of the grove to get a view of the stranger.


  Khlit had not seen a Tatar for some years, but he did not mistake the little figure seated easily on a steppe pony trotting down the trail. The man's swarthy face peered out under his pointed helmet. A cloak was thrown loosely over his coat of mail, a quiver of arrows at his back, his bow in a case at the saddle.


  Evidently the Tatar was not suspicious of enemies, for he was singing a low, chuckling song, glancing occasionally to right and left, more from force of habit than watchfulness. Khlit crouched in his cover and scanned every movement of the rider.


  The latter's course took him to within a few yards of the oak and he went by with a careless glance into the grove. Khlit did not move until the Tatar was well past his retreat. It was his first sight of prey in many months and his nostrils opened eagerly, while his gray eyes narrowed.


  When Khlit did move, he lost no time. Trotting out, very quietly for a man of his size, into the trail, he covered the distance between him and the rider. As the latter, startled by some sound, or by a glimpse of a moving shadow beside him, turned in his saddle, Khlit's arms closed around him in a crushing grip that the Tatar strove in vain to break.


  The Cossack had caught his enemy's lasso from the saddle as he grasped him, and when the two fell to earth Khlit made quick work of binding the smaller man securely, pinioning his arms to his side.


  “Flat-Face,” he grunted, standing upright and adjusting his coat, “a sword is needless when a fool rides recklessly over the steppe. You are a nasty-looking villain. I think I may slay you after all.”


  The Tatar made no move, his small eyes fixed intently on Khlit's every movement. The latter crossed his arms and stared down at the bound man thoughtfully.


  “Hey,” he said, “I need a messenger to the great Khan Mirai. You know what I'm saying, devil take you, in spite of your rude stare. Tell Khan Mirai that Khlit, he called the Wolf, the Cossack of the Curved Saber, is following the trail of the Horde, and he will not leave until the Khan presents him with a gift. A gift of the girl Alevna, taken from the village of Garniv. Tell your leader if he does not hand over the girl, the Wolf will bring death and woe upon the tribe. Aye, great woe.”


  He assisted the man to his feet and helped him into the saddle, first carefully removing sword, bow, and arrows.


  “Bring back your answer to me here, Flat-Face,” added Khlit. “And think not of treachery against the Wolf, or you will do little more thinking.”


  Khlit struck the horse on the flank, and the beast started quickly back along the trail. The Cossack watched it for a moment, then took a mealcake from his pocket and began his interrupted repast. He did not sit upon the turf, however, for he led his horse out to the trail and trotted after the Tatar.


  Khlit had had time to eat many meals, and he had, in fact, smoked many pipes, by the time that the other appeared again. This time the Cossack had staged his welcome in a different spot, some two miles nearer the Tatar camp. He had selected a place near the trail where he had a good view of whoever might return, and at the same time be safe from observation himself. A turn in the trail around some rocks screened him.


  He saw the Tatar making his way along the steppe alone, but his glance was fixed on the distance, not on his late foe. Apparently the man came unaccompanied, but Khlit was not one to believe in the good faith of anyone until convinced by his five senses. Which was fortunate, for as the Tatar was nearly abreast of him, the Cossack made out several helmets and spear points coming up the trail a good distance in the rear.


  It needed no second sight to convince him that other riders were following their friend with no good intentions toward him—Khlit—and, as before, he acted swiftly.


  As before, he let the Tatar pass by him a short distance, when he wheeled his horse from cover and sprang after him. The unfortunate rider heard the hoofbeat, and turned his horse with the quick skill of his race, feeling in the quiver at his back for an arrow.


  But Khlit had not misjudged his distance. As the Tatar fitted arrow to bow, the Cossack's horse struck him and dashed his own horse to the ground at the same instant Khlit's heavy sword found his head. Horse and rider alike were cast to earth, and the Cossack wheeled away from the trail with a flourish of his curved sword.


  “Hey, that was good, very good,” he chuckled to himself, as he put several miles of steppe between him and the spot where theTatar lay. “Now Khan Mirai will know that the Wolf is following him and that the Wolf is Khlit.”


  



  


  IV


  The heart of Khan Mirai Tkha, great-grandson of Juchi, leader of the Golden Horde, was not light within him in spite of his successful raid on the Cossacks across the Dnieper. He sat in the sun, his legs crossed under him, his armor laid aside, stroking his black mustache and gazing moodily about the camp of the tribe.


  There were many reasons why Khan Mirai should have been carefree, for he had rejoined the main encampment of the tribe with booty and slaves. The host of the Mirza Uztei-Kur, which the Khan was honoring with his presence, was located in a grassy basin, a mile or so in extent, surrounded by a ring of wooded hills.


  Nothing better in the way of an encampment could have been desired. And the Khan's own quarters, the leather and silk pavilion mounted on a wagon drawn by fifty horses, was richly furnished with Mongol draperies and Persian rugs.


  But there was a thorn in Khan Mirai's side—Khlit, the Cossack Wolf, who had followed his riders from the Dnieper far into the land of the Horde, past the Kartan Mountains where no Cossack had set foot before, was still in the vicinity, and, in spite of every stratagem the iniquitous brain of Khan Mirai could hit upon, was still unharmed. And he had set his mark upon the Tatars.


  Wherefore, it would not need a shaman, or conjurer, to tell that the Khan was irked. For a Tatar lives by mare's milk and flesh, and by fighting, and the Khan was visiting one of his subject tribes who looked to him to deal with the Cossack pest.


  To add to his discomfort, that morning when he stepped from his pavilion he had seen seven crows fly across the encampment, and heard their croaking. Khan Mirai knew by this that some misfortune was not far away. It might be possible to ward off the misfortune by aid of the tribe shaman. If this pending misfortune were in any way connected with Khlit, it should be dealt with at once, by all the skill of the conjurer and the intelligence of the Khan, with Mirza Uztei-Kur.


  The Khan saw the squat figure of the mirza approaching him and made room on the wagon step for the leader of the tribe.


  Uztei-Kur was more at ease on a horse's black then on his bowlegs. He stood perhaps five feet in height, with heavy shoulders, a face broad and yellow as a full moon, and slanting beads for eyes. Unlike the Khan, Uztei-Kur was in mail and bore his scimitar. Men said he slept thus.


  He did not greet his chief, merely pulling out a pipe which he filled from the Khan's tobacco jar. A pitcher of soured mare's milk had made up the other's breakfast, and this Uztei-Kur emptied with several gulping swallows. Both were silent for a space, waiting for the other to speak.


  “Have you news of the Wolf?” asked Khan Mirai at length, speaking what was on his mind.


  “Aye,” muttered Uztei-Kur between his lips. “Yesterday we had news of Khlit who calls himself the Wolf. Truly, he was bred of the devil's jackal. It was when we chased a stag in the woods to the west. As we passed under the brow of a cliff a heavy rock bounded down. Two were crushed and another had his backbone cracked, so we left him to die. The stag escaped us.”


  “Did you see Khlit?” queried the Khan.


  “Nay, who else could it be?” demanded Uztei-Kur, baring his teeth, which were pointed as a jackal's.


  His eye wandered over the crowded encampment and came to rest on his companion.


  “Khlit is hanging around until he gets the woman he asked for. I have seen her. She is worthless to us, for she has the temper of a serpent and the fury of a tiger. None can touch her. Why not give Khlit what he wants and get rid of him?”


  “Heart of a lizard!” Khan Mirai spat into the dust at his feet. “Know you not that Khlit is worth a hundred Alevnas to us? Make him slave and we can taunt the Cossacks without measure. He is a prize worth the sack of Garniv.”


  “Then hunt him down,” growled the mirza, whose mind could hold only one idea at once. “And call me not a lizard, Khan Mirai, if you would not find a lizard can sting. I have hunted Khlit for days, without finding more than his horse's dung. Consult your shaman, whom you love as a camel loves a spring, and learn how you may snare the Wolf.”


  The Khan puffed at his pipe. He was not of Tatar blood alone. He came of Mongol ancestors, and had the tall body and slit eyes of his kind. The mirza he looked on as a dog, to be whipped to obedience, who knew and cared nothing for the arts of the conjurer or the sacred books that had been part of the treasury of the Golden Horde.


  “Today,” he said, not without hesitation, “I saw seven crows over the tribe. And I have heard that yesterday the shaman walked alone in the woods as he does when a battle is near. But what battle can come to pass here? And now the shaman wears his mask, another sign that he is disturbed.”


  “Aye,” said Uztei-Kur without emotion, “the double-faced one sulks in his house today.”


  “He can tell us,” decided the Khan, rising to his feet, “whether it will be possible to trap the Wolf. If so, we shall ask him how, and out of his wisdom which is allied to unseen potencies he will announce a trap. If he declares that the oracle believes we cannot trap the Wolf, then we will give up the girl, perhaps. But the shaman is very wise. He will devise a trap.”


  Khan Mirai caused it to be known in the camp that they were going to consult the conjurer, and should be undisturbed. The Tatars were not inclined to disobey the command, for they held the conjurer in wholesome fear, and for the last day he had sulked and spoken to no one, besides wearing his mask, which was a bad omen.


  Threading through sleeping camels, the two leaders came to the wagon-house of the man they sought, in a cleared space near one side of the camp. The pavilion was like the others, save for a narrow opening at the dome-shaped top and curious engravings around the leather sides, representing forms of animals and birds, with many crows.


  Truly, Khan Mirai discovered, the shaman was sulking. For he called for many minutes at the entrance before the conjurer emerged, wrapped from head to foot in a red cloak, and wearing his mask.


  



  V


  Although Khan Mirai had consulted the conjurer many times before he never lost a feeling of awe when he stood before the dark entrance to the house, where so many strange images were hung from the walls. The wizard himself impressed the Khan, for he was a wizened little man, scarcely as high as the Tatar leader, although the latter was standing on a lower step. A peculiar smell, like that of dried poppies, crept into his nostrils and be turned his eyes away as the figure in the red cloak bent its mask in the likeness of a dog's head upon him.


  When he had made known his business and received the grudging assent of the shaman to enter, Khan Mirai stepped inside with Uztei-Kur, and, groping his way through the blackness, seated himself cross-legged upon some antelope skins.


  “Tell us what we have come to know, Shaman,” he said, “concerning the Wolf, and you shall have sequins of gold to buy herbs and stag's antlers.”


  The shaman gave vent to a curious chuckling sound at these tidings, and for a space moved about in the darkness—for he had closed the leather flap over the door—making his preparations for the coming oracle.


  Abruptly, he jerked the flap from the vent at the top of the pavilion, allowing a ray of sunlight to descend into the center of the house. In this light he stood revealed in all his conjuring attire. He wore his dog's mask, but the red cloak was discarded, and a myriad of iron figures hung from his body. Iron snakes twined down his legs, iron horses in miniature hung from his arms, with tigers, jackals, birds, and fishes.


  The cascade of little images covered him completely, and every move he made was accompanied by a loud clanking. In one hand he held a stick. Before him was placed a wooden drum.


  Khan Mirai looked on with satisfaction and not a little awe, as at something he was accustomed to but with which he was not entirely at ease. The mirza had drawn back into the shadows. Slowly at first, then more rapidly, the shaman began his ritual, every move being followed closely by the Khan.


  With his wooden stick the conjurer beat methodically on the drum, facing first toward a huge pair of stag's antlers on one side of the house, then toward an elephant's head mounted in some fashion and stuffed into lifelike semblance, and then toward a serpent, similarly mounted, dimly to be seen in the semidarkness.


  As he proceeded and the cadence of blows on the drum became quicker, the shaman struck up a dance in which his iron cloak rattled and clanked, and accompanied himself with a muttered shrieking, looking now toward the vent in the top of the house. More and more rapidly he danced, wielding his drumstick and shrieking with the full strength of his lungs. As he did so, the Khan leaned forward breathlessly, his eyes fixed on the ridgepole which was visible through the opening.


  When the clamor was at its utmost, the shaman suddenly whirled with a loud cry, and pointed to the opening at the top of the house. The Khan sprang to his feet, and as he did so the conjurer fell to the floor and lay motionless beside the drum.


  “Did you see?” whispered Khan Mirai to the mirza. “The crow came and sat on the ridgepole. Never have I seen the shaman in such ecstasy. The prophecy will be, without doubt, more wonderful than ever.”


  “For twenty summers,” returned Uztei-Kur disdainfully, “I have sat in the gloom and watched, and I have never seen any crow alight on the ridgepole. If it is indeed the great-grandfather of the ravens—”


  “Hush,” whispered the Khan, “the shaman is returning to consciousness. It has taken only a moment for the message to reach him.”


  Both men were silent as the conjurer stirred, moved his arms, and sat up. Crouching on his haunches, he drew his red cloak about him, and stared at them from behind the dog's mask.


  “I have heard,” he cried in a hoarse voice, “the words of the raven that has given of wisdom—to the first khans of the hinterland—to the great Genghis Khan—to Kublai Khan, lord of mountains—to Yussaf, prince of princes, from whom it came to the camp of Khan Mirai Tkha, great-grandson of Juchi, leader of the Golden Horde, at his summons. In my ears poured the wisdom greater than the locked books of the treasury of Pam, more just than the words of the Dalai Lama, he of the mountains.”


  The conjurer stretched his hands before him as if clutching some imaginary object.


  “The wisdom concerned the Wolf who follows the track of the Khan—it tells of a trap that may be set. This is the wisdom—the Wolf is cunning, but he is vain of his strength—Mirai Khan may go alone to where the rock fell from the mountain and seek for the slain stag. He will find the Wolf by the stag. He can tempt the Wolf into a trap. Out of his pride, the Wolf will come, and Tatar eyes shall see the Wolf ride into the encampment of Mirai Khan.”


  



  VI


  Now Mirai Khan, although he, like most of his people, held the shaman in awe, was no fool, or he would not have been leader of the Tatar riders. After turning over the words of the conjurer in his mind, he decided that after such a successful trance, the message of the raven must be unusually pregnant, wherefore it behooved him to follow the given advice, as his father and father's father had done before him.


  Yet because he was wary, he went to the spot Uztei-Kur named to him, where the rock had fallen from the cliff, mounted and armed. And he went stealthily, approaching through the wood, not from the plain, at a walk, eyes and ears alert for signs of danger. For the shaman had said he would find Khlit by the stag.


  He found time to wonder, as he went, why the stag should be lying in the wood. For Uztei-Kur had said plainly that the deer had escaped him. Khan Mirai was aware, however, that it pleased the shaman to cloak the wisdom of his words in riddles. He was prepared to find something else at the spot.


  But he was not prepared to find the body of a dead Tatar, stiff in the grass, for he had forgotten what Uztei-Kur said, that one of the hunters had been crippled by the rock and left to die. By the body he halted warily, for he saw the rock, a boulder about the height of a short man's belt. For many minutes Khan Mirai did not move. His gaze went from the body to the underbrush about him, and a frown gathered on his swarthy brows.


  His keen ears had caught the sound of movement near him in the wood, just where he could not tell. Something was approaching, and the sound told him that the approach was gradual and quiet, not the careless trampling of a deer or wild horse. Khan Mirai reached back into his quiver, fitted arrow to bow, drew his small target over his left arm, and waited for the sound to materialize into view.


  He had half expected it, yet he gave a soft grunt of surprise when a horse and rider pushed quickly through the undergrowth into the clear space by the boulder, and Khlit confronted him. The Cossack lounged in his saddle, as he guided his mount to within a few paces of the Tatar. In one hand he held a pistol of Turkish design.


  Khan Mirai had last seen Khlit when the Tatars tossed him bound into a tent to await torture at their pleasure, many years ago. Khlit had escaped then, because a reckless Cossack had ridden through the camp with another horse, at night, and released him, at the cost of his own life.


  The Cossacks were surely devils, thought Khan Mirai, for they cared not for their lives in battle. Khlit was older now, but the Tatar did not mistake his scarred face and broad, erect figure.


  Neither spoke, for to do so would be to give the other advantage. The Tatar had his bow bent and ready, but so was Khlit's pistol. An unreliable weapon, but then the arrow might also miss its mark and Khan Mirai was in no mind to meet the onset of the Russian's heavy steel and whirling saber. So each measured the other in silence, while their mounts pawed the turf and strove to get their muzzles down to the grass. It was Khlit who broke the silence.


  “Have you come to count your dead, Mirai Khan,” he said, “to look for a stag that was slain in a hunt? Have you seen one?”


  “One of our own was slain,” spoke Mirai Khan.


  “Aye,” said Khlit grimly. “Here at your feet. Two others were slain at the same time. It was a good hunt. Does it please you? Every day some of the hunted do not return to camp. For I, Khlit, am a hunter.”


  “You will be the hunt, Khlit” returned Khan Mirai. “If not today, very soon. A prophecy has been uttered that I would find you here, and that you shall be brought to the encampment. The first part has come true, soon the other will be true.”


  “Who spoke the prophecy?” asked Khlit with interest.


  “A shaman, in holy convulsions. His words are truth, O caphar, more true than an oath you swear on that little gold ornament you carry.”


  The Cossack knew Khan Mirai referred to the cross he wore around his neck.


  “Was not my promise true also?” he asked. “Eh, that death should sting the tribe like a wasp, if the girl were not given back to me?”


  The Tatar scowled.


  “Why is Khlit, he of the Curved Saber, eager to gain a woman?” he said contemptuously. “The girl is scarce grown, and with a temper like a vixen.”


  “Harken, Khan Mirai,” said Khlit. “The woman is not for me. Years ago when you had bound me, a Cossack rode through your camp and loosed me, being slain in the doing. His son I have made my son. And his son desires the girl Alevna for wife. Wherefore I have come for her, to pay the debt I owe.”


  Khan Mirai considered these words and saw a light. Verily, the shaman was potent beyond all foreseeing. For he had told the Tatar that Khlit might be tricked through his pride. And there was the solution.


  Khlit, so reasoned the Tatar, was under blood debt to free the girl. So closely was Alevna guarded in one of the wooden houses—none except the Khan and her guards knew which—that it would not be possible to rescue her, even if Khlit were able to gain the camp. So Khlit, failing to terrify him, Khan Mirai, must buy her at a price, and that price should be himself. Gladly would the Tatar surrender a thousand Alevnas to see the Cossack bound before him.


  “So, you have come to pay a debt, Khlit?” he asked, watching the Cossack narrowly. “Good! I swear to you that there is but one price that will buy Alevna. If you would clear your debt, you must buy the girl with yourself. Do that, and Alevna shall choose a horse and ride free into the steppe.”


  Khlit considered this with bent brows.


  “The debt must be paid,” he said. “But I do not trust you. When I see with my own eyes Alevna ride free into the steppe and none follow her, I shall be ready to say that you will receive your price”—he hesitated only for a moment—”and then I will ride into the encampment in the plain. This is how it may be done.


  “Soon, I shall light two fires on the hills to the west. When you see two smokes arise late in the afternoon give Alevna a good horse. I shall watch her go from the camp past the hill out to the steppe and lose herself to view. Think not to trick me. Then, before the sun kisses earth and the blackbird night flies over us, I will ride into your camp, as the father of Menelitza rode when he lost his life.”


  The Tatar studied his foe.


  “Do you swear that on the gold token?” he asked finally.


  Khlit held up the miniature cross in his left hand.


  “I swear it,” he growled. “Devil take it, when did Khlit break his word?”


  Khan Mirai knew that the Cossack's promise was better than other men's. Moreover caphars did not lightly, strange as it seemed, perjure themselves when they swore an oath on their token. When the Tatar remembered the prophecy of the shaman he felt elated. The conjurer had sworn that Khlit would ride into the camp. Had not the first part of the prophecy come true?


  Yes, Khan Mirai thought that the dice of the gods were falling as he wished. To part with the girl was a slight price to pay for the chance—the probability—that Khlit would do as he promised. Of course the Cossack might come galloping with drawn sword. Khan Mirai expected this. But he would be overpowered. The thought of Khlit bound before him settled the question.


  “It shall be as you say,” he snarled, his eyes alight. “I shall look for the smoke.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit, “so be it.”


  The parting of the two warriors was not lightly accomplished. Each urged his horse slowly backward, watching the other. It was not until they were a good bowshot apart that Khlit wheeled his mount and disappeared into the wood that had sheltered him so long from the eyes of the Tatar riders.


  Khan Mirai lost no time in leaving the spot, with a last glance at the dead man, and hastened to present a gift of gold to the shaman, who, as he expected, was still lying in the wooden house after his convulsions, which must have been severe, as two prophecies had been made, and each had come true.


  



  VII


  When the two columns of smoke rose from the western hill and drifted with the wind over the camp, Khlit watched a girl's form ride past in the distance.


  His eyes were keen, and he could not mistake the figure on an Arab mount, whose poise and movements were those of Alevna.


  Even the tilt of her dark head he recognized, as she looked back at the Tatar camp, and the eager flush of her cheek when she saw freedom before her.


  Khan Mirai had kept his promise. Now he would expect Khlit to keep his word.


  But Khlit was in no hurry. He watched Alevna until the girl disappeared down a ravine. He scrutinized idly the herds of cattle which were grazing near the foot of the hill between him and the camp. He even tried to count the horses which he saw wandering about the plain riderless, their manes whipping in the brisk wind, their heads lifting alertly at the slightest sound.


  The scene was pleasant, revealed by the level rays of the sun, sinking over the steppe to the west. Khlit considered it with appreciation, stroking his gray mustache. It had been several days since he had talked with Khan Mirai and he reflected that the Tatar was probably impatient at the delay. But Khlit was not to be hurried. He had not lit the fire until he was ready.


  Now he scanned the smoke thoughtfully as it floated over the plain, dwindling to a narrow thread and then vanishing. The lives of men, he mused, were like smoke, gathering size and strength at first, then fading rapidly. Like smoke, they drifted where the wind blew, until there was no wind.


  There was nothing to prevent Khlit from mounting his horse and riding away in security back to the steppe, to the banks of Father Dnieper and Russia. The path was open. Night was coming on, and the dark would conceal his flight. Yet he stayed.


  Menelitza's father, Khlit reflected, had shared bread and salt and wine with him. Nay, he had shed his blood for him. And the opportunity was offered now to pay back the debt. Khlit did not bother to wonder whether Menelitza's father would know of it. It was sufficient that the debt could be paid.


  The words of the shaman were true, although Khlit had not wasted a thought on them. The pride of the Wolf would lead him into the Tatar camp. His pride was such that he could not give the Khan the chance to say that he, Khlit, had turned his back upon a foe and broken his word. Yet, Khlit mused, the shaman had said nothing about the cunning of the Wolf. At least he had heard Khan Mirai say nothing of it. And that was very great.


  The sun had almost touched the earth and Khlit rose and stretched himself as a dog does, first one foot then the other. He loosed his saber in its scabbard. Stopping for a moment to light his pipe, he went to his horse and very carefully ran his hand over saddle and bridle, feeling for any weakness. The horse, fat and strong from good feeding, whinnied and touched his shoulder with its muzzle. Then Khlit returned to the fire.


  For the last time he cast a keen glance over the plain. The camp of the Tatars appeared as usual, but the Cossack noted bodies of horsemen darting about here and there, and others among the camels and wagons. All the Tatars except a handful of horse-tenders were near the encampment. Khlit noticed this preparation for his reception without emotion. He had not expected Khan Mirai to do otherwise. Then Khlit acted.


  Stooping over the fire, he caught up a half-dozen kindled sticks and sprang to his horse. The animal snorted and reared at the flame, but Khlit gained its back, and by hand and knee urged it down the slope of the hill, riding swiftly between the trees. In both hands he held the brands.


  The horse needed no further urging than the smoke at his ears to stretch into a frantic gallop, and at that pace Khlit slipped from between the trees to the surface of the plain a half mile from the camp.


  With the wind whipping his svitza about him, Khlit guided his mount on a course along the edge of the wood, which took him parallel to the camp. As he went, he dropped his smoldering brands into patches of the dry, waist-high steppe grass and watched the wind fan the spots into widening circles of black, out of which smoke poured up and tongues of flame shot.


  He was unmolested in his course, for the few horse-tenders had drawn near the camp, loath to miss the spectacle of the Cossack's arrival in the camp.


  Dropping the last of his brands, Khlit wheeled his horse straight for the herd of cattle, which already was alert and watchful of the smoke and flames. As the wind drove the black clouds toward the beasts their uneasiness grew into panic. Running together they began, horses and cattle alike, to move toward the camp. Little was needed to start them into blind fear.


  That little was supplied by the careful Khlit.


  With his horse at a free gallop the Cossack drove into the throng of beasts erect in his saddle, waving his heavy sheepskin coat and shouting at the top of his voice. The animals nearest him broke into a gallop, others accompanied them. The cattle tossed their heads, and here and there Khlit saw a horse rear upon the back of another, or the broad horns of a steer upflung. Closer and closer the frightened cattle pressed together, until he was forced to climb on the back of his horse to avoid hurt to his legs.


  Another moment and the great herd of the Tatars was in full flight, with the roar and crackle of flames at their backs, toward the encampment.


  The Tatars who were near the herd had not been idle. Several of them had pushed into the front of the throng, trying to turn the beasts to one side. Some went down, others were carried along in the resistless mass of several thousand beasts. Shouts, arrows, and waving cloths were useless in attempts to control the herd, now that the patches of fire in the rear had been united and spread out on either bank. The herd had smelled smoke and fear drove them on.


  Jammed in the center of the herd, where he had taken his place at the start of the mad race, was Khlit. Such aid as he could give to his horse he did, with his sword, keeping the pressure endurable by mercilessly cutting down the cattle around him.


  Probably no one but a Cossack could have been sure of his seat and his horse alike in the herd, but Khlit wasted no thought on either. Puffing at his pipe, his sheepskin hat thrust on the side of his head, he had eyes only for the camp as the herd crashed into the first streets. The wagon-houses were scattered at first, with crouching camels thronging the streets.


  At the advent of the herd the camels scrambled clumsily to their feet and joined the flight. Houses crashed over on their sides at the first impact of the herd, which now split up and flowed through the openings, crushing Tatar riders who did not keep pace with them and pounding underfoot anything living which got in their way.


  Thus did Khlit ride through the Tatar camp, as he had promised.


  Arrows were shot at him from a distance, but none of the Tatars succeeded in getting near him, owing to the herd. The arrows missed their mark. Indeed Khlit was soon lost to sight in the clouds of smoke which swelled around the camp. The confusion grew into a tumult of bellowing beasts and shrieking women and children in the houses, who, comparatively safe from the herd, dreaded fire.


  Once near the farther edge of the camp, Khlit saw a strange thing. From one of the wagons sprang a weird figure, masked and clothed in a mass of hanging iron images that clashed as he ran. In his arms were clutched some bags which he did not abandon, even when he essayed to mount a horse in the tumult. Looking back over his shoulder, Khlit found that the shaman was lost to view in the smoke.


  All the Tatars had seen Khlit enter the camp, but very few saw him leave. By the time that the herd had gained the open space on the farther side of the camp the smoke had descended like a pall over the plain. Such Tatar horsemen as had escaped hurt, and had not been borne away by the rush of beasts, were forced to fight off the advancing flames. Some wagons were put in motion. Others were abandoned. None had time to follow Khlit.


  Far into the plain on the other side raced the herd, only stopping when they could run no farther. Then the beasts separated and came to a halt, trembling and panting. Khlit slipped from his mount and, leading the horse, lost no time in gaining the nearest shelter of woods.


  Once, as he climbed the hill that separated him from the steppe, Khlit looked back at the smoldering plain, smoke-covered, strewn with exhausted cattle, at the wrecked wagon-houses and the Tatars, dimly seen in the twilight, put to their utmost to keep the flames from the camp; then he turned his face to the steppe.


  



  VIII


  Khlit sat again in front of his house, watching the surface of Father Dnieper. As usual, he was alone. And he was turning over many things in his mind.


  The Cossacks of the Siech had returned from Poland. Menelitza had come with them. The boy, as Khlit expected, had won fame as a fighter. He was an approved knight. Yet Menelitza had not come to see Khlit nor had the old Cossack sought out his foster son.


  As Alevna had not known of Khlit's battle for her, or of the ride through the Tatar camp when he rode with the herd before the flames, the news had not spread in the Ukraine, for he himself had said nothing. Yet, out of his wise knowledge, Khlit foresaw that a tongue there was no stopping would tell how the ride was accomplished and the camp of Khan Mirai thrown into a chaos of blood and flame.


  That, he thought, was fitting, for the raid upon Garniv should not go unavenged and it would gladden the hearts of his old comrades to know how Khlit had made the Tatar chief pay the price of his daring.


  As before, Khlit's shaggy bead lifted alertly at a sound approaching—a patter of horse hoofs and a jingle of bells. Seeing that it was only Yemel, the Cossack sank back on his seat while the Jewish trader brought his pack animals to a halt and sprang to the ground.


  “Ha!” said Khlit, surveying him amusedly, “I thought you had left your carcass where it would do no more harm.”


  “No thanks to you, Khlit, I am here,” snarled the trader. “Murderer, mad Cossack, do you value lives as little as cattle?”


  “Less,” smiled Khlit, “in battle. Did you not reap spoil enough without whining for gold and jewels—”


  “My pay!” gasped Yemel. “Noble sir, I have your word! Ten times the value of the costliest emerald. Did I not sleep in the wagon-house with the man I had killed, to take his place? As God is my witness, the Khan and mirza came to the house and sat on the body of the dead shaman while I danced to keep their mind from the taint of the place.”


  Khlit threw back his head and laughed long. Yemel seized his chance.


  “Did not I make an excellent shaman, noble sir? Well for youI knew the Tatar camp as a dog knows his kennel. Did I not serve you well, carrying out your plans, even as you said? And the pay is little for such a risk.”


  Khlit waved his hand toward the cottage.


  “Take what you can carry away, Yemel,” he answered. “I need not such things. For I shall be alone now. Menelitza has taken Alevna to wife.”


  Just for an instant the Jew glanced curiously at the old Cossack, somber now and gazing out over the waters of Father Dnieper. He made as if to say something, hesitated, noting the sadness in the Cossack's eyes, shook his head shrewdly, and, taking a heavy bag from his pack horse, vanished quietly inside the hut.
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  The gates of the monastery of the Holy Spirit rolled slowly back upon themselves. A cassocked priest of the Orthodox Russian Order thrust his head into the narrow opening and gazed upon those who sought admittance to the monastery, which stood in the mountains overlooking the waters of the Dnieper and formed a place of refuge for travelers in the early seventeenth century.


  He saw, scattered along the road winding up to the monastery gates, a throng of horsemen accompanied by some carts. The riders he recognized as Cossacks by their astrakhan hats and wide sheepskin svitzas. They were impatiently waiting for the gates to be opened, and the appearance of the priest's sturdy head and shoulders was greeted by a wild shout.


  “Hey, the batko!” they roared. “Look how he pokes out his shaven skull, like a baby vulture—come and take a drink of brandy, batko, it will warm your frozen bones! Hey, he must think we are ugly, he makes long faces at us!”


  Several of the riders spurred abreast of the carts and jerked beakers of brandy from servants who acted as teamsters and wine-drawers. Most of the assembly were drunk, the priest knew, for it was a good two days' travel to the Zaporogian Island encampment of the Cossack army—and when the Cossacks rode to escort a fellow member to the monastery it was no crime, as in time of war, to drink on the march. Wherefore few were sober, and he who was too old to serve longer in the army, and who sought peace in the monastery, was least sober.


  “Stand forth, Split Breeches!” rumbled the riders. “Let the batko see how tall you are, and fat. Devil take the man, where is he—”


  At the command of his companions a powerful, gray-haired Cossack pushed to the front. Although he must have swallowed enough brandy to cripple a camel, he sat steadily in his saddle until he had waved farewell to the others. Then he spurred up to the gate. The priest drew himself up sternly.


  “Who is there?” he demanded.


  “Cossack, batko!” growled the warrior.


  “What do you seek?”


  “I am come to pray for my sinful soul.”


  Dismounting, the Cossack stepped toward the gates, which opened wider at his approach. Opened and then closed behind him. His horse, separated from his companion of years, stood patiently where he had been left. Somewhere in the monastery, chimes, which were wont to sound at evening, echoed melodiously. At the sound several of the Cossacks removed their astrakhan hats and crossed themselves. Others sought the brandy wagons, to begin the march back to camp. They had come out of respect to the one they called Split Breeches, who was too old to fight and who sought to end his life in the monastery. The farewell accomplished, they departed for the camp where there were whispered tidings of war with the Tatars across the Dnieper.


  To the free Cossacks, a summons to war was as the scent of game to a trained wolfhound. Wanderers, seekers of adventure, born fighters, they lived by the sword. When one was born the father laid his sword beside it, saying—


  “Well, Cossack, here is my only gift to you, whereby to care for yourself and others.”


  Fighting without pause, it was rare that a Cossack lived to be as old as the one called Split Breeches, or another who had just filled his beaker at the brandy wagon and held it up for a toast.


  He was tall as Split Breeches but lean, his scalp lock gray, and his bushy eyebrows overhanging narrow eyes and high cheekbones. His red morocco boots were of the finest stuff, and tar had been smeared over his costly nankeen breeches to show his scorn of appearances. A high sheepskin hat was perched over one ear. “To our Russian land, and a speedy war!” he cried.


  “Khlit has said well,” several responded.


  “The horde of the Khan is gathering. Without doubt there will be war—”


  “But Khlit will not be there,” spoke up a Cossack who wore a hetman's attire from the outskirts of the group. “He has fought through too many wars already, devil take him, and he has outstayed his time in the Siech.”


  The tall Cossack straightened his hat and, without an instant's hesitation, spurred through the crowd to the speaker. Throwing down his beaker he pointed out over the Dnieper to the farther bank—territory of the Tatars.


  “Hetman,” he growled, “think twice before you say that Khlit, he called the Wolf, Khlit of the Curved Saber, is too old to ride with the Siech. He who rode alone through the camp of Mirai Khan is not ready to seek the gates of a monastery.”


  The hetman, who had spoken hastily, was not prepared to take back his words; as a chief of a kuren his speech held weight. Moreover, he had reason for what he said. And the Cossacks knew that Khlit's years were above those of any other in the Siech. Measuring glances with the angry veteran, he replied:


  “This is not a time to think of the past, Khlit. War is upon us, and the men from the hills across the Dnieper say that hordes beyond the Krim Tatars are marching to the riverbanks. The name of Khlit of the Curved Saber has gone through the Ukraine to the Salt Sea. But we must fight with our arms, not names. And your arm is lean. Have I spoken the truth, noble sirs?”


  The Cossacks, slightly quieted by the sight of the monastery, listened carefully. The incident had assumed the air of a council.


  And the warriors were jealous of their rights to decide for the welfare of all in a council. Before any could reply Khlit spoke.


  “Mirai Khan would shake in his boots for joy if the word came to him that Khlit was humble. Is it the will of the noble sir to give pleasure to Mirai Khan and the ranks of the Flat-Face? The monastery doors are for weaklings and men who have tasted too much blood.”


  Several of the Cossacks nodded assent but the majority were thoughtful. They were not given to much thinking—that they left to their leaders. Moreover, the hetman had said that Khlit was old, and the monastery was at hand. Many would like to say that they had seen the last of Khlit of the Curved Saber. Cossack usage was not to be put aside, and usage ordained that old men seek prayer for their souls.


  Khlit, keen to judge the feelings of men, and crafty as a war-scarred wolf, saw that delay and debate would not aid him. Cossacks never waste time in quibbling. Inwardly, he laughed, and waved his hand around the assembly. “Come, noble sirs, he shouted, “do you order Khlit to the monastery? How will you fight the Tatars then? What is the decision of the assembly? Come, we are not old women, what is it to be?”


  With his fate hanging in the balance—for the word of a council was law with the free Cossacks—Khlit scanned the faces of his companions and his heart sank as he failed to recognize a friend. All were young men, strangers, and few were from his kuren. The hetman was an acquaintance, but Khlit suspected that the officer was not free from jealousy.


  Instead of replying at once the warriors glanced at each other and muttered uncertainly. The monastery was near. Yet the name of Khlit of the Curved Saber was known to them all. Finally one voice spoke up.


  “The monastery,” growled the hetman. “The monastery!” shouted others, and the assembly cried its assent.


  Khlit wasted no time.


  “So be it—the monastery,” he snarled. “But one fit for a warrior. Tell your leader that Khlit has gone—tell the Koshevoi Ataman that he of the Curved Saber has sought a place where no other Cossacks have been. Get back to your kennels, dogs!”


  Still fuming, he wheeled to the hetman and drew out his whip. “You have put the old wolf from the pack,” he said bitterly, “and you will find many jackals among the pack. When you tell the Koshevoi Ataman what you have done, he will send for me. But a wolf does not run with jackals. Rather, he goes alone until he has silenced the whimpering of the jackals. Hey, alone!” Before the others could respond or move, the veteran Cossack had swung his horse from the throng. Leaving the winding trail to the monastery, he darted forward down the slope of the mountain. It was not long before he was lost to view in the trees.


  The chimes had ceased their tocsin when the Cossacks again caught sight of Khlit. A mile below them his horse was swimming out into the swift waters of the river. Beside his horse, one hand in the beast's mane, another steadying his powder and pistols on the saddle, Khlit was swimming. Horse and rider were headed for the farther bank of the Dnieper, beyond which lay Tatary.


  



  II


  It was in Winter, the Year of the Ape, according to the Mongol calendar, that Tal Taulai Khan, Chief of Chiefs, leader of the Black Kallmarks, told his wives that he was tired of them. Instead of killing them and obtaining others from Circassia, Georgia, or Astrakhan, Tal Taulai Khan began a hunt through the mountains that separated him from the lands of the West.


  The Grand Khan of the Kallmarks knew no bounds to his kingdom. The wall that girded China, Sabatsey, the Land of Dogs, was no bar to his entrance. His horsemen thronged to the shores of the Salt Sea. When he hunted, the chiefs of the country came to pay homage. If they neglected to do so their towns were sacked. To make easier the royal pathway, the commander of his armies, Kefar Choga, made, as they went along, a road that was wide and level. If a gorge was to be crossed a bridge was built. If the hunt delayed long in one spot pavilions were built of solid tree trunks and ebony.


  It was the will of Tal Taulai Khan to hunt, and never during his life had the will of Tal Taulai Khan failed to achieve its purpose. That it was Winter made no difference. The cold in the mountains of the Black Kallmark land was great. Snows were deep. Passage, for ordinary travelers, was impossible. Yet Tal Taulai Khan announced that it was his will to hunt to the summit of the mountain called Uskun Luk Tugra in Kallmark tongue, or Pe Cha in the speech of the Mongol Tatars, which signified the “roof of the world.”


  Nothing else would be worth the while of Tal Taulai Khan. In the woods that girdled the slope of Uskun Luk Tugra he had heard from an Usbek Tatar that there were noble stags, while on the summit of the mountain was a frozen lake on the shores of which gleamed at night a curious fire the color of emeralds.


  In appearance Tal Taulai Khan was true to his descent, which was from Genghis Khan, leader of the Golden Horde, and the chiefs of the Mongol Tatars. He was taller than most of his followers, impassive of face, with the narrow eyes and high cheekbones of his breed, massive in figure, with a wide, firm mouth, black mustaches, and a heavy chin.


  Men spoke of him as the leader of three times a hundred thousand horsemen. Tal Taulai Khan desired above all things to be waging a war. In the Year of the Ape, however, the peoples on his borders were quiet, so the Khan declared that he would hunt. Whereby came the great hunt of Uskun Luk Tugra, when the rivers that came from the mountain were red with blood on their frozen surfaces and Kallmark warriors drank the blood of dead enemies to keep the life and warmth within them, owing to the cold which smote them when they ascended to the roof of the world.


  The Khan's impassive eyes had shown a gleam of interest when he questioned the bonzes, who were servants of the god Fo and came to his court from the Dalai Lama through the land of the Great Muga, as to the success of this hunt. They had made reply that it was written in the sacred texts of the god Fo that hunting was honorable for such as the Grand Khan, and that in the Year of the Ape he would hunt such game as he had not met with before.


  Wherefore the zeal of Tal Taulai Khan, who had some respect for the words of the bonzes, was great for the hunt, and the death of ten thousand horses the first cold night's march was only an incident in the advance of his horde toward the west of the Kallmark land and the summit of Uskun Luk Tugra. It is so related in the annals of one named Abulghazi Bahadur Sultan.


  



  III


  Great was the pride of Khlit of the Curved Saber, whereby great was his anger. As he rode east he cursed hetman and Cossack who had called him fit for the monastery. To Khlit, inmates of monasteries were no more than suckling swine. To be ordered hence by the hetman of his kuren, or barracks, was more bitter than the dregs of arak, the Tatar wine.


  Khlit was not blind to the fact that if he had appealed to the Koshevoi Ataman, the decision of the hetman and the hasty council by the gate of the Holy Spirit might well be overruled. Once when his arm was stronger, he had been hetman. Age had lost him his rank. But such an act was not agreeable to Cossack pride, the pride of an old hetman. The matter, to Khlit, called the Wolf, was simple. Some Cossacks, jealous or hostile, had driven him from the Siech. They must live to regret what they had done.


  During the weeks of travel to the heart of Tatary this thought fastened upon the mind of Khlit, even as the sun began to circle farther to the south and the night cold became keener. The Cossacks who had cast him out at the monastery had not seen the last of him. The time would come when they would see him again.


  Khlit knew that the Tatar hordes were gathering for war, and his instinct told him that it was directed toward the Ukraine.


  Where war was, Khlit was at home. He did not intend to join the ranks of the Krim Tatars, servants of Mirai Khan, for an old score lay unsettled between the Khan and Cossack, and Khlit's head would have honored one of Mirai Khan's tent poles.


  But beyond the Krim Tatars, his ancient foes, were the Black Kallmarks, of whom he had heard, but who had never set eyes on Cossacks. It was to the Kallmarks Khlit rode. So great was his anger that it carried him swiftly over three wide rivers, the familiar Dnieper, the Don, and the Volga.


  Khlit's anger cooled, as his own danger grew. Riding by night and keeping well to the north, he passed the land of the Krim folk in safety. Tatar horsemen were gathering at the valley camps, he noticed, leaving their herds on the hills. Isolated riders met the Cossack and after keen scrutiny of his horse and weapons, rode by with a backward glance until out of pistol shot. There is a saying that a Tatar's hand goes quickest to his sword. Yet Khlit's aspect commanded respect, and hence the right of way along his journey. Once only did he stop a rider.


  During the first days of his journey the Cossack had the good luck to kill a stag with a pistol shot. Some time he spent in cutting the meat from the carcass, drying it in the sun, and placing it under his saddle, between the leather and the back of his horse, where friction and heat would keep the meat tender and warm. He had dismounted to eat a strip of his meat and smoke a pipe in a slight depression along his path where he would not be visible from the steppe.


  Khlit's ears were not dulled with age, or he would not then be alive, and when he heard a rattling as of saddle trappings and weapons he dropped food and pipe and sprang to the edge of the gully where he had taken concealment. From the sounds he had expected that a troop of Krim riders would be passing, but he saw only a solitary rider trotting slowly by at some distance. At the sight his mustache twitched in a smile.


  By old experience he knew the sight of a Krim shaman, or conjurer, and he grinned as he noted the hideous mask which garbed the man's features, the long cloak that floated over the tail of the horse, and the mass of miniature iron images of birds and beasts that cluttered up the magician's saddle and which had given forth the sounds he had heard.


  Relieved of an apprehension, Khlit drew out a pistol and advanced from his place of concealment. Wrapped up in his own thoughts and lulled by the clatter of his accouterments, the shaman did not notice the Cossack's approach until they were nearly abreast, when Khlit spoke.


  “Hey, swine of the devil's sty,” he cried in fluent Tatar, for he had a lifelong knowledge of the speech, “stop your horse and share the meat of a Christian Cossack!”


  The shaman cast a hasty glance around and decided that resistance was not to be attempted. Yet the appetite with which he shared Khlit's piece of meat was not great. Khlit, however, was in high good humor at the meeting and plied the other with meat, cakes, and tobacco.


  “The men of the Krim steppe do not sleep in their huts,” he observed craftily after a while. “They ride together in banks with weapons. What is in the mind of Mirai Khan?”


  The shaman chewed his meat and his dark eyes scanned Khlit narrowly.


  “There are wolves loose on the steppe with the coming of Winter,” he began. “And the word has gone forth from Mirai Khan, our leader, that they are to be hunted down lest too many of the sheep and oxen be taken. Perhaps you have heard the cry of the wolves—”


  “I have heard the gathering cry of the packs, shaman,” snarled Khlit. “But they have two legs, and swords instead of teeth. Tell no more lies, Flat-Face, or I will cut open your belly. I asked, what is the word that goes through the Krim land and brings the riders together with arms?”


  “I will tell, noble chief,” responded the conjurer hastily. “It is the truth, every word! This is the Year of the Ape, when it is written in the sacred books of our cult that there will be a battle.It is written in the books that they shall win victory in battle if Mirai Khan leads them, not otherwise.”


  Khlit mentally sifted the words of his companion and arrived at the conclusion that the Krim folk were actually getting ready for war, and that Mirai Khan, whose tricks he knew of former years, had secretly ordered the shamans to declare that he must lead them into battle. It needed no more to assure Khlit that the Krim horde was preparing to swoop down on the land of the Ukraine. Yet what was the delay? Why wait until Winter? It seemed as if Mirai Khan was not yet ready to strike.


  “And the Black Kallmarks,” continued Khlit thoughtfully, watching the shaman, “are they likewise on the march? Is anything written in the books concerning them? Where are they to be found, son of a devil's dog?”


  The shaman's face twitched involuntarily in surprise and his eyes narrowed. For a second too long be thought.


  “Aye, noble Cossack,” he whined at length. “The Black Kall


  marks, who are the finest warriors in the world—except the Cossacks—are marching, and marching, and with them the Mongol Tatars, all under the leadership of the celestial Tal Taulai Khan. But it is a hunt. They are bound for Uskun Luk Tugra, the roof of the world, where the green fire burns by the frozen lake. It is the word of Tal Taulai Khan that they hunt.”


  “In Winter?” Khlit scowled. “Their prince must love the chase to freeze his bones on the mountains. Have the Kallmarks ever come into the land of Mirai Khan?”


  The shaman's gaze shifted. “Not for two men's lifetimes,” he responded. “Yet Tal Taulai Khan has commanded a hunt. He wishes his men to become hardened, for he desires good fighters. Go you to the court of Tal Taulai Khan, noble sir? I will tell you how to find it.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit shortly.


  “Then ride into the rising sun for the space of a month. When you come to the wide Jaick River, turn south unto the mountain peaks, with snow and ice covering. One, the higher, is UskunLuk Tugra. Pass between the two and in time you will hear the approach of Tal Taulai Khan, who rides higher.”


  “Good!” Khlit rose and swaggered to his horse. “Tell Mirai Khan that you have spoken with Khlit, he called the Wolf, who rides past the land of the Krim Tatars to see the face of Tal Taulai Khan. He will remember me.”


  The Tatar spat in the direction of Khlit's back. As the Cossack rode away, the face of the shaman writhed into an evil smile.


  Khlit, usually prompt to fathom the minds of his enemies, had passed over the words of the shaman lightly. He had overestimated the man's fear of him—a common trait of the Cossacks. He had perceived the man's reluctance to speak of Mirai Khan. Yet he had not noticed the other's readiness to speed him on to Tal Taulai Khan.


  The shaman, on his part, viewed the departure of Khlit with the certainty that he would not return. All the Krim Tatars had heard of Khlit, the Cossack Wolf, and Mirai Khan counted the days until he could achieve the death of Khlit. And Mirai Khan, as the shaman knew, was at present in the camp of Tal Taulai Khan. For the first time in the knowledge of the shaman tribe, Krim Khan had ridden into the court of the Grand Khan. Hence, if Khlit reached his destination, and Mirai Khan was still alive, it meant the death of the Cossack. Which was what the shaman desired.


  



  IV


  The rivers of the foothills of Uskun Luk Tugra were frozen, and the sun's rays did not serve to thaw the ice when brazen strokes on the copper basin outside the pavilion of Tal Taulai Khan summoned his host to the hunt that seemed without an end.


  Kefar Choga himself, leader of the Kallmark army, stood by the copper basin, waiting with bowed head for the appearance of the Khan. Kefar Choga was a Mongol Tatar, with the olive face and black eyes of his breed. Beneath his fur cloak his legs bowed to the shape of a horse's barrel. His bronze helmet reflected the faint light of the Winter sun.


  Behind Kefar Choga stood the chieftains of the army, leaders of tribes from the land of the Great Muga, the Khirghiz Steppe, Mongol Tatars. Wrapped in furs, fortified with heavy drinks of arak and hasty mouthfuls of half-raw horse's flesh against the cold of the mountains, they waited the coming of the man they called Chief of Chiefs, Khan of the Kallmarks.


  Near the group of chieftains were ranged the bonzes, priests who had journeyed to the Kallmark court from the kingdom of the Dalai Lama, their chests and arms naked in spite of the morning chill, and their furs white and gray. They poised their stout bodies in an attitude of reverence, not without an inward groan at the discomfort of their position.


  In an outer ring thronged the mirzas and tribal leaders who had come to visit the Path of the Khan, as custom demanded, and shared in the hunt. Policy as well as fealty dictated this course, for Tal Taulai Khan was inclined to lay waste the territory of any chieftain who neglected to visit him. With the visitors mingled the leaders of the hunt, Tatar horsemen, Usbek guides, caretakers of the royal packs of dogs.


  At some distance from the pavilion, which was mounted on wheels, full two hundred feet wide, and drawn by a hundred yoke of oxen, crowded the courtiers, Mongols and Chinese, loaded with accouterments, jars of refreshment and food should it please the Khan to halt before reaching the next camp, and silken cloths to lay under him if he descended from his horse. They were watchful of the hangings over the door of the pavilion, awaiting the appearance of Tal Taulai Khan.


  A cry of welcome went up from the courtiers and visitors as the far hanging was pushed aside and the figure of the Khan emerged.


  For a moment Tal Taulai Khan stood facing the sun, as his pavilion was always placed to face the sun's rising place. The assemblage bowed salutation but the Khan glanced only toward his horse, waiting by the pavilion steps, Kefar Choga at the bridle.


  Seizing the hammer from the attendant at the copper basin, Tal Taulai Khan struck an impatient summons that echoed the length of the great camp. Folding his arms over his wide chest, he watched the streams of riders that started from either side of the encampment up the valleys at the note of the gong. A steady stream of horsemen made its way to either flank, to take station perhaps ten miles away, forming the two horns of the human net that was to sweep the hills of game, closing in to a circle, so that Tal Taulai Khan could find and kill the cornered game.


  This done, Tal Taulai Khan descended the steps and sprang on his horse with a lightness and agility surprising to one who did not know that the Khan spent the days of many months of the year in saddle, riding with his horde to war or hunt. Once he was seated, the chief's jeweled turban nodded affably to Kefar Choga, who bowed to the stirrup, remarking to himself that the Khan was in good humor this morning.


  Drawing his scimitar from its sheath, Tal Taulai Khan noted with approval that it had been sharpened in the night by Kefar Choga, and, as further evidence of his satisfaction, ordered a beaker of arak to be brought him, which he emptied with a single heave of his furred and silken shoulders.


  “Horsemen from the hills,” said he to Kefar Choga, “say that there are many of the horned sheep in the foothills of Uskun Luk Tugra, so there will be excellent sport today. To hunt mountain sheep with spear is better even than slaying a full-grown stag with a sword.”


  “That is true, O Chief of Chiefs,” growled Kefar Choga, who had something on his mind. “But the sun must be higher before the beaters are at station on the flanks. Meanwhile, if it pleases you, there is one who would speak with you, the leader of the Krim Tatars, Mirai Mirza.”


  In the presence of the Grand Khan, all khans lost their title, being called mirza. Kefar Choga was a man of few words. He had received a hundred good Arab horses with five camel loads of weapons from the hand of Mirai Khan to gain the ear of Tal Taulai at an opportune moment. This, however, he did not mention. The brow of the Kallmark chief darkened.


  “Is this the hour, O Kefar Choga,” he responded sulkily, “to think of mirzas or the welfare of tribes? Have the Krim Tatars ever given me aught but disrespect and raids? Mirai Khan was bold to come hither without fifty thousand horsemen. Are the beaters in place yet?”


  Kefar Choga mentally vilified the ancestors and descendants of the Krim leader, and hastened to smooth over his mistake.


  “In a short hour we can proceed, O Chief of Chiefs,” he muttered, “for I have planned a great hunt for today, with a sweep of twenty miles.” Tal Taulai grunted approval. “Yet already”—Kefar Choga cast about for some means to distract his leader—“already, at sunup our outposts have taken the first game of the day.”


  “How did that happen?” the Khan demanded. “What hunter took up his spear before I had ended my kill? Roast the soles of his feet over a fire and throw him to the jackals!”


  Kefar Choga held up his hand.


  “No spear was taken up, O Chief of Chiefs. This game wandered into the outpost. It was neither stag nor mountain sheep. Never have I seen the like.”


  “A jaguar?” Tal Taulai showed immediate interest. “A marten?”


  “Neither,” Kefar Choga shook his head. “It was a horseman wearing sheepskin, with a fur hat. Never have I seen the like before. He speaks broken Tatar and says he has journeyed for three moons to come here.”


  “I will see him,” said Tal Taulai with some disappointment. “It is well that the outlying chieftains come to the camp.”


  Kefar Choga waited for no more, but motioned to a group of his officers who were sitting their horses outside a pavilion nearby. The courtiers and chieftains fell back to allow the group to pass to the Khan, who eyed a tall figure in the midst of the Tatars.


  Kefar Choga, Tal Taulai thought, had spoken truth. Never had he seen a man so tan who was swathed in furs, with mustaches the length of his belt and shoes that came to his knees, with blue eyes instead of black.


  “What is your name, and tribe?” he demanded.


  The newcomer looked inquiringly at Kefar Choga, who rendered the speech of the Khan into Western Tatar speech.


  “My name,” said the rider, “is Khlit, surnamed the Wolf. I am come from the Cossacks.”


  Tal Taulai considered this when it was repeated to him.


  “Like a wolf you look, and show the manners of your breed,” he meditated aloud. “Is he the leader of his tribe, come to render homage?”


  To the Khan's surprise, the Cossack shook his head angrily and growled a response.


  “He says,” explained Kefar Choga without emotion, “that the Cossacks do not render homage to anyone. And he is not the leader. He has left them to seek fighting elsewhere. He has heard of the Kallmark Khan, and traveled far to see your face.”


  For an instant the Khan stared at Khlit curiously. He was not accustomed to men who sat straight in the saddle when speaking to him and acknowledged no ruler. Then his gaze drifted to the mountains and the spreading lines of horsemen.


  “If he is a fighter born, see that he is in the front of the first battle,” he instructed Kefar Choga. “Meanwhile watch him, for I like not these strangers from the West. If the wolf shows his teeth, a spear in the back will make him meat for his brethren.”


  



  V


  No further notice was taken of Khlit until nightfall. The Cossack had taken a deer's quarter from the spoil of the hunt and was preparing to make himself a meal beside his horse when a figure pushed through the throng of Kallmarks around the fires, and Khlit recognized the leader of the army, Kefar Choga.


  The Tatar touched him on the shoulder and motioned for him to follow his guidance. At a further word from Choga two of the men seized stakes from the fire and hastily constructed torches with which they accompanied them.


  In spite of a long day's ride over the snow-carpeted mountains Kefar Choga appeared as tranquil as in the morning, although Khlit's bones—accustomed as he was to the saddle —ached from the toil.


  Watchful and curious he followed the chief, noting that speculative glances were cast their way from the throngs around the multitude of fires that blazoned the valleys, as fireflies lighted the steppe of the Ukraine.


  Kefar Choga spoke no word until they had passed beyond the camp proper and through the quarters of the outposts where regiments of horsemen nursed their arms beside their mounts or slept from weariness.


  It was not until they came to the edge of a cliff that Kefar Choga paused and motioned out into the night. They were standing at the brink of the cliff, but Khlit had concluded that it would not do to show any fear of his surroundings under any circumstances. He was fully aware that in the camp of Tal Taulai Khan the lives of men hung tenderly to their bodies, and a stranger who slept with his back exposed was gambling with perdition if he had anything of value on his person that might tempt the Kallmarks. Stepping to the edge of the cliff, Khlit shaded his eyes from the glare of the torches and looked out. A new moon cast a faint light over the valley below them, which Khlit recognized as one up which the horde of Kallmarks had passed that afternoon.


  A curious moaning, snarling sound drifted up to him from the depression, and as he listened a chorus of howls welled up and died down. Hardened as he was to the sights and sounds of the mountains, Khlit drew in his breath sharply.


  “Your brethren,” growled Kefar Choga. “Look!”


  His eyes being now accustomed to the semigloom, Khlit made out the bed of the valley, which stretched as far as he could see. Hundreds of carcasses of dead horses littered the snow and lay piled in the groups of firs, half-trodden into the ground by the passage of the multitude over them, victim of the cold and labor of the merciless hunt. But the horses were not alone. Dozens of dead Kallmarks spotted the valley, frozen or crippled during the ride and left by their comrades, who were hardened to such mishaps.


  Again the wave of howls uprose on the wind and Khlit noted that the valley seemed alive with moving forms. He understood the meaning of the howls now. A multitude of wolves and jackals was following the Kallmark horde, too numerous to be counted. The valley swarmed with them, as if with vermin.


  “It will not be long, Cossack,” observed Kefar Choga pleasantly, “before you lie yonder.”


  Khlit swept a quick glance at the Tatar. Kefar Choga was regarding him curiously, his narrow eyes gleaming in the torchlight.


  “Be it long or soon,” responded Khlit, “there will be many to keep me company. Aye, the wolves feast high when Khlit of the Curved Saber strikes his last enemy to the earth.”


  Kefar Choga grunted. His eyes did not move from the Cossack. Khlit thought to himself that something was upon the mind of the other, but he said nothing, preferring to let the Tatar speak.


  “In the camp of Tal Taulai Khan, when the hunt is on, a man is slain more often than a bonze can count. The wolves know this, wherefore they follow.”


  Kefar Choga swept his hand toward the valley. Khlit took out his pipe and tobacco pouch, preparing to fill the one from the other. He did not lose sight of the Tatar. It was probable, he thought, that Tal Taulai Khan had expressed a wish that he be thrown to the jackals. Still, Kefar Choga seemed in no hurry to move.


  “Harken, Khlit,” said the Tatar leader, “know you a man who calls himself Mirai Mirza, chief of the Krim folk?”


  “Aye,” Khlit responded casually, “I know his face.”


  “He has no love for you. When you were brought before Tal Taulai Khan this morning I heard him say to another that it would not be long before you had a knife in your back.”


  Khlit paused in the act of lighting his pipe at one of the torches. “Mirai Khan is here?” he muttered. “In the camp of the Kallmarks?”


  His face did not show how important he considered the news. That Mirai Khan would come without escort to the Kallmarks he had not anticipated, although he expected that the Krim leader would try eventually to unite his forces with those of the Grand Khan.


  “He seeks an alliance,” explained Kefar Choga. “Since he has promised your death it will not be long before you lie yonder. The thought came to me to tell you.”


  Khlit meditated. Kefar Choga was not one to waste his time in an act of kindness. Rather, he must anticipate something from his trip to the edge of the camp. If Mirai Khan had been long with the Kallmark horde, he would hardly have neglected to buy or barter the friendship of Tal Taulai's right-hand man. It was more than possible that Kefar Choga and Mirai Khan had an understanding.


  If so, his situation was doubly precarious. Mirai Khan would like nothing better than to separate Khlit's head from his body. If the two were acting together, Kefar Choga's warning would only be accounted for on either of the grounds. Either he deemed Khlit as good as dead already, or he hoped to work on the fears of the Cossack.


  Thus Khlit meditated, and a reply to Kefar Choga came into his mind.


  “Say to Mirai Mirza that when he tires of waiting, Khlit's saber is ready to meet him.”


  Kefar Choga threw back his squat head and laughed harshly.


  “To see the jackal fight the wolf—by the god Fo, they would be well matched!”


  “Bring us face to face,” continued Khlit calmly, “and you will see the wolf fight the jackal. It will be a good fight.”


  He threw out the remark as a gambler casts his dice. If Mirai Khan was actually planning to take his life—and there was no reason to doubt it—it would be better for Khlit to meet the KrimTatar in personal combat. And Kefar Choga was a man who would be pleased to see the two slay each other. So much Khlit had read in his eyes, with the wisdom of years.


  And at the same instant he understood the reason for their coming to the spot. And that Kefar Choga was indeed banded with Mirai Khan.


  He had stepped forward to light his pipe at the torch held by one of the Kallmarks. Still, he watched Kefar Choga. For the first time he saw the Tatar's gaze fall from his, and go, involuntarily, behind him. Just a little, the slit eyes narrowed, and the broad mouth opened. Khlit did not stop to think. He acted, with instinctive caution.


  He stepped quickly, not backward, but toward Kefar Choga, past the direction of the Tatar's gaze.


  As he did so, he heard a cough behind him, and the figure of Kefar Choga darkened. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the torch behind him whirl over the cliff. Turning, he saw the torchbearer stagger and throw up his am. With a gasping cry the man's knees gave under him and he toppled forward over the cliff. Not too quickly, however, that Khlit did not see the tuft of an arrow sticking out between his shoulder blades.


  Shading his eyes with his hand, his glance flitted over the camp, the groups around the fires and the shadows. Some were staring at him. But of the man who had aimed the arrow at him and sent the torchbearer to death by mistake there was no sign.


  “It is useless to look,” snarled Kefar Choga irritably. “The man who shot the arrow is gone. He was a servant of Mirai Mirza, and if he is wise he will not return to his master.”


  In his speech there was the anger of the man who has wasted his time vainly.


  



  VI


  Many times as the Kallmark horde gained nearer to the slope of Uskun Luk Tugra—which they could now see rising before them, above its circling forests of fir—Khlit, surnamed the Wolf, tried to count on his fingers the thousands of warriors that formed the hunters of Tal Taulai Khan, and as many times gave up the task as hopeless.



  There were more Kallmarks than he had seen in the Krim encampment, more than the trees in the woods of Muscovy, almost as many, he thought, as grains of salt in the sea that is made of white salt in the land of the Usbeks. All the Cossacks of the Siech army would equal no more than a third part of the Black Kallmarks who followed the road of Kefar Choga with their thousand ensigns.


  Before he came to the Kallmark camp, Khlit had heard of the horde, but now he marveled at the human river of horsemen that flowed up the passes toward Uskun Luk Tugra.


  Left to himself, Khlit found time to meditate. Since that first day Tal Taulai Khan had not noticed him, and Kefar Choga had said no word. Mirai Khan he saw at a distance, near the person of the Khan.


  He himself was free to go where he chose in the camp, but he found that the outposts turned him back when he ventured near the limits of the army. At night fires were kept going to warm the guards, and no chance was offered to slip between them, owing to the snow, which outlined the figures of moving men.


  The cold had taken a firmer grip on the hunters. Rivers that they bridged were coated with ice. Winds buffeted down from the mountain heights and searched under their fur tunics. Khlit was glad of his warm svitza, heavy boots, and sheepskin hat.


  The court, Khlit among them, had taken refuge one night from the icy air in the pavilion of Tal Taulai Khan. The interior of the building was warmed by torches and fires in brazen kettles. On heaps of furs the chieftains sat on the floor drinking arak and swallowing clouds of tobacco smoke from their long pipes.


  On the side usually reserved for the women the bonzes sat, whispering among themselves, with an eye to Tal Taulai Khan, who was playing chess in the center of the pavilion with Kefar Choga. The bonzes were favored, as servants of the god Fo, but even favorites were not anxious to risk the cloud of displeasure which darkened the Khan's handsome face—displeasure at the poor success of the last few days' hunt.


  Few stags and no horned sheep had been met with and Tal Taulai Khan had withdrawn that afternoon from the chase in anger, leaving the slaughter of wild swine and deer to his attendants.


  These things Khlit considered as his glance wandered from the Khan to Mirai, leader of the Krim folk, whose bald head glittered in the torchlight at Kefar Choga's elbow. Recently, thanks to the influence of Kefar Choga, the Krim leader had enjoyed more favor at the hands of the Grand Khan.


  He knew the enmity of Mirai Khan against the Cossacks was such that he would risk much to lead an overpowering horde across the water of the Dnieper. Khlit drew his pipe from his mouth and watched closely, for the chess game had ended and Tal Taulai Khan sat back in his armchair, while Kefar Choga with a low bow acknowledged at once his own defeat, his sovereign's victory, and the celestial goodness of the Chief of Chiefs to engage in the mimic battle of chess with him.


  “Great is your skill, O Chief of Chiefs,” he said quickly, “beyond that of other mortals. Honored am I to help display your potency. Yet, if it please you, there is one who has more skill than I—”


  Tal Taulai Khan drank of a bowl of mare's milk, which is headier than the strongest wine of Cyprus.


  “Another?” he said indifferently. “Let him play—we will see if your words are truth.”


  Kefar Choga arose and stepped back. The eyes of the assembly searched for the new player, and rested on the bald head and scarred face of the Krim leader, who occupied the defeated general's seat.


  To Khlit the mimic warfare of the chessboard with its jeweled effigies of warrior and castle was a sport for weak minds. Yet he studied the players with intent interest. Tal Taulai Khan, who towered upright in his chair in white furs and silks flaming with gems, held in his hand the war or peace of three nations. Mirai Khan, crouching over the board, swaddled in a gray cloak, was the spirit urging the Tatar hordes toward the Dnieper and Cossackdom.


  Outcast from the Siech, Khlit felt a wave of homesickness for the islands in the Dnieper, the familiar kurens of his jovial comrades, and the sight of the wide steppe. Homesickness was strange to him, and he shook himself angrily. Yet, if he had reasoned the matter, he would have found that his old anger against hetman and Cossack had been replaced by the lifelong enmity for Tatar and Mirai Khan.


  It did not escape him that at the end of the game, Mirai Khan did not immediately leave the board, but leaned forward to whisper something to the Kallmark chief. When Mirai Khan arose, the Tatar was stroking his mustache with the air of a man well content


  At risk of incurring notice and displeasure, Khlit arose from his seat in a corner of the pavilion and swaggered through the throng, pushing his way among the seated groups until he was beside a Kirghiz warrior who reclined, yawning and picking his teeth, a half-dozen paces from the chessboard. The Kirghiz chieftain looked up warily as Khlit squatted beside him, and scowled.


  “Harken, Eagle of the Steppe,” observed Khlit, using the favorite Kirghiz salutation, “did not Mirai Khan say to Tal Taulai that his skill was great beyond understanding?”


  The reclining fighter closed one eye lazily, as if meditating whether to reply or no.


  “Nay,” he muttered, “Mirai Khan said that the hunt of Tal Taulai was not worthy—that it were better to seek honor beyond the Dnieper where murderous Cossacks were to be found—a tribe that attacks all peoples, as a mad dog bites all he meets—such were worth the attention of Tatars and much spoil was to be got.”


  A glance convinced Khlit that the tribesman was too indifferent and too ignorant to make game of him.


  “It is the truth,” added the Kirghiz, to vindicate himself of all charge of politeness. “Cossacks are good only to be strung on a spear.”


  Khlit ignored the challenge.


  “And what did Tal Taulai reply?” he asked in a low tone, for he had not heard.


  “Nought,” said the Kirghiz indifferently, seeing that his challenge was not to be taken up.


  



  


  VII


  So drew near its end the great hunt of Tal Taulai Khan on the foothills of Uskun Luk Tugra, when the frozen rivers that came down from the mountains were red, and the annals of Abulghazi Bahadur Sultan told of a hundred camels' loads of human ears borne away from the spot where the hunt ended—the hunt that was to make memorable the Year of the Ape.


  The sun warmed the snow on the slope of Uskun Luk Tugra and flickered on the doorway of Khlit's pavilion when he awakened on the last day but one of the hunt and found four men with spears, under the leadership of a Kirghiz horseman, at the entrance,


  This was in keeping with many changes Khlit had observed in the camp. The morning hunt did not start as usual. There was much bustle and talking among the Kallmarks. Much arak and mare's milk was drunk. Upon inquiry Khlit learned that it was not permissible for him to leave the pavilion. Kefar Choga had said so.


  When the sun was high Kefar Choga came and escorted Khlit to the entrance to Tal Taulai's pavilion. Groups of Kallmarks stared at him as he went by. Khlit realized that he was attracting more attention than usual.


  He found the court of the Khan standing in the open air, Tal Taulai on horseback, attended by Mirai Khan. The Cossack's pulse quickened as he understood that he was to be taken before the Kallmark leader.


  “Mirai Mirza says,” he heard Choga mutter in his ear, “that you have the cunning of a dozen serpents and the craft of a score of wolves, but I see it not. You have not slain a man, or taken spoil since coming to camp.”


  Khlit was silent, watchful of what went on, and especially of Tal Taulai Khan, who was stroking a falcon on his wrist.


  The eyes of the chieftains sought out the Cossack and a silence fell upon them as he stood upright before the Khan. A change had taken place in his fortunes, although he was still armed and ostensibly unmolested, and Khlit, who knew the quickness of misfortune in the Kallmark camp, watched the Khan for a sign of what was coming. He did not like the new honor that had come to Mirai Khan. Tal Taulai lifted his gaze from the falcon and his dark eyes swept over Khlit caressingly.


  “The Cossacks,” he said softly, and Kefar Choga interpreted, “are a nation of beasts that form a plague spot on the edge of my kingdom. By the words of my good servant Mirai Khan, I have come to know of their iniquity. They must be punished. As a plague spot is burned from a man's body, they shall be scourged.” Khlit made no reply for a space. He had feared that the alliance between the two Khans might be completed. It was not to his liking to listen to insult to the Cossacks.


  “Mirai Khan,” he responded to Kefar Choga, “has told you twisted truth out of the evil heart. The Cossacks are a free people. Ask Mirai Khan how often the Tatar horde has entered the Ukraine. Ask him how many times he has made an ally of the Turk to harass Russia.”


  Khlit's boldness had little effect on the composure of Tal Taulai Khan, who was not wont to alter decisions once formed. After a short conference with Mirai Khan the Kallmark leader turned to Kefar Choga.


  “How is a thief punished in your land, Cossack?” the leader of the army interpreted.


  “By hanging,” replied Khlit.


  “And a deserter in war?”


  “He is shot.”


  “And a drunkard in time of war?”


  “By drowning.”


  “How is a murderer punished?”


  “By burial alive.”


  Kefar Choga made Tal Taulai Khan acquainted with what Khlit had said.


  “The Chief of Chiefs says,” he explained, “out of the depths of his limitless wisdom, that no free people would endure such punishments, wherefore you have lied in saying the Cossacks were free. And he says that a tribe that dealt with each other so harshly would be merciless to others. Wherefore he holds that Mirai Mirza's words must be true—that the Cossacks are no less than a breed of murderers and ravaging dogs that must be exterminated.”


  Anger welled up in Khlit.


  “Turks and Tatars,” he shouted, “who have faced the Cossack army know that we are not dogs—yet there are few who have lived to tell of it. Tal Taulai Khan will come to grieve for the day he lifts his arm against the Cossacks if his horde is more numerous than the wolves on the plain.”


  Kefar Choga frowned.


  “Already,” he told Khlit, “costly presents of jewels from Pekin, sapphires from Kabul, gold ornaments from Samarkand, with rare weapons from Damascus and countless silken cloths, are prepared in baskets for the Krim folk to be sent on ahead as an omen of alliance. Krim Tatar and Kallmark Tatar will turn their swords against the Cossacks.”


  Tal Taulai Khan was growing impatient of the audience with the captive Cossack.


  “Ask him what punishment he deserves,” he told Kefar Choga. “Whether to be hanged as a thief or buried alive as a murderer. Let him decide.”


  Khlit's heart was heavy. He saw no mercy in the eyes of the Tatar gathering. Rather, indifference. Yet Khlit had sent many men to death. He drew himself up and crossed his arms.


  “Decide,” growled the Kallmark general, “or I will speak for you.”


  Khlit shook his head angrily. Neither death was to his liking. He had his sword, and his arms were free. He could go to his death as a Cossack should, weapon in hand. He stepped forward and held up his hand.


  “Say to Tal Taulai Khan,” he responded, “that he can see with his own eyes the valor of a Cossack—greater than all else on earth. Say that Khlit, surnamed the Wolf by his enemies, will fight against the Kallmark horde. Say that Tal Taulai Khan can have sport at the hunt for following game that is not stag or tiger.” “How mean you?” questioned Choga.


  “This. There can be a hunt tomorrow at the foot of Uskun Luk Tugra. It will begin here, with Kallmark cavalry far out to either side, and continue to the slope of the mountain. There it must end, for the way to the summit of the mountain is hidden. Tal Taulai Khan can see how a Cossack fights.”


  “Bah, dog!” Kefar Choga spat derisively. “Think you the Kallmark horde will hunt for one man?”


  “You asked,” retorted Khlit, “that I choose a manner of death, and I have chosen. Let me ride away from the camp toward the mountains, and the Kallmarks take up the chase.”


  “Nay, that would bring us, perchance, among the Krim ranks—” remonstrated Choga, when a motion from Tal Taulai cut him short.


  “The Cossack has chosen,” the Khan cried, “and it shall be so. It will be a great hunt. Better game is this than stags. We will chase the wolf. Guard him until then.”


  “That were not wise,” broke in Kefar Choga angrily.


  Tal Taulai scowled.


  “Who mutters when the Khan of Khans orders?” he cried. “Kefar Choga! I have ordered. Keep the Cossack in the guarded pavilion where the gifts for the Krim chiefs are stored. See that he is well mounted and armed tomorrow. Let him not be harmed meanwhile. It will be a good chase.”


  



  VIII


  As a gambler handles his dice before making a final throw, Khlit, surnamed the Wolf, sat captive that night in the pavilion where the gifts of Tal Taulai Khan to the chieftains of the Krim folk were stored, and thought deeply.


  Around him were stacked woven baskets of gems, silks, gold, and weapons. Costly rugs were heaped on the floor. Incense and curiously wrought Chinese vessels ranged around the wall, with sets of priceless armor, silver and gold inlaid, from Damascus and Milan. He could have taken up in his hand the ransom of a Polish voevod.


  It was not the treasure, destined as a bond of friendship between Kallmark Tatar and Krim Tatar, that occupied the Cossack's mind. He could have placed a score of emeralds in his pocket from the nearest basket without being observed by the guards, yet it was out of the question to try to escape from the pavilion. Khlit was a marked man, having been sentenced to run before the Khan's hunt on the morrow.


  Even if it had been possible to slip out of the pavilion, the Cossack could not have gone a dozen paces through the camp without being seen and overpowered. By his readiness of wit in the morning he had won himself a chance—a slender chance—for freedom and he was not minded to risk incurring the attention of the Khan again.


  Khlit's thoughts were not engaged with his own welfare alone. The success of the Krim leader in leaguing with Tal Taulai Khan was like gall in the mouth to the Cossack whose feud with Mirai Khan dated back to the days when he had first won knighthood in the Siech. More than anything else, Khlit longed for the overthrow of the Krim leader; while Mirai Khan had lost no opportunity to scheme for his death at the hands of the Kallmarks.


  The dice of fate, Khlit meditated, were favoring the Tatar. Yet he was not ready to abide by the fall of the dice. It was Khlit's nature to fight while life was in him, and so it happened that he took up his pair of Turkish pistols from his belt. Tearing a strip of silk from a hanging, the Cossack began carelessly to clean his weapons, as if intent on preparing them for the morrow, when Tal Taulai Khan had decreed that he ride armed from the camp.


  In doing so, he placed himself in full view of the Kirghiz captain of his guard, who loitered by the pavilion entrance. He did not look up as the warrior approached him.


  There was silence while Khlit polished his weapons and the Kirghiz watched.


  “Spawn of the devil,” observed the Kirghiz presently, “those are too fine a brace of pistols to belong to an idolatrous Cossack.I will take them.”


  “Son of the son of swine,” replied Khlit calmly, “the pistols are indeed choice. Yet will you not have them, for the word of Tal Taulai Khan was that I should be armed. Will the Grand Khan hear that one of his captains has despoiled the prisoner?”


  The Kirghiz scowled and was silent. The displeasure of Tal Taulai Khan was not to be invoked lightly. This time it was Khlit who spoke.


  “Nevertheless, nameless one, it is in my mind that I will sell the pistols, for I take only a saber tomorrow. And the price is cheap. Where is Kefar Choga?”


  The Kirghiz muttered under his breath.


  “One told me,” he responded, “that Kefar Choga was at chess in the pavilion of the Krim mirza. I know not. What price do you ask for the pistols, Cossack?”


  “This.” Khlit held up one of the weapons and regarded its shining barrel, while the other's eyes gleamed. “Go quickly to Kefar Choga and say that I would see him, for there is much I would tell him. What hour is the hunt to begin?”


  “When the sun is highest. Tal Taulai would wait until the early cold is gone, and the presents are dispatched to the Krim tribes who wait nearby in the northern foothills of Uskun Luk Tugra.”


  “Then say to Kefar Choga I would see him before dawn. You say Mirai Khan is with him?”


  “Why should I lie, dog?” demanded the Kirghiz impatiently. “I am wasting breath—give me the pistols.”


  Without waiting for permission, he caught up the weapons from Khlit and stuck them in his belt. Retracing his steps to the door, he crouched and lit a pipe over the embers of the watchmen's fires. For a long hour he did not move, to show his contempt for the prisoner's request.


  On his part Khlit did not make the mistake of again addressing the man, but watched until the Kirghiz rose, yawned heavily, and sauntered forth. Then the Cossack pulled at his mustache and counted the men remaining in the pavilion. There were eight.


  Drawing out the curved blade which had won the title of Khlit of the Curved Saber, he set it across his knees and sharpened the edge with a small piece of sandstone which he carried in his pocket for that purpose. Outside the pavilion he heard the brazen basin at the door of Tal Taulai Khan mark the passage of the hours. He calculated that it was midway between midnight and the first streak of dawn.


  Through the entrance of the structure he could see the moonlight on the fir-clad slope of Uskun Luk Tugra, on the summit of which, reached by a hidden way, was the frozen lake and the ever-burning fire of green. It was cold in the pavilion, but Khlit made no move to join the others by the fire.


  He did not stir as steps echoed outside. Several of the arak-dulled Tatars scrambled to their feet as the hangings were pulled back and three figures entered.


  Khlit, with a quick upward glance, recognized the stocky, helmeted form of Kefar Choga, and the cloaked figure of Mirai Khan. He had guessed truly that Mirai Khan would come to the treasure pavilion, curious to hear what he wished to say to the Kallmark. Not in vain had Khlit dealt with the Krim leader for many years.


  Scheming and distrustful of others, Mirai Khan had viewed with suspicion the request of the Cossack. He himself had bribed Kefar Choga at heavy cost. It was not impossible that Khlit might do the same.


  Khlit made no movement to rise. He continued to stroke the edge of his saber while the Tatars gained his side and stood looking down at him. By the flicker of the torchlight the Cossack could see that Kefar Choga was swaying slightly on his bowlegs, as a stunted pine rocks in the wind, from the effects of arak. Mirai Khan, however, showed no ill results.


  The Kirghiz chieftain, seeing that nothing of interest was occurring, withdrew to the fire. Kefar Choga and Mirai Khan waited. Still Khlit did not speak.


  “The dawn is near the top of Uskun Luk Tugra,” observed Mirai Khan, gloating, “when these costly gifts shall be sent in baskets to my people a few miles to the east, you shall be brought to ground at the hand of the first hunter who overtakes you. Is your blood cold, Cossack, or do you tremble with fear at the sight of Tatars?”


  “Speak!” growled Kefar Choga, aiming an unsteady kick at Khlit's ribs. The Cossack grunted, but took no further notice of the insult.


  “The army of the Siech,” continued Mirai Khan viciously, “will tremble when they hear that the hordes of Tal Taulai Khan and the Krim folk are rolling down the mountains toward them. It is a good hunt that begins tomorrow.”


  Khlit sought the Khan's glance with his own.


  “Nay,” he said, “the hunt ends tomorrow, when the gifts of Tal Taulai Khan reach the Krim chieftains.”


  “That is a lie, Cossack dog,” muttered Kefar Choga, “for you will be chased to Uskun Luk Tugra as a mad jackal is hunted by the pack. Aye, it will give us a taste of what is to come.”


  “Of Cossack blood,” amended Mirai Khan mockingly.


  “The Tatar horde is restless,” went on Kefar Choga, “for the hunt is barren and it is written in the books that there will be a big battle in the Year of the Ape, which draws toward its close. Speak, Cossack, will there be a good chase tomorrow or will you drop from fright at the first sight of pursuers? Ha! What say you?”


  “It will be a good chase.”


  “My tribes to the north in the mountain passes will watch,” grinned Mirai Khan, thrusting his bald head closer to Khlit, “and perchance you will wander into their midst and be slain by a Krim blade.”


  “I will go to the northern passes,” assented Khlit, nodding gravely, his eyes on the Krim Tatar, “but no Krim blade will be honored with blood of Khlit, surnamed the Wolf. Many Krim hands have fallen lifeless that lifted against me, Mirai Khan. Know you not the past, when your horsemen died at my hand? Remember the battles of the Dneiper! Remember the ride of Khlit through your camp on the steppe!”


  “Bah,” said Kefar Choga, as Mirai Khan meditated evilly, “a swine marked for slaughter will squeal. The Cossack is doomed.”


  “Tomorrow,” muttered Khlit, “the hunt will end.”


  “It is not written so,” objected Kefar Choga.


  “The shamans say,” broke in Khlit, “that only under the leadership of Mirai Khan may Krim Tatars achieve victory.”


  Something like a grunt of surprise echoed from Mirai Khan. At the same instant Khlit, without stirring from his crouching position, flung the curved saber up with both hands.


  It was well for Mirai Khan that he was watchful and suspicious. Otherwise he would have died quickly. For he stood close to Khlit, and so rapid was the upward sweep of the saber in the Cossack's arms that the blade clipped a strip of skin from the Tatar's bald forehead, even as he sprang back.


  So it happened that Kefar Choga, excellent warrior as he was, had not time to dash the stupor from his eyes and draw his blade when two crouching figures glided about the pavilion, and two curved sabers made unceasing play of light before his astonished gaze.


  Not less skillful than Khlit with the sword was Mirai Khan. Warding the Cossack's thrusts and feeling warily for foothold as he retreated, Mirai Khan clung to his life desperately. Wrapping his cloak over his left arm, he made shift to use the latter as a shield.


  Kefar Choga and his Tatars gathered near the combatants, yet so swift was the movement of the men and so varied the play of sword that none were willing to try to lay hand on Khlit.


  Pressing the surprise of his attack with all the strength of great height and reach, the Cossack allowed his enemy no moment of breathing space. His plan called for quick action, and though he had missed the first blow, Khlit saw that he had won an advantage.


  The glancing blow on the Tatar's forehead had broken the skin, wherefore was Mirai Khan forced to shake the drops of blood from his eyes. Fearing to be blind by the flow of blood, he cursed savagely and made to come to grips with the Cossack. Khlit was careful to keep him at arm's length, and to turn quickly, as he struck, against a blow from behind. The Kallmarks, however, were still numbed with arak and the surprise of the captive's assault.


  All the anger of a score of years surged up in Khlit as he felt the blade of his enemy against his own. So far the dice of fate had been good to him, and he had been able to single out the Krim Tatar for attack. Khlit was not the man to let slip an advantage once gained. He watched the eye of Mirai Khan narrowly, pressing him backward around the enclosure.


  As for Kefar Choga, twin feelings perplexed him. Ordinarily he would be willing to let one kill the other without troubling himself to feel concerned over the issue. Yet Tal Taulai Khan had planned an alliance with the tribes of Mirai Khan, and while the death of the latter might not interest the Grand Khan more than the slaying of a horse, there was the chance that he might be displeased over the miscarriage of his plans.


  Balancing the possible disapproval of his sovereign against the probable injury to himself should he try to interfere, Kefar Choga was unable to come to a conclusion. Dire was the anger of the Kallmark leader if aroused.


  The Kirghiz warrior squatted on some carpets out of reach of the fighting men and smiled. If Khlit were killed, he could sleep in comfort, not being obliged to keep watch. If Mirai Khan died, Khlit might then be slain immediately, and still he could sleep. But in a moment the smile faded in a look of interest.


  The end of the duel had come as quickly as the beginning. Khlit had been waiting for the moment when the blood from the forehead might confuse Mirai Khan's aim. As he watched he saw the Tatar throw his left hand to his head in an effort to free himself of the menace.


  Panting from the violence of the attack, Khlit had nevertheless kept much strength in reserve, and as the other's left arm went up the Cossack brought his saber down in a feint at Mirai Khan's skull.


  It was the oldest trick in the art of the sword, and in a warier moment the Tatar might have smiled at it. Confused by the blood, he flung up his own blade, parried at Khlit's and grunted with terror as he met empty air.


  Whirling his saber down, Khlit slashed savagely at the other's side. Under the cloak of Mirai Khan the blade passed, and Kefar Choga shrugged his shoulders as he strove to escape from under Khlit. Writhing back, the blade of the Cossack fell full upon the neck of Mirai Khan, and the latter's head dropped, held to the body only by the flesh muscles of one side of his neck. The curved sword of his enemy had nearly severed head from shoulders.


  Kefar Choga watched while the legs of Mirai Khan drew up slowly and were still. Khlit stepped back, panting, and eyed them.


  “It is written in the law of the Cossack,” said Kefar Choga to his men, “that a murderer shall be buried alive, yet will we deal generously with this man and slay him on the scene of his crime.”


  The Kirghiz chieftain drew a long knife and stepped toward Khlit while a half-dozen swords flashed in the torchlight. Still farther Khlit drew back and held up his hand. He sheathed his saber in its scabbard.


  “The word of Tal Taulai Khan!” he cried. “No man may take sword or spear against the game marked for the chase of the Grand Khan. Did he not say so this morning in the council? Who is the man to go against the word of the Chief of Chiefs?”


  The Tatars halted and sought each other with questioning glances.


  “Tal Taulai Khan himself has said,” went on Khlit calmly, although his breath came deeply, “that none shall harm me until the hunt, and that weapons shall be given me. Who shall say otherwise?” He swept the circle of Tatars with his eyes. “There was a feud between Mirai Khan and the Wolf,” he went on, “and Mirai Khan had an arrow shot at my back. Kefar Choga himself saw. Wherefore is Mirai Khan dead. The feud is settled. Why not?”


  With a last look at his enemies, Khlit turned his back. Taking up the sword of Mirai Khan, he stooped and with a quick stroke freed the head from the body of the Tatar. Placing the head beside him, he sat down.


  Kefar Choga murmured under his breath, for the back of Khlit was turned toward them.


  



  IX


  And so came near the end of the great hunt of Tal Taulai Khan in the Year of the Ape, as written in the annals Of Abulghazi Bahadur Sultan. Also is the tale of the last day and night, when the moon was full on the green fire that burned on Uskun Luk Tugra, written in the books of the bonzes who carried the news to the Dalai Lama in the mountains of Tibet.


  The annals of Abulghazi Bahadur Sultan tell how fifty yoke of oxen carried baskets of gifts from the Kallmark Khan to the Krim chieftains at dawn of the last day of the hunt.


  And now none spoke to Tal Taulai Khan until noon, for there was a frown on the face of the Khan, and Mirai Khan had been slain in the night, and no man was willing to lose his life in telling the news.


  Never had a hunt begun with such preparations. Khlit, from his pavilion, where he sat alone under guard by the headless body of Mirai Khan, had watched the departure of the gifts that were to ally Tatar with Tatar and overwhelm the Siech. He heard the beat of horses' hoofs as riders rode out to stations to the north and south ready for the beginning of the chase.


  When the beat of hoofs had ceased, Khlit knew that the horde of Tal Taulai Khan stretched for a score of miles in a crescent. He had polished the blade of his saber, wiping away all traces of blood, and the Tatar guards heard strange sounds in the pavilion, for Khlit was endeavoring to sing to himself.


  He sang in a harsh guttural the annals of the Ukraine that have no end, and the Kirghiz chieftain cursed, for no sleep would come to him. When his song was ended, Khlit had crossed himself devoutly, first removing his hat, and sheathed his saber against the summons to mount.


  And the Tatars who thronged about the pavilion as Tal Taulai Khan struck the summons to the chase on the copper basin saw a strange sight. A choice Arab horse had been picked for Khlit by Kefar Choga himself.


  “When you are loosed,” snarled the Tatar as he motioned for Khlit to come from the pavilion, “I shall not be far behind. We have a score to settle, you and I, by the name of the great god Fo!”


  “Even so,” answered Khlit, and the Tatars murmured in surprise.


  For they had seen the captive that was to be hunted to death leap from the steps of the pavilion to the back of his mount, and, lashing the horse's flank with his Cossack whip, ride like a frightened bird through the camp. On the back of his horse Khlit stood upright, his cloak flying behind him, and his saber whirling around his head. He rode so, and when he was lost to view around the first group of fir trees, sank to his saddle and settled into a long stride toward the slope of Uskun Luk Tugra.


  As he went, Khlit surveyed his surroundings critically. Much of the lay of the land he had learned from the Tatars in camp. The slope of Uskun Luk Tugra, fir-clad and rising to forbidding cliffs, began some half-dozen miles in front of him. Up this he could not go unless he knew one of the concealed pathways that were the secret of the Tartar shamans who thus guarded the green fire that burned at night.


  On each side of him were the snow-coated hillocks, rock-strewn, with scattered groves of stunted firs that served to conceal him temporarily from his pursuers. To the north these hillocks stretched into the mountain passes where escape was not possible. To the south was a waste of snow and rock ravines that promised no thoroughfare.


  Khlit wasted no time in hesitating as to his course. At the first opening in the firs he turned north.


  He was passing now between silent ranks of evergreens, twisting and dodging in and out to avoid thickets, but keeping his course by the sun, which was high overhead. A glance showed him that he was leaving a clear trail in the snow.


  Somewhere behind him he knew that Kefar Choga and Tal Taulai Khan, fired with the lust of the hunt, were upon his tracks, with their packs of dogs and horsemen. On each side of him the riders from the wings were closing in.


  Khlit did not hurry. He steadied his horse to a rapid gallop, feeling with approval the pliable muscles of his mount's chest and forelegs. The horse was fresh and needed little urging. When he came to a thicket, Khlit halted and drew out pipe and tobacco. As he struck spark to tinder he listened. The horse pricked up his ears. Some distance behind, Khlit heard the faint shouts of men. Although there was no sound of the dogs, he know that they were on the trail, under the eye of Tal Taulai Khan himself.


  Urging his mount forward, Khlit resumed his flight to the north. The Cossack was not given to overmuch thought, yet he pondered the lot of Mirai Khan. Yesterday the dice of fate had fallen as the Krim leader wished. Today Mirai Khan was a name on the tongues of men. The old feud was settled. How was he, Khlit, to fare? Were the two enemies to fall together at the last of the Grand Khan's hunt? Was Khlit decreed by the dice of fate to return to the Dnieper and to tell how the hunt had ended?


  Of one thing Khlit was aware. Greater things would come to pass that day than were in the mind of Kefar Choga, or of the consummate chess player, Tal Taulai Khan. Greater even than written in the books of bonzes. Of that he was certain.


  Khlit had told Mirai Khan that he would turn his horse's head to the Krim tribes to the north. As he had promised, he did, hasting on at a pace that kept him just within earshot of the pursuing horsemen.


  But now a change had come over Khlit. A little while ago he had been looking back over his shoulder as he rode. Now he watched the way ahead, scanning each clump of brush as he approached and eyeing tracks in the snow which became more frequent.


  That he must be nearing the Krim encampment, he knew, yet there was no sound, nor could he see horsemen in his occasional glimpses up ravines ahead. He selected high ground and rode cautiously.


  



  X


  The sun was well past its highest point and the shadows of the firs were lying prostrate across his path when Khlit came face to face with the first of the Krim folk.


  Galloping into a clearing in the firs, he drew his horse sharply back.


  The clearing was filled with moving forms of men. Khlit recognized the small figures and round helmets of the Krim cavalry. Each horseman was fully armed with bow at his saddles side and quiver at his back. The leaders drew rein and stared at Khlit, who raised his hand to attract attention.


  “Listen, men of the steppe,” he said quickly.


  The remaining horsemen came to a halt, at the summons of Khlit's raised hand. Their keen ears were strained into the distance. Khlit saw several whisper together. At the same instant he caught the sound of the pursuit, louder than before, and the crashing of many horsemen in the brush.


  “Hey, men of the steppe,” he cried, “do you hear the hunt of Tal Taulai Khan approaching? The Kallmark horde is not on the chase!”


  At a signal from one of their number the Tatars divided, passing to each side into the bush. Khlit waited quietly, hand near his sword, but none came near him. With a breath of relief he spurred on his horse, choosing the thickest cover and bending low in the saddle.


  His quick eye did not miss the change in the woods.


  Cleared spaces showed him vistas of moving horsemen. Thickets revealed Tatar helmets standing stationary. The snow underground was thickly trampled. Khlit must be nearing the Tatar camp, yet he saw no signs of tents or cattle herds.


  Farther into the ranks of the Krim folk he trotted, his skill sufficing to keep him from running into the moving groups.


  Isolated Tatars galloped full upon him, stared, and passed on at sight of his drawn sword. Once he caught the sound of horns blaring in the hills above him.


  He heard a shot echo behind him. Then another, followed by a crackle of shots that seemed to roll up the hills and back into the valleys. Khlit stopped his horse in a grove and listened. The woods behind him were stirring with sound. Shots continued, and he caught the frightened neigh of a horse. Trumpets sounded from several quarters. Truly the hunt of Tal Taulai Khan, he considered, was growing.


  Making fast the reins of his horse to a tree trunk, Khlit clambered from its back to the branches of the fir. Grunting with distaste, for climbing trees was not to his liking, he gained a height where he could look out over his surroundings.


  He had a full view of the hunt of Tal Taulai Khan. Swarming over the wooded ridges in his rear, distinct against the snow, he saw myriads of horsemen, interspersed with packs of dogs. Every clearing was black with men moving up into the hills. The hunt was drawing its net about him. Yet Khlit was not alone in the net.


  Moving down from the hills, in the valleys he could make out swarms of brown-cloaked riders, mounted on small steppe ponies. These were the Krim Tatars, moving from their encampment. Restlessly they pushed ahead, frequently stopping to consult together or to rally to the colored ensigns which led the warriors of each tribe. Were the Krim Tatars riding to a chase? Had they decided to come down to meet the Kallmark Tatars? Were they uneasy for Mirai Khan, their leader of a score of years? Khlit tugged at his mustache and watched them narrowly.


  As he watched he heard the crackle of shots growing like the snapping of fire, and a dull shouting arose. The dice of fate, thought Khlit, were thrown upon the board and he must abide by the issue.


  “If Mirai Khan leads the Krim Tatars into battle,” he quoted to himself, “there will be victory.”


  But Mirai Khan was dead. The one man who know the hearts of both Kallmark Tatar and Krim Tatar, who had tried to bring together these nations long hostile, was not living.


  As he watched Khlit learned the meaning of the shots that grew into a long roll. Across one of the clearings he saw a regiment of Kallmarks gallop. Uneasily the riders moved about, a few horsemen darting out to left and right as if to learn what was going on nearby. Then Khlit saw a strange thing. The leading riders sank from their horses to the ground, writhed, and lay still. Those following went forward a few paces, their ranks thinning.


  Distant as he was, Khlit could make out a flight of arrows that swept from the woods into the Kallmark ranks. Other bands of brown-cloaked and helmeted Tatars that were not Kallmarks emerged from the wood and drew in around the remaining riders. Swords flickered in the sun's rays.


  And then more Kallmarks swarmed into the clearing. The riders now were so mingled that there was no telling Kallmark from Krim. Yet always, they fell to the snow, singly and in groups.


  He had seen what he wanted.


  “It will be a good hunt,” he said softly, climbing upon his horse, for above the shouts and confusion he caught the sound of horsemen approaching him.


  



  XI


  Glancing back, Khlit saw several figures come into view a quarter mile behind him. He made out the squat, menacing form of Kefar Choga, wearing the cloak embroidered with his rank, and the tall Kirghiz chieftain. They rode behind a pack of dogs. By chance or keen scent the pack had followed him through the maze of firs.


  Khlit bent low to avoid a possible pistol shot and urged his horse to full pace. Kefar Choga did likewise, accompanied by the Kirghiz. Khlit's mount had had a brief rest, but the other two appeared as fresh. Looking back a second time, the Cossack saw that the distance had neither grown nor diminished. He remembered Kefar Choga's promise to find him out in the hunt, and he knew that the Kallmark was not one to be lightly shaken off.


  Khlit regretted that he had disposed of his pistols to the Kirghiz as he heard the crack of a shot behind him and saw the snow fly up a short distance ahead.


  Turning aside, he swept through a thicket down into a ravine, dodged among some boulders, and came out on the level again to find that Kefar Choga had won a hundred paces nearer. Waving his hand at the Kallmark, he urged his horse up a rise, listening for the crack of a pistol.


  The tired beast stumbled and floundered its way to the summit. Although the two pursuers should have been near them, instead he heard a sound that made him turn in his saddle.


  Kefar Choga had pulled his mount to a sudden halt. The Kirghiz drew up beside him. The pack of dogs scattered to every quarter. In Khlit's ear echoed the shrill battle cry of the Krim Tatars.


  A troop of the Krim warriors whom he had not seen on his flank had circled around the Kallmark horsemen. One of them pointed to Kefar Choga's cloak with an exclamation. As a pack of wolves dart in on a stag at bay the horsemen swerved and rode at the two.


  The Kirghiz coolly discharged his other pistol without effect. Khlit saw one Krim rider and then another go down before Kefar Choga's weapon. Then the horsemen crowded into a circle. The flashing swords were sheathed, and Khlit knew that the last of his pursuers was out of the way.


  Wisely deciding not to attract the attention of the Krim cavalry to himself, he trotted on and found that he was making his way into the encampment of the Krim Tatars. Gray tents stood on every quarter. Embers of fires blackened the snow. Empty wagons were ranged at intervals. In the camp Khlit saw no man stirring


  Looking about him curiously, he had almost gained the farther side of the camp, on the point nearest the Uskun Luk Tugra, which loomed overhead, when he saw a movement in one of the tents.


  Guiding his horse thither, Khlit noted that outside were piled heaps of baskets that appeared familiar. Costly rugs were torn into shreds on the snow. Gold vessels had been trampled underfoot. The baskets themselves had been emptied and cast aside. Khlit pondered as he eyed the remnants of Tal Taulai Khan's gifts to the Krim Tatars.


  Recalling the movement in the tent, he swept the tent pole to the ground with his saber. The cloth covering writhed as it lay prostrate.


  “Unnamed one,” growled Khlit, “come, or be spitted to the ground.” The movement under the tent hastened and presently a dismal-looking figure stood upright. A red cloak was tangled in the man's leg and the front of his undergarment bulged, while from it hung an emerald necklace, with a sapphire cross.


  “Hey, shaman,” greeted Khlit, remembering his acquaintance of the steppe, “are you a vulture that you prey upon the gifts of a khan? Disgorge the jewels, toad, and come here.”


  The shaman obeyed, his face quivering with fright.


  “It is the day of fate,” he whimpered, “it is the doom of the Krim folk. The Black Kallmarks are marching upon us. Their lines draw in like a net. They are traitors and idolatrous—foresworn! Before today we had awaited them as friends.”


  “Where is Mirai Khan, who leads the Krim Tatars to victory?” mocked Khlit.


  “Aie!” the shaman wailed, stuffing a costly necklace unnoticed by Khlit into his sleeve, “Mirai Khan is dead, his head severed from his body. It is the beginning of doom for the Krim nation. None shall survive the net of the Black Kallmarks, who are more numerous than the sands of the salt sea—”


  He broke off to cower as the din of combat swept up to the two. Khlit's nostrils expanded as with pleasure. He hearkened to the cries and shots that echoed from every quarter of the hills.


  “It is not my doom, devil take it,” he cried. “Come shaman, show the way to the summit of Uskun Luk Tugra, the roof of the world, for our tribe knows it well. The doom of this day is great for the Kallmark hunters who have found other game than they sought, yet it is written that you and I, the wolf and the serpent, shall pass through.”


  Wherefore it happened that Khlit rode silently behind the moaning form of the conjurer up concealed paths in Uskun Luk Tugra, past waterfalls that moistened his horse's feet, and between chasms that glowed on their summits with green fire until he came out on the snow of the summit and stood amazed at the flat field of shimmering glow that seemed to be the fires of a thousand devils, soft, as deep as an emerald's glow.


  “By my faith,” he swore, “is this the court of the devil? No land was ever so flat, and fires burn red, not green.”


  He shuddered, while the shaman edged close to his horse for warmth, for the cold on the roof of the world was great.


  “Nay, noble Cossack,” he whined, “the flat is but a frozen lake, and the fire is not flame but light. See”—he caught up a bit of rotten wood—“it is harmless. We call it phosphorus and it lies on the dead trees that were killed when the lake gripped their roots.”


  The shaman laid his flaming hand on the mane of the horse, which did not stir.


  “It is well,” said Khlit. “Come.”


  And the journey of the two continued along the lake, lit by the green fire, until they could see down into the valleys where the two hordes had been.


  Many fires were there, and over all the dim light of the moon.


  The outer wings of Tal Taulai Khan's host were engaged with the remnants of the Krim army. Khlit watched for so long that the shaman became faint with the cold.


  Fires that had spread in the groves of firs lighted the landscape and showed where horsemen moved in countless ranks over the farther hills. Khlit had eyes only for sight of this, but the shaman, who had suffered much, shuddered when he saw that the battlefield abandoned by the horsemen was black with moving objects. No sound came up to them, but he recognized the wolves that followed in the track of Tal Taulai's horde, covering the scene of the battle, like vermin upon a wound.


  So Khlit saw the end of the hunt of Tal Taulai Khan.


  For those who care to know more of the matter there are the annals of Abulghazi Bahadur Sultan, wherein is found an account of how the horde of Tal Taulai Khan turned back from the hunt after the great battle of two days and one night in which the tribe of Mirai Khan was annihilated.


  It was thus that the prophecy written concerning the Year of the Ape was fulfilled, although it was the Krim Tatars and not the Cossacks that fought the Grand Khan. In the annals of Abulghazi Bahadur Sultan it is explained that the battle began when the host of the Black Kallmarks advanced unawares against the Krim tribe. Yet the cause of the battle, as written in the annals, was otherwise.


  It was due to the gifts of Tal Taulai Khan to the Krim chieftains. For out of the first basket from the Grand Khan opened by the Krim men rolled the head of Mirai Khan, leader of the Krim horde. Yet it is written in the annals that Tal Taulai Khan afterward took an oath upon an image of a god that neither he nor his men had placed the head of Mirai Khan in the baskets that were sent as gifts, not otherwise.
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  It was the Year of the Lion at the very end of the sixteenth century when Khlit guided his horse into Astrakhan. No sentries challenged him in the streets of Astrakhan, for the Cossacks were masters here and no Cossack would dishonor himself by taking precautions against danger. There were many Mohammedans in the streets of Astrakhan, but it was evening and the followers of Allah were repeating the last of their prayers, facing, as was the law, toward the city of Mecca.


  Sitting his steppe pony carelessly, Khlit allowed the beast to take its own course. The night, in Midsummer, was warm and his heavy svitza was thrown back on his high shoulders. A woolen cap covered one side of his gray head, and his new pair of costly red Morocco boots were smudged with tar to show his contempt for appearances. Under his shaggy mustache a pipe glowed and by his side hung the strangely shaped saber which had earned the Cossack the name of “Khlit of the Curved Saber.”


  Khlit rode alone, as he had done since he left the Siech, where Cossack leaders had said that he was too old to march with the army of the Ukraine. He paid no attention to the sprawling, drunken figures of Cossacks that his horse stepped over in the street. Clouds of flies from fish houses, odorous along the river front, buzzed around him. Donkeys driven by naked Tatar urchins passed him in the shadows. Occasionally the glow from the open front of an Isphahan rug dealer's shop showed him cloaked Tatars who swaggered and swore at him.


  Being weary Khlit paid no heed to these. A dusty armorer's shop under an archway promised a resting place for the night, and here he dismounted. Pushing aside the rug that served as a door he cursed as he stumbled over the proprietor of the shop, a Syrian who was bowing a yellow face over a purple shawl in prayer.


  “Lailat el kadr," the Syrian muttered, casting a swift side glance at the tall Cossack.


  Khlit did not know the words; but that night thousands of lips were repeating them—lailat el kadr, night of power. This was the night which was potent for the followers of the true faith, when the djinns smiled upon Mohammed and Marduk was hung by his heels in Babylon. It is so written in the book of Abulghazi, called by some Abulfarajii, historian of dynasties.


  It was on such a night of power, say the annals of Abulghazi, that Hulagu Khan, nephew of Gengis Khan and leader of the Golden Horde, overcame the citadel of Alamut, the place of strange wickedness, by the river Shahrud, in the province of Rudbar. It was on that night the power of Hagen ben Sabbah was broken.


  But the power of Hagen ben Sabbah was evil. Evil, says Abulghazi, is slow to die. The wickedness of Alamut lived, and around it clung the shadow of the power that had belonged to Hagen ben Sabbah—power not of god or man —who was called by some sheik, by others the Old Man of the Mountain, and by himself the prophet of God.


  It was also written in the book of Abulghazi that there was a prophecy that the waters of the Shahrud would be red with blood, and that the evil would be hunted through the hidden places of Alamut. A strange prophecy. And never had Khlit, the Cossack of the Curved Saber, shared in such a hunt. It was not of his own seeking—the hunt that disclosed the secret of Alamut. It was chance that made him a hunter, the chance that brought him to the shop of the Syrian armorer, seeking rest.


  So it happened that Khlit saw the prophecy of Abulghazi, who was wise with an ancient wisdom, come to pass—saw the river stair flash with sword blades, and the banquet-place, and the treasure of Alamut under the paradise of the Shadna.


  “Lailat el kadr,” chanted the Syrian, his eye on the curved blade of Khlit, “Allah is mighty and there is no god but he.”


  “Spawn of Islam,” grunted Khlit, who disliked prayer, “lift your bones and find for me a place to spend the night. And food.” The Cossack spoke in Tatar, with which language he was on familiar terms. The response was not slow in coming, although from an unexpected quarter. A cloaked figure rose from the shadows behind the one lamp which lighted the shop and confronted him. The cloak fell to the floor and disclosed a sturdy form clad in a fur-tipped tunic under which gleamed a coat of mail, heavy pantaloons, and a peaked helmet. A pair of slant, bloodshot eyes stared at Khlit from a round face.


  Khlit recognized the newcomer as a Tatar warrior of rank, and noted that while the other was short, his shoulders were wide and arms long as his knees. Simultaneously Khlit's curved saber flashed into view, with the Tatar's scimitar.


  As quickly, the Syrian merchant darted into a corner. Cossack and Tatar, enemies by instinct and choice, measured each other cautiously. Neither moved, waiting for the other to act. Khlit's pipe fell to the floor and he did not stoop to pick it up.


  “Toctamish!”


  It was a woman's voice, shrill and angry, that broke the silence. Khlit did not shift his gaze. The Tatar scowled sullenly, and growled something beneath his breath.


  “Toctamish! Fool watch dog! Is there no end to your quarreling? Do your fingers itch for a sword until you forget my orders?” The curtains were pushed aside from a recess in the shop, and out of the corner of his eye Khlit saw a slender woman dart forward and seize the Tatar by his squat shoulders. Toctamish tried in vain to throw off the grip that pinned his arms to his side.


  “One without understanding,” the Tatar growled, “here is a dog of a Cossack who would rather slay than eat. This is the Khlit I told of, the one with the curved sword. Are you a child at play?”


  “Nay, you are the child, Toctamish,” shrilled the woman, “for you would fight when the Cossack would eat. He means no harm. Allah keep you further from the wine cask! Put up your sword. Have you forgotten you are man and I am mistress?”


  To Khlit's amusement Toctamish, who whether by virtue of wine or his natural foolhardiness was eager to match swords, dropped his weapon to his side. Whereupon Khlit lowered his sword and confronted the woman.


  Beside the square form of Toctamish, she looked scarcely bigger than a reed of the river. A pale-blue reed, with a flower-face of delicate olive. Above the blue garment which covered her from foot to throat, her black hair hung around a face which arrested Khlit's attention. Too narrow to be a Tatar, yet too dark for a Georgian, her head was poised gracefully on slender shoulders. Her mouth was small, and her cheeks tinted from olive to pink. The eyes were wide and dark. Under Khlit's gaze she scowled. Abruptly she stepped to his side and watched him with frank curiosity.


  “Do you leave courtesy outside when you enter a dwelling, Cossack?” she demanded. “You come unbidden, with dirty boots, and you flourish your curved sword in front of Toctamish who would have killed you because he is crafty as a Kurdish farsang, and feared you. I do not fear you. You have a soiled coat and you carry a foul stick in your mouth.”


  Khlit grunted in distaste. He had small liking for women. This one was neither Tatar nor Circassian nor Georgian, yet she spoke fair Tatar.


  “Devil take me,” he said, “I had not come had I known you were here, oh loud voiced one. I came for food and a place to sleep.”


  “You deserve neither,” she retorted, following her own thoughts. “Is it true that you are Khlit, who fought with the Tatars of Tal Taulai Khan? Toctamish is the man of Kiragai Khan who follows the banners of Tal Taulai Khan and he has seen you before. It seems he does not like you. Yet you have gray hair.” The Cossack was not anxious to stay, yet he did not like to go, with Toctamish at his back. While he hesitated, the girl watched him, her lips curved in mockery.


  “Is this the Wolf you told me of?” said she to Toctamish. “I do not think he is the one the Tatar fold fear. See, he blinks like an owl in the light. An old, gray owl.”


  Toctamish made no reply, eyeing Khlit sullenly. Khlit was fast recovering from his surprise at the daring of this woman, of a race he had not seen before, and very beautiful, who seemed without fear. The daughter of a chieftain, he meditated; surely she was one brought up among many slaves.


  “Aye, daughter,” he responded moodily. “Gray, and therefore forbidden to ride with the free Cossacks, my brothers of the Siech. Wherefore am I alone, and my sword at the service of one who asks it. I am no longer a Cossack of Cossacks but one alone.”


  “I have heard tales of you.” The black-eyed woman stared at him boldly, head on one side. “Did you truly enter here in peace, seeking only food?”


  “Aye,” said Khlit.


  “Wait, then,” said she, “and the nameless one whose house this is will prepare it for you. Meanwhile, sheath the sword you are playing with. I shall not hurt you.”


  Motioning Toctamish to her side, the woman of the blue cloak withdrew into a corner of the curtained armorer's shop. The Cossack, who had keen eyes, noted that the Syrian was bending his black-capped head over a bowl of stew which he was stirring in another corner. No others, he decided, were in the shop.


  Toctamish seemed to like his companion's words little. He muttered angrily, at which the girl retorted sharply. Khlit could not catch their words, but he guessed that an argument was taking place, at which the Tatar was faring ill. The argument seemed to be about himself. Also, he heard the name Berca repeated.


  Although Khlit was not of a curious nature, the identity of the girl puzzled him. With the beauty of a high-priced slave, and the manner of a king's daughter, she went unveiled in a land where women covered their faces from men. Moreover she was young, being scarce eighteen, and of delicate stature.


  Khlit bethought him, and it crossed his memory that he had heard of dark-haired and fair-skinned women of unsurpassed beauty whose land was at the far end of the Sea of Khozar, the inland, salt sea. They were Persians, of the province of Rudbar. Yet, fair as they were in the sight of men, none were bought as slaves. Berca, if that were her name, might well be one of these. If that was the case, what was she doing in Astrakhan, alone save for one Tatar, who while he was a man of rank and courage, was not her equal?


  



  II


  The Cossack's meditation was interrupted by the girl, who motioned to the Syrian to set his stew before Khlit.


  “Eat,” she cried impatiently, pointing to the steaming bowl. “You are hungry, Father of Battles, and I would speak with you. A man speaks ill on an empty belly, although a woman needs not food nor wine to sharpen her wits. Eh, look at me and say, Father of Battles, is it not true I am beautiful, that men would die for me? It is given to few to look at me so closely.”


  She stepped near the Cossack, so the edge of her silk garment touched his shaggy face where he crouched over the bowl. Khlit sniffed, and with the odor of lamb stew he smelled, although he knew not its nature, the scent of rose leaves and aloes. He dipped his hand into the bowl and ate.


  “Speak, Khlit, Cossack boor,” shrilled the woman, shaking his shoulder impatiently, “and say whether it is in your mind I am beautiful. Other men are not slow to say that Berca of Rudbar and Kuhistan is shapely, and tinted as the rose.”


  Khlit's hand paused midway to his mouth.


  “Toctamish has a handsome harlot,” he said and swallowed.


  The girl stepped back hastily.


  “Clown!” she whispered softly. “Nameless one of a dog's breeding. You shall remember that word. It was in my mind to bid you come with me, and be companion to Toctamish—”


  “Am I a man for a Tatar's wench?” Khlit was making rapid inroads into the stew.


  “Nay, a boor of the steppe. Remember, your speech is not to be forgotten. I am a chief's daughter, with many horsemen.”


  Berca was watching the Cossack half-angrily, half-anxiously. Toctamish moved his bulk to the bowl, regarding the disappearing contents with regret.


  “How can one man be courteous, Berca of Rudbar,” he asked gruffly, “when the tribe is without breeding? It were better to cut the throat of this caphar, dog without faith, before he ate of our bread and salt.”


  “Nay, eat also of the food, Toctamish,” said Berca, “and let me think.”


  The Tatar's brown face wrinkled in distaste.


  “Am I to share bread with a caphar?” he snarled. “Truly, I promised to obey you, but not thus. Bid the Cossack be gone and I will eat. Otherwise he will be brother in arms, and his danger shall be my danger.”


  Berca stamped her slippered foot impatiently.


  “Has Allah given me a donkey to follow me? Eat your share of the stew, Toctamish, and cease your braying. Is it not written in the Koran that the most disagreeable of voices is the voice of asses?”


  Toctamish remained sullenly silent. He was very hungry. Likewise, Khlit was an enemy of his blood.


  “Eat, Flat-Face,” chuckled Khlit, who was beginning to enjoy himself, “the stew is rarely made. But the bottom of the bowl is not far off.”


  The odor of the food tormented the Tatar. And Berca, for reason of her own, allowed him no chance to back away from the bowl.


  Finally, in desperation, he squatted opposite Khlit and dipped his hand into the stew.


  “Remember the law, Flat-Face,” guffawed Khlit, as the other ate greedily. “We have shared bread and salt together—I would give a hundred ducats for a mouthful of wine.”


  “It is not I who will forget, caphar,” retorted Toctamish with dignity. Tugging at his girdle, he held out a small gourd. “Here is arak; drink heartily.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit.


  He had tasted the heady mare's milk of the Tatars before and he sucked his mustache appreciatively after the draft. Pulling pipe and tobacco from a pouch he proceeded to smoke.


  “Observe,” said Toctamish to Berca, to show that he was not softened by what had passed, “that the caphar dog is one who must have two weeds to live. He sucks the top of one and drinks the juice of the other.”


  “Still your tongue,” said Berca sharply, “and let me think.” She had seated herself cross-legged by the bowl, and her birdlike glance strayed from Khlit to Toctamish. The Cossack, engrossed in his pipe, ignored her.


  “Why did you name me a harlot?” she asked abruptly, a flush deepening the olive of her cheeks.


  “Eh, I know not, Sparrow. Devil take it, a blind man would see you are not kin to Toctamish. He is not of your people. And there is no old woman at hand to keep you out of mischief. You have said you were a chief's daughter. If that is not a lie, then the chief is dead.”


  The girl's eyes widened, and Toctamish gaped.


  “Have you a magician's sight, caphar?” she cried. “It is true that the sheik, my father is dead. But I did not tell you.”


  “Yet you are alone, Berca, across the Sea of Khozar, without attendants. A wise sheik will keep his girl at home, except when she is sent to be married. Is it not true that another sent you out of Rudbar?”


  Berca's dark eyes closed and she rested her chin quietly on her folded hands. One hand she thrust into the folds of her cloak at the throat and drew it out clasped around a small object which hung by a chain from her slender neck. Opening her fingers she disclosed a sapphire of splendid size and brilliancy, set in carved gold. The jewel was of value, and appeared to be from the workshops of skilled jewelers of Tabriz. Khlit eyed it indifferently and waited.


  “It is true that another sent me from Rudbar, Khlit,” said Berca softly, “and it was to be married. The one who sent me sent also some slaves and an attendant. He swore that a certain chief, a khan of the Kallmarks, had asked me for his wife, and I went, not desiring to stay in Rudbar after my father died.”


  “The Kallmarks?” Khlit frowned. “Why, you are a Persian, and the Kallmark Tatars make war on Persians as did their fathers. A marriage would be strange. Eh, who sent you?”


  Berca lowered her voice further and glanced at the Persian armorer who was snoring in his corner.


  “One it was who is better not named,” she whispered. “He is neither sheik nor khan. Listen, Cossack. This is a jewel of rare value. It has no mate this side of Damascus. Would you like to own it?”


  “Aye,” said Khlit indifferently, “at what price?”


  “Service.”


  “Do you want another Toctamish? Buy him in the streets of Astrakhan. Is a free Cossack to be bought?”


  “Nay, Khlit,” whispered Berca leaning close to him until her loose curls touched his eyes, “the service is for one who can use his sword. We heard in Tatary how you escaped from Tal Taulai Khan and his myriad horsemen. Men say that you are truly the father of battles. I have work for such a one. Listen! I was sent from Rudbar to Kiragai Khan, up the Sea of Khozar, and across the Jaick River, with one attendant and a box which the attendant said held jewels and gold bars for my dowry. I came to the court of Kiragai Khan—”


  “Bah, Sparrow,” Khlit yawned sleepily, “you are tiresome. I want sleep, not words. In the morning—”


  “We will be gone from Astrakhan.” Berca held up the sapphire. “You must listen, Cossack. I told Kiragai Khan my mission, for there were no others to speak, and opened the box in the hands of the attendant. The jewels were poor pearls and no gold was in the box. Then Kiragai Khan, before whom I had unveiled my face, laughed and said that he had not sent for me. At first it came to my mind that it was because the jewels were worthless. But it was the truth.”


  “Aye,” said Toctamish suddenly, “it was the truth.”


  “I went quickly from the country of Kiragai Khan, aided by Toctamish, who pitied me when others tried to sell me as a slave—of a race that are not slaves. At Astrakhan we learned the whole truth, for here word came to us that the one who sent me in marriage had killed my father. I was sent to be out of the way, for it would not do to sell one of my blood as slave. Such is not the law. He who killed my father heeds no law, yet he is crafty.”


  “Then,” inquired Khlit, “you would slay him? Give Toctamish a dagger and a dark night and it is done.”


  Berca shook her head scornfully.


  “No dagger could come near this man,” she said bitterly. “And he is beyond our reach. He has many thousand hidden daggers at his call. His empire is from Samarkand to Aleppo, and from Tatary to the Indian Sea. He is more feared than Tal Taulai Khan, of the Horde.”


  “Then he must be a great sheik,” yawned Khlit.


  “He is not a sheik,” protested Berca, and her eyes widened. “And his stronghold is under the ground, not on it. Men say his power lies in his will to break all laws, for he has made his followers free from all law. What he wants, he takes from others. And he is glad when blood is shed. Do you know of him?”


  “Aye,” said Khlit, grinning, “the steppe fox.”


  “They call you the Wolf,” pleaded Berca, “and I need your counsel and wisdom. This man I am seeking has a name no one makes a jest of—twice. He is called by some the arch prophet, by others the Old Man of the Mountain, and by others the Shadna of the Refik folk. He is the head of an empire that lays tribute on every city in Persia, Kurdistan, Khorassan, Syria, and Anatolia. If Allah decreed that I should be his death I should be content.”


  “More likely dead,” responded Khlit. “Truly, if these are not lies, your Old Man of the Mountain must be a good fighter and I would cross swords with him. Can you show him to me?”


  “Aye, Khlit,” said Berca eagerly, “if you come with me. There is the sapphire if you will come to Rudbar with me.”


  Khlit stretched his tall bulk lazily.


  “One way is as good as the other to me, if there is fighting,” he muttered sleepily. “Only talk not of rewards, for a Cossack takes his pay from the bodies of enemies. I will kill this Master of the Mountain for you. Let me sleep now, for your voice is shrill.” When Toctamish and Berca had left the shop of the armorer, the former to seek a shed outside, and the Persian girl to sleep in her recess, Khlit's snores matched those of the Syrian shopkeeper in volume. For a while only. Then it happened that the snores of the Syrian ceased.


  Without disturbing Khlit who was stretched full length on the floor, the Syrian silently pushed past the hangings over the door. Once outside he broke into a trot, his slippers pad-padding the dark street. Nor did he soon slacken his pace.


  



  III


  Khlit and Toctamish did not make the best of bedfellows. Berca, however, was careful to see that no serious quarrel broke out between the two. In a bark that went from Astrakhan, the day after their meeting, to the south shore of the Sea of Khozar, the two warriors of different races occupied a small cupboard which adjoined the cabin of the sheik's daughter.


  Khlit had embarked not altogether willingly. When the fumes of arak had cleared from his head the next morning, he had halfrepented of his bargain. Curiosity to see the other side of the salt sea, which he had known as the Caspian, rather than the pleadings of Berca, finally brought him aboard the bark with his horse from which he refused to be separated.


  The girl had bought their passage with the last of her pearls and some gold of Toctamish's, and had remained in her cabin since, to which Toctamish brought food. The Cossack, after a survey of the small vessel which disclosed his fellow-voyagers as some few Syrian silk merchants, with the Tatar crew, took possession of a nook in the high poop deck, and kept a keen lookout for the islands and other vessels they passed, and for Bab-al-abuab, the lofty gate of gates, as the ship made its way southward. Toctamish, who had not set foot on a ship before, was very ill, to Khlit's silent satisfaction.


  One day, when the wind was too high for comfort on deck, the Cossack sought Toctamish in the cupboard where the latter lay, ill at ease on some skins.


  “Hey, Flat-Face,” Khlit greeted him, sitting opposite against the side of the dark recess, “you look as if the devil himself was chewing at your entrails. Can you speak as well as you grunt? I have a word for you. Where is the little Berca?”


  “In her cabin, oh dog without breeding,” snarled the Tatar, who was less disposed to speak, even, than usual, “looking at silks of a Syrian robber. This sickness of the sea is a great sickness, for I am not accustomed.”


  “You will not die.” Khlit stroked his saber thoughtfully across his boots. “Toctamish, gully-jackal, and dog of an unbelieving race, you have been a fool. Perhaps a greater one than I. How did it happen that you became the follower of the little Berca? Has she bewitched you with her smooth skin and dark eyes?”


  “Nay, that is not so,” Toctamish growled. “She has told you her story. It is true that Kiragai Khan, my master, did not know of her coming. Her attendant and slaves ran away and she felt great shame. Yet she did not lose courage. When her shame was the greatest she begged me to take her to Astrakhan, saying that I should be head of her army. She did not say her army was beyond the Salt Sea. Then she made me promise to take her to her people. As you know, her tongue is golden.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit. “Then you are even a greater fool than I had thought. Have you heard of this emperor she is taking us to?”


  Toctamish rolled his eyes, and shook his head vaguely.“His name is not known in our countries. Mongol Tatars say that their great-grandfathers who followed the banners of Hulagu Khan made war on one calling himself the Old Man of the Mountain and slew many thousands with much booty, beside burning the citadel of Alamut, which was his stronghold. They gave me a dagger which came from Alamut. It is a strange shape.”


  “If the power of the Old Man of the Mountain was broken in the time of Hulagu Khan,” said Khlit idly, “how can it exist now? Have you the dagger?”


  The Tatar motioned to his belt with a groan, and Khlit drew from it a long blade with heavy handle. The dagger was of tempered steel, curved like a tongue of fire. On it were inscribed some characters which were meaningless to Khlit. He balanced it curiously in his bony hand.


  “I have seen the like, Flat-Face,” he meditated idly. “It could strike a good blow. Hey, I remember where I have seen others like it. In the shop of the Syrian armorer, at Astrakhan. Who brought you to the shop?”


  “We came, dog of a Cossack. The Syrian bade us stay, charging nothing for our beds, only for food.”


  “Does he understand Tatar language?”


  “Nay, Berca spoke with him in her own tongue.”


  “Aye. Did she speak with you of this Old Man of the Mountain?”


  “Once. She said that her people had come under the power of the Old Man of the Mountain. Also that her home was near to Alamut.” Toctamish hesitated. “One thing more she said.”


  “Well, God has given you a tongue to speak.”


  “She said that your curved sword was useless against him who is called the Old Man of the Mountain.”


  With this the Tatar rolled over in his skins and kept silence. Wearying of questioning him, Khlit rose and went to the door of Berca's cabin. Toctamish, he meditated, was not one who could invent answers to questions out of his own wit. Either he spoke the truth, or he had been carefully taught what to say. Khlit was half-satisfied that the girl's and the Tatar's story was true in all its details, strange as it seemed. Yet he was wise, with the wisdom of years, and certain things troubled him.


  It was not customary for a Tatar of rank to follow the leadership of a woman. Also, it was not clear why Berca should have been so eager for the services of Khlit, the Wolf. Again, she had declared that the Old Man of the Mountain was not to be met with, yet, apparently, she sought him.


  Pondering these things, Khlit tapped lightly on the door of the girl's cabin. There was no response and he listened. From within he could hear the quiet breathing of a person in sleep.


  He had come to speak with Berca, and he was loath to turn back. Pushing open the door he was about to step inside, when he paused.


  Full length on the floor lay Berca, on the blue cloak she always wore. Her black curls flowed over a silk pillow on which her head rested. Her eyes were closed and her face so white that Khlit wondered it had ever been pink.


  What drew the Cossack's gaze were two objects on the floor beside her. Khlit saw, so close that some of the dark hairs were caught in them, two daggers sticking upright on either side of the girl's head. The daggers were curved, like a tongue of fire.


  Khlit's glance, roaming quickly about the cabin, told him that no one else was there. Berca had not carried two weapons of such size. Another had placed them there. As he noticed the silk cushion, he remembered the Syrian silk merchant who had been with Berca.


  With a muttered curse of surprise, Khlit stepped forward, treading lightly in his heavy boots. Leaning over the girl he scanned her closely. Her breathing was quiet and regular, and her clothing undisturbed. Seeing that she was asleep, the Cossack turned his attention to the weapons.


  Drawing the latter softly from the wood, he retreated to the door. Closing this, he climbed to the deck and scanned it for the Syrian merchant. Almost within reach he saw the one he sought, in a group of several ragged traders, squatting by the rail of the ship. No one noticed him, their black sheepskin hats bent together in earnest conversation.


  With the daggers under his arm, Khlit swaggered over to the group, the men looking up silently at his approach.


  “Hey, infidel dogs,” he greeted them, “here is a pair of good daggers I found lying by the steps. Who owns them? Speak!”


  His eye traveled swiftly over the brown faces. None of the group showed interest beyond a curl of the lips at his words. If he had expected the owner to claim his property, he was disappointed. The Syrians resumed their talk together.


  “So be it,” said Khlit loudly. “They are useless to me. Away with them.”


  Balancing the weapons, he hurled them along the deck. As he did so, he glanced at the traders. Their conversation was uninterrupted. Yet Khlit saw one of the group look hastily after the flying daggers. It was only a flash of white eyeballs in a lean face, but Khlit stared closer at the fellow, who avoided his eye.


  Something in the man's face was familiar to the Cossack. Khlit searched his memory and smiled to himself. The man who had watched the fate of the daggers Khlit had seen in Astrakhan. The man had changed his style of garments, but Khlit was reasonably sure that he was no other than the Syrian armorer who had offered his shop to Berca and Toctamish.


  Fingering his sword, the Cossack hesitated. It was in his mind to ask at the sword's point what the other had been doing in Berca's cabin. Yet, if the fellow admitted he had left the daggers by the girl, and Khlit did not kill him, the Syrian would be free to work other mischief. And Khlit, careless as he was of life, could see no just reason for killing the Syrian. Better to let the man go, he thought, unaware that he was suspected, and watch.


  As an afterthought, Khlit went to where the twisted daggers lay on the deck and threw them over the side.


  



  IV


  In the Year of the Lion, there was a drought around the Sea of Khozar, and the salt fields of its south shore whitened in the sun. Where the caravan route from Samarkand to Baghdad crossed the salt fields, the watering places were dry, all save a very few.


  The sun was reflected in burning waves from the crusted salt, from which a rock cropped out occasionally, and the wind from the sea did not serve to cool the air. In the annals of Abulghazi, it is written that men and camels of the caravans thirsted in this year, the year in which the waters of Shahrud, by the citadel of Alamut, were to be red with blood.


  At one of the few watering places near the shore, Berca's party of three, with a pack-donkey, came to a halt, at the same time that a caravan coming from the east stopped to refresh the animals.


  The Persian girl watched the Kurdish camel drivers lead their beasts to kneel by the well silently. Khlit, beside her, gazed attentively, although with apparent indifference at the mixed throng of white-and-brown-robed traders with their escort of mounted Kurds. Many looked at Berca, who was heavily veiled, but kept their distance at sight of Khlit.


  “It is written, Abulfetah Harb Issa, Father of Battles,” spoke the girl softly, “that a man must be crafty and wise when peril is 'round his road; else is his labor vain, he follows a luck that flees. Truly there is no luck, for Allah has traced our lives in the divining sands, and we follow our paths as water follows its course. Are you as wise as the masters of evil, oh Cossack?”


  The words were mocking, and Khlit laughed.


  “Little sparrow,” he said, “I have seen ever so much evil, and there was none that did not fade when a good sword was waved in front of it. Yet never have I followed a woman.”


  “You will not follow me much further, Cossack. I will leave you at the foothills to go among my people, the hillmen, where I shall be safe. You and Toctamish will go alone the rest of the way. My face is known to the people of Alamut, who suppose that I am dead or a slave. In time they shall see me, but not yet. Meanwhile it is my wish that you and Toctamish seek the citadel of Alamut, which lies a two days' journey into the interior.” Khlit shaded his eyes with a lean hand and gazed inland. Above the plain of salt levels he could see a nest of barren foothills which surrounded mountains of great size and height.


  “Where lies the path to this Alamut—” he had begun, when Berca shook his arm angrily.


  “Not so loud, fool of the steppe! Do you think we are still by the Volga? We are already in the territory of the Old Man of the Mountain. Listen, to what I have already told Toctamish. Two days' travel to the south will bring you to the district of Rudbar. You will find yourself near the River Shahrud which flows from the mountains. There will be hillmen about who do not love the Old Man of the Mountain.


  “So do not speak his name, until you come to a bend in the Shahrud where the river doubles on itself, so, like a twisted snake. Across the river will be a mountain of rock which will appear to be a dog kneeling, facing you. Remain there until armed men ride up and question you. Then say you are come to join the ranks of Sheik Halen ibn Shaddah, who is the Old Man of the Mountain.”


  Khlit shook his head and tapped his sword thoughtfully. “Nay, little Berca,” he said reproachfully, “you have told me lies. You said it was your wish to slay one who had slain your father. And because it was a just quarrel and I was hungry for sight of the world below the Salt Sea, I came to aid you. Are you one, oh Sparrow, to fight alone against a powerful chief? Whereare your men that you told Toctamish of? Devil take me, if I'll put my head in the stronghold of any sheik, as you call him.”


  Berca bent nearer, rising on tiptoe so her breath was warm in his ear.


  “My men are hillmen who will not attack until they see an enemy flee. Also, they have seen men who opposed Halen ibn Shaddah set over a fire, with the skin of their feet torn off. The master of Alamut is all powerful here. Are you afraid, whom they call the Wolf?”


  “Nay, little sparrow, how should I be afraid of women's tales and a mysterious name? Tell me your plan, and I will consider it. How can this sheik be reached?”


  “Halen ibn Shaddah is safe from the swords of his enemies. Yet there is a way to reach him, in Alamut. The time will come when you and Toctamish will find yourselves at the head of many swords. How can I tell you, who are a fool in our way of fighting, and know not Alamut, what is in my mind? I swear that soon Halen ibn Shaddah will be attacked. Do you believe my word?”


  “Wherefore should I?”


  Khlit tugged at his mustache moodily. He was accustomed to settle his quarrels alone, and he liked little to move in the dark. Yet the woman spoke as one having authority, and Toctamish believed in her blindly.


  “If this Sheik Halen is powerful and crafty—”


  “Still, I am a woman, and wronged by a great wrong. I was sent to offer myself unveiled to a man who had not sought me; and at the same time my father was murdered, so that the hillmen, of whom he was sheik, might come under the shadow of Alamut.” The girl's voice was low, but the words trembled with passion and the dark eyes that peered at the Cossack over her veil were dry as with fever, and burning. “Halen ibn Shaddah shall pay for his evil; for he is cursed in the sight of Allah. Wicked—wicked beyond telling is Alamut and therefore cursed.”


  “Chirp shrilly, little sparrow,” laughed Khlit, “while your white throat is still unslit. This Sheik Halen has no love for you, for one of his men on the bark placed two daggers, one on each side of your black head. Devil take me, if I did not think you would never chirp again. It was the Syrian who took you in for so little pay at Astrakhan—”


  “Fool! Stupid Cossack!” Berca's eyes suddenly swam with laughter, “did you think I was asleep when you tiptoed in like a bear treading nettles? Or that I did not see the dirty Syrian, who thought to catch me asleep? Look among the men of the caravan, and tell me if you see the Syrian?”


  Cautiously, Khlit scanned the groups about the well. Among the Kurdish riders and Tatars who were brown with the dust of the desert trail from Samarkand, he recognized a bent figure in a long gray cloak and black kollah. As he watched the figure, it bent still further over a box of goods, and lifted some silks to view. It was the Syrian, without doubt. Khlit felt a thrill, as of one who is hunted and hears the cry of the chase. He stepped forward with an oath, when Berca's grasp tightened on his arm.


  “That is a fedavie of Alamut,” she whispered. “I saw the curved daggers, and they are the weapons of the Refik folk of Halen ibn Shaddah. He must have overheard us in his shop at Astrakhan, and has followed to slay, as is the law of Alamut. Probably there are more of the fedavie among the men of the caravan.”


  “Then we must deal with the Syrian before he can speak to them,” muttered Khlit, but again Berca tugged him back.


  “Did I not say you were a fool among my people, oh Wolf,” she whispered. “Watch. The Syrian shall have his reward. Your folly is very great, yet I need a man who is blunt and brave and knows not my plans. It is written that none knows where his grave is dug, yet the Syrian's grave is here. Watch, and do not move.”


  Khlit waited. The fedavie had stooped over his box. One or two Kurds gathered to look at its contents. Among the group Khlit noticed Toctamish who had come up quietly. The Tatar pushed past the others, heedless of their muttered curses until he stood directly in front of the trader. The Syrian looked up, and, seeing Toctamish, was motionless.


  Khlit saw the Kurds stare and draw back as if they sensed trouble. The Syrian, still watching Toctamish, rose with a swift, catlike movement, his hand hidden in the silks. Toctamish grunted something and spat upon the silks.


  “See,” whispered Berca softly, “his grave is dug, and the nameless one sees it.”


  Toctamish thrust his yellow, scarred face near the Syrian's. Around him a crowd pressed, watching with attention. With a cry, the Syrian, who seemed to have found the suspense too much for him, drew a pistol from the silks in which it had been concealed.


  Instantly two giant arms were flung 'round him. Toctamish was on him with a speed that baffled him, and the Tatar's huge bulk pressed the Syrian backward to the ground. Writhing impotently, the Syrian saw Toctamish draw a dagger from his girdle. And Khlit grunted as he noted that it was the one he had seen with blade like a curved flame. While he held the smaller man powerless with one arm, Toctamish lifted the dagger and thrust it carefully into his foe's body, into stomach and chest.


  Then, rising, he wiped the curved dagger on a handful of the trader's silks. For a moment the arms and legs of the unhappy Syrian stirred on the ground. And Khlit saw a strange thing. For, before life had gone from the body, several men of the caravan, Khirghiz warriors by their dress, pushed through the throng with daggers like that of Toctamish and struck at the Syrian. Not until the body was still did they cease to strike.


  Then the Khirghiz men looked around for Toctamish, but the stocky Tatar had disappeared in the throng. Khlit, who had missed nothing of what happened, thought to himself that it was well that the dagger had been in the hand of Toctamish, not of the Syrian. Plainly, he thought, the Khirghiz murderers had been fellows, without knowing, to the Syrian. And he wondered how men of many races came to be banded together, not knowing that he was to wonder soon, and very greatly, at other things.


  



  


  V


  Berca had disappeared; and when Khlit strode through the crowd of the caravan seeking her, his horse at his elbow, he met Toctamish. The Tatar was mounted and leading the pack mule.


  “Mount,” he said gruffly, “and follow.”


  “And what of the girl?” queried Khlit, who was unwilling to take orders from Toctamish.


  “She has told us to go on, as you know, caphar,” snarled the Tatar, who disliked to talk. “Later, she will send word to us. Come.”


  “We are both fools. You, to be the slave of a painted girl, and I to seek for an empire which is not to be found, to slay a man who is hidden.”


  Khlit's words were silenced by a sudden uproar in the caravan. Men sprang to their feet and hauled at the camels who had kneeled in weariness. Traders who had been eating gave shouts of lamentation. Laden slaves ran together in confusion.


  Toctamish stared at the uproar, until Khlit touched his shoulder.


  “Look!” he said.


  From the south, over the salt desert a cloud of dust was threading in and out among the rocks. It was advancing swiftly toward them, and the Cossack could see that it was made by mounted men riding very fast. He made out turbans and spearpoints in the dust. The horsemen were headed directly toward the caravan.


  “Robbers,” said Toctamish briefly; “there will be a fight.”


  “A poor one, it seems,” growled Khlit. “The Kurds are leaving us as fast as their horses can take them and your countrymen like the looks of things little—they have not drawn sword or bow.”


  In truth, the Tatars who were acting as guard sat their horses stolidly, while the dismayed traders added to the confusion by rushing about frantically, trying to assemble their goods. Khlit turned his attention in disgust to the oncoming horsemen, and counted a bare two score. In numbers, the caravan was three times as strong; yet no attempt at defense was made.


  Instead the traders were anxiously spreading out their bales of goods, so that all were displayed. Camels and donkeys were stripped and their burden placed on the ground. In the meantime the horsemen who had come up were trampling recklessly through the confusion.


  A fat Greek merchant held out an armful of rugs to one of the riders who stared at it insolently and pointed to the heavy packs behind the merchant. Other riders jerked out the contents of these packs, and ranged them in nine piles.


  Khlit, watching them, saw that they were men of varied race. He guessed at Persian, Kurd, Circassian, Turk and others with whom he was not familiar—dark skinned and heavily cloaked, who sat their horses as a swallow rides the wind. Also, the Khirghiz men of the caravan had joined the newcomers.


  The first rider flung some words at the Greek, who was cowering on the ground, and Khlit thought he caught the phrase “Alamut.” Then the horsemen picked up three of the nine piles of goods and flung them over packhorses. Other riders who had been similarly occupied joined them. All the while the Tatar guardians of the caravan watched without interest, as men who had seen the like before.


  It was not until the horsemen were well away over the salt plain that Khlit recovered from his astonishment at the sight of few robbing many.


  “Better the mountain folk than these,” he growled, spitting in the direction of the merchants who were putting their goods away amid lamentations.


  So it came to pass that a Cossack rode into the foothills of Rudbar where, in the words of the historian Abulghazi, none set foot who held Allah or Christ for their true God, and with him rode a Tatar who under other circumstances would gladly have slain him.


  They rode in silence, as rapidly as the pack animal could move, and by nightfall had gained the edge of the salt deposits that made that part of Persia like a frozen lake.


  Each made camp after his fashion. And two fires were lighted instead of one. Khlit produced some barley cakes and wine and made a good meal. Toctamish took some raw meat from under his saddle where he had placed it for seasoning and washed it down with his favorite arak. Both kindled pipes and sat in silence in the darkness.


  Toctamish's pipe went out first, and Khlit knew that the Tatar had swallowed the smoke until with the burning arak he had lost consciousness. The Cossack was soon asleep.


  His sleep was unbroken, except that, near dawn, he thought he heard the trampling of many horses' feet, which sounded until the rays of the sun, slipping into his eyes, awoke him. He made out at some distance the track of a cavalcade in the dust, and considered that it might have been a caravan. Yet it was out of the path of caravans. Moreover, he was reasonably sure the track had not been there the night before. Toctamish, when wakened, yawned in bad spirits and told Khlit he was an old woman, of great fear and unmentionable descent.


  When they resumed their path, it led upward through the foothills of Rudbar. A few date trees and some thorn bushes lined the way, but for the most part there was little foliage and many rocks. The grass, however, was good, and this was, perhaps, the reason why groups of horses were met with under the care of single, mounted horsemen who watched Khlit and his companion with curiosity.


  They rode apart and silently, as before. Khlit's thoughts dwelt on Berca's last words. The girl had spoken as one having authority. She was no ordinary sheik's daughter, living out of sight of men, he thought. She was daring, and he wondered if she came from one of the hill tribes where the women ride with men.


  Berca had told him they were in the land of Halen ibn Shaddah, in the territory of the Refik folk, yet Khlit saw no signs of a town or city. He did see the tracks of multitudes of horses in the mountains where caravans were unknown. And the horses themselves puzzled him. For he could see nothing of their riders.


  Toctamish, apparently, wasted no thought on his surroundings. He rode warily, but kept his thoughts to himself and pressed onward rapidly. Thus it was that the two came to a wide, shallow river, and followed the bank along a valley that seemed to sink further into the hills as they advanced.


  Until sunset they rode, making detours to avoid waterfalls and fording the river where it curved—for it was very shallow—and then Khlit who was in the lead came to a halt as they rounded a bend.


  “By the bones of Satan,” he swore, “here is the place Berca told us of. Devil take me, if it does not look like a dog with his front paws in the river.”


  Like an arched bow the river curved, with the two riders standing at the end of the bow looking inward. Across from them rose a high point of rock, serried and overgrown with bushes, several hundred feet. No trees were on the summit of the rock. Instead, Khlit could make out masses of stones tumbling together and overgrown. A few pillars stood up through the debris.


  Around the summit ran the semblance of a wall. So great was the waste of stone that it was hard to see any semblance of order in it, but Khlit judged that a citadel as big as a good-sized town had once crowned the dog-promontory. The rock jutted out to make the massive head of the beast, and ridges suggested paws.


  “Here is no Alamut, Toctamish,” growled Khlit in disgust. “Truly, we are fools—the little sparrow, Berca, has made game of us.”


  “Wait, caphar,” retorted Toctamish, dismounting. “She said we would find the dog sitting in the river, thus, and we have found it. We will wait here and see what happens.”


  “Well, we will wait,” laughed Khlit, “and see if the dog will give birth to a tribe.”


  



  VI


  Little Khlit suspected how true his chance word was to be. The sun had dropped behind the furthest mountain summit, and the night cold of the high elevation had wrapped around the two watchers when they saw a sight that made their blood stir.


  The Cossack had stretched on the ground a little distance from Toctamish, who had subsided into snores. He watched the last light melt from the ruins on the summit of the cliff, and as he watched he thought he heard echoes from across the river, as from far off. Straining his ears, he could catch bursts of music and shouting. Remembering his experience with the horses the previous night, he wondered if the mountains were playing tricks with his ears.


  The sounds would come in bursts as though a gate had been opened to let them out, followed by silence. Khlit was not at home in the hills, and he did not recognize the peculiar resonance of echoes. What he thought he heard were songs and shouts repeated from mouth to mouth, as by giants, in the heart of the rock opposite him.


  Lighting his pipe and cursing himself for a dreaming fool, Khlit sat up and scanned the darkness over the river. As if to mock him, the burst of shouting became clearer. And then the skin moved along Khlit's back of its own accord and his jaw dropped. He shook his head angrily, to make sure he was still awake.


  Out of the rock across the river a multitude of lights were flickering. The lights came toward him rapidly, and the shouting grew. There were torches, moving out on the river, and by their glare he could see a mass of moving men armed with spears and bows. Splashing through the water, they were fording the shallow river.


  Khlit could see that they were men of varied race, turbaned and cloaked, armed for the most part with bow and arrows, much like those who had robbed the caravan. As the throng came nearer, he shook Toctamish and stood up.


  “Loosen your sword, Father of Swine,” he grunted, “here are men who are not triflers.”


  Several of the leaders, who had caught sight of the two, closed around them. The torchlight was thrown in their faces, and for a moment the shouting of the band was silenced as they surveyed Khlit and his companion. One, very lean and dark of face, dressed in a white coat bossed with gold, and wearing a tufted turban of the same colors, spoke in a tongue Khlit did not understand.


  “Hey, brothers,” swore Khlit genially, laughing, for the presence of danger pleased him, “have you any who speak like Christians? Khlit, called the Wolf, would speak with you.”


  After some, delay, a dirty tribesman was thrust beside the man of white and gold.


  “Wherefore are you here?” the tribesman, who seemed to be a Kurd, asked in broken Russian, “and what is your purpose? Be brief, for the Dais are impatient to march. Are you a Christian, Cossack?”


  “Say that you are not,” whispered Toctamish, who had caught what was said, “for none with a god can go into the mountain.”


  “A dog will give up his faith,” snarled Khlit, “but a Cossack does not deny God and the Orthodox Church. Aye,” he responded to the Kurd, “I am a Christian. I have come to Rudbar, or to Alamut, whatever you call the place, to seek him who is called the Old Man of the Mountain. What is your name and faith?”


  A peculiar look of fear crossed the face of the Kurd.


  “Seek you the Master of the Mountain, Sheik Halen ibn Shaddah, Cossack? My name is Iba Kabash, And I was once a Christian. What is your mission with the Lord of Alamut?”


  “Tell the unbeliever we have come to join the Refik, where there is no law—” began Toctamish, but Khlit motioned him to silence.


  “Take us to Sheik Halen ibn Shaddah, and we will tell him our mission, Iba Kabash,” he retorted. “We are not men to parley with slaves.”


  The man of white and gold had grown impatient, and spoke a few angry words to Iba Kabash, who cringed. Several of the bowmen ranged themselves beside them, and the throng pushed past, leaving a single torch with the Kurd, who motioned to Khlit to follow him. Leaving their horses with an attendant, Khlit and Toctamish made their way after Iba Kabash to the river. The current was not overswift, and the water came barely to their knees.


  “It is the wish of the Dai, Cossack, that you shall enter Alamut. What is your mission? Tell me and I shall be a true friend. I swear it. Surely you have a strong reason for your coming.” The Kurd's greasy head was thrust close to the Cossack's. “Let me hear but a word.”


  “If the Dai named you guide; Iba Kabash, of the mangy beard, lead us, and talk not.”


  In his heart Khlit distrusted the offered friendship of the Kurd. And he watched closely where they went, across the Shahrud, into the shadows of the further bank. And he saw how it was the Dai's followers had come from the mountain.


  Concealed by the shadows were grottoes, where the water had eaten into the rock, grottoes which ran deep into the mountain. The torch reflected from the dark surface of the water, as they splashed forward, with the river becoming shallower. Presently they stood on dry rock. Here they were in a cave, of which Khlit could not see the top.


  Iba Kabash pulled impatiently at his arm and they went forward, and up. Khlit saw that now they were on rock which was the handiwork of man. They were ascending broad steps, each one a pace in width, and so broad that the torch barely showed rows of stone pillars on either side.


  Khlit had counted fifty steps when Iba Kabash came to a halt, grinning. Lifting the torch overhead, he pointed to a square stone set in the rocky roof of the stairs. On this rock were lines of writing strange to Khlit, and blackened with age and the dampness of the place.


  “The gateway of Alamut, oh, Cossack,” laughed the Kurd. “And the writing of one who was as great as Mohammed, prophet of Allah. And the message:


  



  
    With the help of God
  


  
    The ruler of the world
  


  
    Loosened the bands of the law,
  


  Blessed be his name. ”


  



  Khlit was silent. He had not expected to find himself in a cave in the heart of a mountain. The darkness and damp, rising from the river, chilled him. Glancing ahead, he saw a rocky passage, wide and lofty. The passage had been made by the river, perhaps in a former age, when it had risen to that level. But the hands of men had widened it and smoothed the walls. Toctamish, he saw, was scrutinizing his surroundings, his slant eyes staring from a lined, yellow face.


  “Come,” said Iba Kabash, who seemed to enjoy the silence of his visitors, “this was not the gateway of Alamut always, in the days of the first Master of the Mountain. And Alamut has changed. It has sunk into the mountain. Men say the old Alamut was destroyed.”


  “Aye,” said Toctamish suddenly, “by Hulagu Khan.”


  The Kurd stared at him curiously.


  “Come,” he muttered, and led the way up the winding rock passage.


  Khlit followed closely. Other passages joined the one they were in. At times, sounds came down these passages—distant rumblings, and strains of music. Occasionally a figure armed with a spear stepped from them and scanned the group. Always a wind whipped around them, cold, in spite of the heat of the air outside.


  After a time, Khlit saw that they were no longer in the passage. The torch did not reveal walls, and the footing was regular, of stone slabs. They had entered a chamber of some kind. Other torches made their appearance suddenly. The sound of voices came to them clearly.


  They approached a fire around which lay several armed men. Khlit guessed from their dress that they were Khirghiz men; furthermore, that they appeared drunk. Only one or two looked up, without interest. Iba Kabash led them past many fires and men until they came to narrow stone stairs which led away from the rock chambers. Here, a giant Turk spoke with Iba Kabash before letting them pass.


  “We will speak with Rashideddin,” whispered the Kurd, “the astrologer of Halen ibn Shaddah. Tell me now your mission? I can help you.”


  Toctamish would have spoken, fingering a money pouch at his belt on which the Kurd's gaze fastened greedily, but Khlit shook his head. With a sneer, their guide stepped on the stairway. Khlit climbed after him, and noted that the stairs wound up still further. He guessed that they had ascended several hundred feet since leaving the bed of the river.


  Then, leaving the stair, he found himself in a round chamber, hung with tapestries and rugs of great beauty. Several oil lamps suspended from the ceiling lighted the place. A warm breath of air caused him to look up. A circular opening formed the center of the ceiling, and through this he could see the stars and the velvet vault of the sky.


  Two of the dark-faced men, strange to Khlit, like the Dai of white and gold, stood by the wall, wearing mail and resting on spears. A small ebony table was loaded with parchments and instruments which the Cossack had never seen before. In the center of the floor was a chessboard, and sitting on either side of the chessboard were two men.


  One Khlit recognized by his tufted turban and brilliant white coat to be of the kind Iba Kabash had called Dai. The other wore a close-fitting skullcap and a gray cloak without a sash. He looked at Khlit and the latter saw a lean face, gray, almost as the cloak, with close-set black eyes, and a loose-lipped mouth, very pale.


  “Oh, Rashideddin,” said Iba Kabash, “here are the two who have just come, of whom I have sent word. The Cossack is a Christian and insolent. The other is altogether a fool.”


  



  VII


  Rashideddin is mentioned in the annals of Abulghazi as a savant of the caliphate of Baghdad and Damascus. He was a Persian, trained in the arts of astrology and divination, who could recite from memory the works of Jelaleddin Rumi. He was acquainted with many languages including Russian and Tatar. It is believed that he possessed all the works of the Alamut library which escaped the destructive hands of Hulagu Khan.


  Inscrutable, and gifted, Rashideddin made a mockery of the Koran. He kept his truly great wisdom to himself, except for certain poems which he sent to princes of Persia and Arabia, who gained no happiness thereby. So it was not strange that Rashideddin, the savant of dark knowledge, came to a place of evil, of strange and very potent evil. So say the annals of Abulghazi.


  Rashideddin did not look at his visitors. He lifted a piece with care and replaced it on the chessboard. The Dai, who, Khlit observed, was drunk, as were the men around the fires, yet very pale, did likewise. Khlit, who had small liking for chess, watched the players rather than the board. Especially did he watch Rashideddin. The pale-lipped astrologer sat with half-closed eyes, intent and motionless. The gray cloak seemed not to move with his breathing. When he spoke, his deep and musical voice startled them.


  “Have you a god, Cossack? Is your faith firm in the Christian cross you wear around your neck?”


  Startled, Khlit moved his hand to his throat, where hung a small, gold cross. Iba Kabash was making hasty signs to him which he did not see.


  “Aye, Rashideddin,” said he gravely, “the batko has told me about the cross which I carry, and it is a talisman against evil.Hey, it has been good, that cross, because I have killed many and am still living.”


  “Evil?” said Rashideddin, and moved a jeweled chessman to another square. “The earth is evil. If a saint handles earth it becomes gold. Yet who has seen a saint? Do you seek to bring your cross into Alamut?”


  “Not so, Rashideddin,” vouchsafed Khlit, crossing his arms. “I bring a sword to Alamut, to Halen ibn Shaddah. The cross is my own. If you can see it through my svitza then you must have good eyes. I am outcast from my people of the Ukraine, and men told me there was work for swords with Halen ibn Shaddah.”


  “And you call yourself Khlit, the Wolf?” queried the astrologer. “How did you find the gate of Alamut?”


  Khlit was bewildered at the astrologer's knowledge of his name until he remembered that he had told it to Iba Kabash.


  “Aye. There was a caravan by the Sea of Khozar that a band from Alamut robbed. We,” Khlit bethought him swiftly, “followed the riders to the mountains and waited by the gate.” Rashideddin considered the chessboard silently.


  “You came over the Sea of Khozar,” he murmured, “from Astrakhan? That must have been the way. There is another way around by land that the caravans take. They are our prey. What the Kallmark Tatars leave the merchants, we share. Did you see a Syrian armorer in Astrakhan?”


  “Aye, a bearded fellow. We stayed at his house. He told us we might find use for our swords with Halen ibn Shaddah.”


  With a delicate movement, Rashideddin lifted one of his opponent's pieces from the board.


  “And your companion?” he said.


  “A Tatar horseman who has quarreled with his kin,” spoke up Toctamish bluntly. “I'm tired of laws, noble sir, and I—”


  “Laws are too complex, Tatar. If a man has an enemy, slay him. If a man desires a certain thing, take it. Are not these the only laws? In Alamut you are free from all laws except those of the Refik. You have an image of Natagai in your girdle, Tatar.”


  Rashideddin had not looked at Toctamish since the first moment. “Take it and throw it on the floor.”


  Toctamish hesitated. He glanced irresolutely at Khlit; then drew out a small cloth figure painted like a doll and tossed it on the stones. The Cossack saw that it was ragged and worn by much use. He had not suspected that his companion cherished any holy image.


  “Spit on it,” directed Rashideddin softly.


  With a muttered curse Toctamish did so. His lined face was damp with perspiration, and Khlit saw that his hands were trembling. The shifting eyes of Iba Kabash gleamed mockingly.


  “The armorer at Astrakhan must have told you that Alamut is no place for one who has a god,” went on Rashideddin. “There is one here who is greater than Mohammed. We are his servants. Yet our ahd says that none go forth who are not of us. Think, Khlit, and decide. Meanwhile—”


  The astrologer spoke to Iba Kabash in another tongue and the Kurd went to a corner of the room where a pile of rugs and cloths lay. Selecting a long, white cloth, he laid it in front of Khlit. This done, he stepped back, licking his thick lips softly.


  “Tell the Cossack what you have done, Iba Kabash,” said Rashideddin.


  “This cloth,” whispered the Kurd, “is a shroud, Khlit. The astrologer may call his men and lay you in it dead, unless you say you have no god. Do as your friend—remember I have given you good advice. You are in a place where your life is worth no more than a dagger thrust. Your sword will be useless.”


  With a beating heart, Khlit glanced around the chamber. The two mailed Tatars were watching him silently. He thought he could see the dim forms of other men in recesses in the wall. And for all Rashideddin's unconcern, he felt that the astrologer was alive to every move he made. He felt as he had once when the Krim Tatars had bound his limbs, leaving him powerless. “Aye,” he said.


  Without looking at Rashideddin, he moved to the pile of cloths and selected another shroud. This he brought back and placed beside the other. Iba Kabash watched him with staring eyes. The Dai frowned and fingered a dagger at his girdle. Khlit drew his curved sword and stood over the white cloths.


  “Tell Rashideddin, Iba Kabash,” he said, “what this other shroud is for.”


  “What—how do you mean?” muttered the Kurd.


  “It is for the man who first tries to kill me, dog,” snarled Khlit.


  The astrologer bent over the chessboard impassively. Apparently he was blind to what passed in the room and to the words of Iba Kabash. The others watched him, and there was silence. Until Rashideddin raised his head suddenly and compressed his pale lips.


  “You fool,” he smiled, “blunderer of the steppes! This is not Russia. Here there is one law, and punishment; murder! See!”


  He pointed a white hand at one of the mailed Tatars. The man started forward, and drew back shivering.


  “Kill thyself, fellow,” said Rashideddin quietly.


  The Tatar stared at him and cast a helpless glance around the room. Khlit saw his right hand go to his girdle and tremble convulsively.


  “Fedavie!” the astrologer's voice was gentle, “show the Russian our law. By the oath of the Refik, kill thyself!”


  With a grunt of sheer terror the man dropped his spear. His right hand rose from the girdle, gripping a dagger curved like a flame, rose, and sank it into his throat. With the hilt of the dagger wedged under his chin, the Tatar sagged to the floor, quivered and was still. One bloodstained hand had fallen among the chessmen.


  There was silence in the room for a moment, broken by Toctamish. The Tatar stepped to Khlit's side.


  “You and I are brothers, Cossack,” he growled, “and your danger is my danger.”


  Rashideddin, who had given a sigh of pleasure at the death of the attendant, studied the disordered chessmen impassively. TheDai sprang to his feet with an oath. For several heartbeats no one moved. Iba Kabash stared in fascination at a red pool which had formed under the dead Tatar's head.


  



  VIII


  The astrologer, apparently giving up as hopeless the attempt to replace the chessmen, stood up. And Khlit, who was watching, wondered at his figure. The man was bent so that his back was in the form of a bow. His head stuck forward, pale as a fish's belly, topped by the red skullcap. His gray cloak came to the ground. Yet when he moved, it was with a soft quickness.


  “You see,” he said, as if nothing had happened, “the oath of Alamut—obedience, and—”


  He stirred the shroud contemptuously with his foot. Then, as if arriving at a decision, he turned to Iba Kabash.


  “Take these clowns to the banquet-place, and give them food. See that they are not harmed.”


  With that he motioned to the Dai and retreated through one of the recesses. Toctamish wiped his brow on which the perspiration had gathered and touched the dead man with his foot.


  “The good Rashideddin will not kill you,” chanted the Kurd eagerly. “It must be a miracle, for you are both fools. You have me to thank for your safety. I have given good advice, have I not?” Toctamish eyed him dubiously. He did not feel oversure of safety. Khlit, however, whispered to him. Rashideddin was not the man to play with them if he desired their death. It might be that the astrologer's words were in good faith—Khlit learned later that the latter never troubled to lie—and if so they would gain nothing and lose much by staying where they were.


  So it happened that both warriors sheathed their swords with apparent good grace and followed Iba Kabash, who led them through empty rooms until they came out on a balcony overlooking the banquet-place of Alamut. And Khlit was little prepared for what he saw now.


  The warm wind touched their faces again. Iba Kabash pointed up. In the center of the lofty ceiling of the place a square opening let in the starlight. A crescent moon added to the light which threw a silver sheen over the great floor of the ball. Toctamish grunted in surprise.


  At first it seemed as if they were looking on the camp of an army from a hillside. Dozens of fires smoldered on the floor below them, and a hundred oil lamps sprinkled the intervening space. About the lamps men were lying, around small tables on which fruit, wine, and dishes massed. A buzz of voices echoed down the hall, and Khlit was reminded of bees stirring about the surface of a hive.


  The sound of eating and drinking drowned the noise of voices. Along the stone balcony where they stood other tables were placed with lamps. Numerous dark figures carried food and drink to these and carried away the refuse left at other tables.


  “Slaves,” said the Kurd, “captives of the Refik. Let us find a table and eat. It is a lucky night that I met you, for I shall go into the paradise of Alamut.”


  Khlit paid little attention to the last phrase. Later, he was to remember it. Being very hungry he sat down with Toctamish at a convenient table and took some of the bread and roasted meat which he found there. Toctamish was less restrained, and gulped down everything with zest.


  As he ate Khlit considered his companions, and the banquet-place. All of them, he noticed, seemed drowsy, as if drunk, or very gay. In the lamplight their faces showed white. They lay in heaps about the tables, sometimes one on the other.


  To the Cossack drunkenness was no sin, yet there was something about the white faces and limp figures of the men that stirred his blood. And the smell of the place was unpleasant; a damp, musky odor seemed to rise from the hall under them, as of beasts. Piles of fruit lay rotting about the floor.


  “It is time,” chattered the Kurd, who was sipping at a goblet of wine, “Halen ibn Shaddah showed himself. He comes to thebanquet-place every night, and we drink to him. Drink, Khlit—are not Cossacks born with a grape in their mouths? You are lucky to be alive, for Rashideddin is a viper without mercy.”


  “Who is this Rashideddin?” asked Khlit, setting down the wine, for it was not to his liking.


  “Oh, he is the wise man of the arch-prophet—the master of Alamut. He knows more magic than all the Greeks and dervishes put together. He reads the stars, and tells our master when it is time to send out expeditions. They say he has servants in every city of the world. But I think he learns everything from the magic sands.” Iba Kabash's tongue was outstripping his wit. “There is nothing that goes on in Persia and Tatary that he does not see. How did he know you wore a cross?”


  “He saw the chain at my neck, fool,” retorted Khlit.


  He began to feel strangely elated. He had had only a little wine, but his head was whirling and he had a curious languor in his limbs. The trouble extended to his eyes, for as he looked at the banquet-place, it seemed to have grown wider and lighter. He could see that Toctamish was half-unconscious.


  Thus it was that Khlit, the Wolf, in the banquet-place of Alamut came under the influence of the strange evil that gripped the place. And came to know of the great wickedness, which set Alamut apart from the world, as with a curse.


  Khlit, turning the situation over in his mind, saw that it was best to play the part he had taken on himself. He doubted if it were possible to escape past the guards by the river stairway, even if he could free himself from the guardianship of Iba Kabash. Rashideddin, he felt, had not left his visitors unwatched. Also, he was curious to see further of the strange world of Alamut, which was a riddle of which he had not found the key. He had seen a Tatar kill himself at a word from the astrologer, and Iba Kabash, who was a man without honor, speak with awe of the master of Alamut. Who was Halen ibn Shaddah? And what was his power over the men of Alamut?


  As it happened, it was not long before Khlit saw the man he was seeking, and whom he was sworn to kill. There came a pause in the murmur of talk and Iba Kabash clutched his shoulder.


  “Look!” be whispered. “Here is Sheik Halen ibn Shaddah, who will choose those to go into paradise tonight. You are newcomers in Alamut and he may choose you, whereon I shall follow behind without being seen. Pray that his eye may fall on us, for few go to paradise.”


  Across the banquet-place, on the stone balcony, Khlit saw a group of torches. The bearers were Dais. In the center of the torches stood a tall man, dressed as the Dais except that he wore no turban, a cloak covering his head, drawn down so that nothing could be seen of his face. The sheik's shoulders were very broad and the hands that rested on his girdle were heavy.


  As Khlit watched, Halen ibn Shaddah moved along the balcony among the eaters. On the banquet floor a murmur grew into a shout—


  “Blessed be he that has unmade all laws; who is master of the akd; chief of chiefs, prophet of prophets, sheik of sheiks; who holds the keys of the gate of paradise.”


  Iba Kabash shouted as if in ecstasy, rising on his knees and beating his palms together, as the group of the sheik came nearer them. Once or twice Khlit saw Halen ibn Shaddah beckon to a man who rose hastily and followed the Dais. Iba Kabash, he thought, was drunk, yet not in a fashion known to Cossacks. Khlit himself felt drowsy, although clear in mind. He saw that the noise had wakened Toctamish who was swaying on his haunches and muttering.


  Halen ibn Shaddah stood over them, and Khlit thought that one of the Dais whispered to him. The Cossack had fastened his gaze greedily on the cloaked face, for he wished to see the face of the master of Alamut. He could make out only a round, dark countenance, and eyes that showed much white. Vaguely he remembered that he had seen others who had faces like that, but he could not think who they were. The sight of Halen ibn Shaddah affected him like the foul smell of the banquet-place and the rat-eyes of Iba Kabash. Halen ibn Shaddah beckoned to him and Toctamish.


  Khlit supported his companion to his feet, but found that the wine had taken away all his own strength. Hands belonging, he suspected, to slaves, helped him after the white figures of the Dais. They passed from the banquet-place through passages that he could see only dimly. The torchlight vanished, and there came a silence, which was broken by music, very sweet. Khlit's head was swimming strangely, and he felt himself moving forward through darkness. Darkness in which the music echoed, being repeated softly as he had heard the voices repeated when they first came into the passages of Alamut.


  



  IX


  If it was a dream, Khlit asked himself, why should he be able to taste the red wine that trickled down his throat? Yet if it were not a dream, why should a torrent of the red wine issue from a rock? And sunlight burn on the red current, when Khlit was in the passages of Alamut, under the ground?


  Truly, it must be a dream, he thought. It seemed that he was lying on his side near the flowing wine, with the sun warm on his face. Whenever he wanted to drink, he did not need to sit up, for he raised his hand and a girl with flowers around her head and breast came, and filled some vessel which she held out to him. Khlit was very thirsty and the wine was good.


  The girl, he felt, sat by him, and her fingernails and the soles of her bare feet were red. He had never seen such a maiden, for her hair also was red, and the sun glinted through it as she drew it across his face. Her hair must be perfumed, he thought, like the harlots of Samarkand, for it smelled very good.


  The music came to his ears from time to time, and he snorted, for Khlit was no lover of soft sounds. Neither did he fully relish the wine, which was oversweet. He was well content to be in the sun, and too drowsy to wonder how it happened.


  The dream, if it was that, changed, and Khlit was in a boat lying on some rugs. The boat was drifting along a canal. From time to time it would pass under a porcelain kiosk, tasselled and inlaid with ivory. From these kiosks girls laughed down at him and threw flowers. One of the tinted faces was like Berca's, and Khlit thought then it was surely a dream.


  One other thing he remembered. It was in a grove of date trees where young boys ran, shouting, and pelted each other with fruit. In spite of the warmth and pleasantness, Khlit felt very tired. He was in the shade of one of the date trees with his sword across his knees. The music was very faint here, for which he was glad. He seemed very wakeful. The air was clear, and looking up he could see the sky, between jagged walls of stone. He had seen other walls of stone like these. That was when he and Toctamish had stood at the Shahrud looking up at the dog rock that was Alamut.


  Even in the dream, Khlit felt ill. He saw the damsel of the red hair and flowers and beckoned to her, for he was thirsty. She ran away, probably at the sight of his sword. Khlit felt angry, for she had given him drink for what seemed many years.


  Then he saw the gray-cloaked figure of Rashideddin, the astrologer of Alamut, beside him, and the white face stared at him until Khlit fidgeted. He heard Rashideddin speak, very faintly.


  “Where art thou?”


  Khlit was too tired to answer at first.


  “I know not,” he said finally.


  “Thou art in paradise, and by favor of Halen ibn Shaddah. Do not forget.”


  Truly, Khlit had not forgotten. There were other things he remembered. Vistas of blue pools where dark-skinned men bathed, and date groves where bright-colored birds walked, dragging their tails on the ground. He saw girls pass, hand in hand, singing. And the music did not cease.


  If it had been a dream, Khlit said to himself, how could the taste of the strange wine stick to his palate? Or the warmth of the sun be still burning on his skin? Nay, surely it must have been a dream. And the waking was disagreeable.


  The place where he found himself on waking was dark, wet, and smelled strongly of wine dregs. Khlit rose to his knees cautiously and felt about him with his hand. He could feel the outline of something round and moist on all sides except overhead. Also he came upon the body of a man lying by him, which he identified by its fur tunic and peaked helmet as Toctamish. The Tatar was snoring heavily.


  “Wake, Flat-Face and son of an unclean animal,” he growled, shaking him. “We are no longer in paradise. Devil take me, if it ain't a wine cask.”


  Toctamish roused at length and sat up reluctantly.


  “Is it you, caphar?” he asked, stretching himself. “Many times have I been drunk as an ox, but never such as this. May the devil bite me, if there was ever such wine! Let us find some more.”


  “Then you have been dreaming, also,” meditated Khlit. “Did you imagine that you saw Berca?”


  “Berca? Nay, but she said that she would visit us here. That was no dream, caphar, for there was sunlight, and much feasting. Did Rashideddin tell you it was paradise? I met other Tatars there. They told me what it was.”


  “Were they also men who dishonored their god at Rashideddin's bidding? What said they concerning this paradise of yours?”


  Toctamish snarled in anger, at the memory of the scene by the chessboard.


  “You are one without brains, Cossack, and it is well that we are here alive. My companions said this: that all who came to Alamut were admitted to the paradise by Halen ibn Shaddah, if they were worthy. Then, if they were killed in the ranks of the Refik their souls returned to the paradise. That was a lie, for how can there be a soul in a man?”


  Khlit said nothing. But he thought that he had found the key to the riddle. Halen ibn Shaddah's power lay in the lusts of his men. They looked on him, even so shrewd a man as Iba Kabash, as one who held the secret of paradise. And, although he did not know it, Khlit's thought had come near to the evil of Alamut, which was a plague spot on the face of the world.


  



  


  X


  In the next few days the two warriors, bound together by mutual interest, although cordially hating each other, made frequent explorations of the chambers of Alamut. In the daytime sunlight filtered in at the banquet-place, the round chamber of Rashideddin and other places, but at night the only light was from lamps or torches. The chambers were large enough to hold a hundred men in each and there were many. Khlit, who had keen eyes, learned several things, including the place of the Refik treasure.


  First, a certain area was guarded against intrusion by picked Tatars and Arabs. Into the guarded chambers he had seen Dais and other higher dignitaries called Dailkebirs go, and he guessed they were occupied by Halen ibn Shaddah and his court, where was kept the gold that flowed into Alamut as tribute money.


  Also, there was no exit from the chambers of Alamut save by way of the stairway and the river, which was guarded. Frequently armed bands went in and out, also messengers of many races, but all were closely watched. Moreover, few except old residents of the place, like Iba Kabash, the Kurd, knew the way to the river stairway.


  The slaves, he learned, brought food not from the river stairway but from another source. Also wood for the fires. The warriors of Alamut, fedavie, as they were called, lived as they chose, under the eyes of the Dais, ornamenting their quarters with spoil taken in raids or from caravans. Each man was richly decked in whatever suited his fancy, of silks or jewels. The Dais who commanded them took interest in them only when it was time to take an expedition out of Alamut.


  So much Khlit saw, and more he learned from the talkative Iba Kabash, who had won some gold at dice from Toctamish, and was inclined to be friendly. The slaves, he said, brought the food from the side of Alamut away from the river, where they drew it up in baskets to the summit of a wall that barred all egress from the citadel.


  Iba Kabash had not been beyond the walls of Alamut since his entry. Yet he had heard much of the empire of the Refik that stretched its power from Samarkand to Aleppo and from Astrakhan to Basra. The murderers of the Refik were feared so greatly, he explained, that tribute was paid by the cities to Alamut. Questioned by Khlit, he admitted that in numbers any of the caliphates were superior to Alamut. The power of Halen ibn Shaddah lay in the daggers of his men. No enemy escaped assassination once he was marked. And many were marked.


  “Then there is no way to leave save by the river stair?” asked Khlit, who had listened attentively.


  Iba Kabash stared and shook his head.


  “Where is the fool who would escape, Khlit?” he responded. “Thrice lucky are we who are here. There was a caliph who marched against us with horsemen from Irak. We rained down stones and baked clay on his men; then sallied forth, and the Shahrud was red with blood.”


  “Aye,” said Toctamish sullenly. “There are no better fighters than those of Irak. Remember Hulagu Khan and his horsemen.”


  “Nay, I knew them not.”


  Iba Kabash glanced at the Tatar curiously, and Khlit laughed to distract his mind, for he did not trust the Kurd.


  “There was another who opposed us,” continued Iba Kabash. “That was a sheik of the hillmen in the mountains around Alamut. Him we killed by tearing out his belly and bowels. He had a daughter, who was a spitfire. Rashideddin dealt with her.”


  “How?” asked Khlit carelessly, recognizing the description as Berca.


  “Cleverly, very cleverly,” chuckled the Kurd, rubbing his hands together. “He had Halen ibn Shaddah order her off to marry some Tatar chief who knew her not. It was when she had gone that we slew the old chief slowly, and scattered his tribe.”


  “Truly a shrewd trick.” Khlit gave Toctamish a warning blow in the ribs that made the stocky warrior grunt. “How fared the chief's daughter at the hands of the Tatar? Your knowledge is greater than that of others, Iba Kabash. Can you tell me that?”


  “Nay, that is a hard one,” laughed the Kurd. “I have heard, from a slave that the chief's daughter, Berca, was seen in Astrakhan. Also that she was taken as a slave by some caravan not far from here. I know not.”


  “Was the one who told you a slave in Alamut?” demanded Toctamish, who was becoming restive.


  “Where else, offspring of a donkey?” muttered Iba Kabash. “I suppose you will also ask how he came to hear of the girl.” 


  “Nay,” interrupted Khlit. “Toctamish wondered at the power of Alamut. He is a clown. You and I, Iba Kabash, are men of wisdom.”


  So it happened that Khlit was not astonished when, as he came from the floor of the banquet-place one night, his head hazy with the fumes of the strange wine, a girl slave leaned close to him and whispered briefly.


  “By the far corner of the balcony,” she repeated, “in an hour.” He looked thoughtfully at an object the slave had thrust into his hand. It was the sapphire which Berca had once offered him.


  He did not tell Toctamish of the message. And he was at some pains to get rid of Iba Kabash before the time appointed in the message. So he was alone when he went slowly along the stone balcony to a dark corner. The slaves had retired from the banquet-place and the fedavie were watching for Halen ibn Shaddah to come from his quarters. Standing so that he could not be seen by those below, Khlit waited. Waited until the torches came, with the Dais and the huge figure of Halen ibn Shaddah. He felt a touch on his coat, and turned.


  “Follow,” whispered the soft voice of the Persian, “and do not tread clumsily.”


  Khlit found that this was not so easy. Berca carried no light. He could barely see her cloaked form by the reflection of an occasional candle as she passed swiftly through chambers and rock passages. His head was light from the wine, although his mind was clear.


  Berca kept to passages where there were few persons, and these Khlit saw to be slaves. She was taking him through the slave quarters where he had not been before. Through corridors that narrowed until he had to turn sideways to pass; by sunken walls which smelled evilly. Through a corridor that led out of the chambers of Alamut into the paradise of Halen ibn Shaddah.


  Khlit paused in amazement and felt of his head which was throbbing. A half-moon glimmered down at him, and a cool night wind played in his hair. The branches of date trees stirred lazily. Under his feet he could feel grass, and he saw one of the strange birds that dragged its tail come from the shadow of the date trees.


  Berca shook him angrily by the arm.


  “One without sense, eater of swine flesh!” she hissed. “Are you a clown to gape at strange things?”


  A fountain threw its spray on the wind into Khlit's face, with a scent like the roses of Isphahan. Below the fountain was a canal, which Khlit remembered vaguely, with a boat attached to the shore. In the water he could see the reflection of the moon gleaming at him. And he was dizzy.


  “This is the paradise of Halen ibn Shaddah,” he muttered unsteadily, “where I came by his favor. So Rashideddin told me.”


  Berca peered up at him silently. Her cloak fell back and Khlit saw the dark masses of hair which fell on either shoulder, and the white throat under the curved dark mouth that was twisted in scorn.


  “A weak fool,” she stormed, shaking him. “Toctamish is a better man than you.”


  “Toctamish is drunk. Nay, little sparrow, it is my head. It will be better presently. This is no dream. How did you come to Alamut, little Berca?”


  For answer the girl drew Khlit, who was fighting the dizziness in his head, to the canal, and into the boat. Pushing it from the shore, she paddled in the water until it floated into the shadows. Not content with this Berca urged the craft along the bank quietly, and Khlit who was flat on his back saw the shadow of a bridge fall over them.


  “Nay,” he said drowsily, “the stars are good. It is good to see them again. Where are we now? How did you bring me here?”


  Berca came and sat by Khlit's head, feeling his hot forehead with a small hand. She wrapped her thin cloak tightly about her and rested her chin on her two hands, gazing at the round moon in the water.


  “A man must be crafty and wise,” she repeated softly, “yet, lo, it is a weak girl, a creature of the false prophet's paradise, who leads him. They told me you were very shrewd, oh, my Abulfetah Harb Issa, gray Father of Battles. Soon there will be a great battle and the waters of Shahrud will be red again. Have you ever seen wolves of the steppe tear jackals of the mountains into bits, foam-flecked? Have you ever run with the pack of wolves, oh, one called the Wolf? Nay, they have clipped your fangs.”


  “That is a lie, Sparrow,” growled Khlit surlily, “give me a horse and freedom to swing a sword, and I shall trounce some of these evil fedavies for you. Bah, it is a hotbed of sin, a reeking plague-house. Show me the way out of Alamut.”


  “And your promise,” queried Berca, “to cut off the head of Halen ibn Shaddah?”


  Khlit was silent. True, he had promised, and was in honor bound to Berca.


  “Likewise, Berca,” he said moodily, “you said that there was a plan. Why do you keep the plan hidden in your mind, if there is one? Better be in good faith with me. Say how Halen ibn Shaddah can be killed.”


  “How should I kill so strong a man?” she laughed softly. “The Koran reads that Allah weakens the stratagems of misbelievers. Also that they who store up evil shall taste what they store up. Such are the words of wisdom, despised by Rashideddin. Nay, destruction shall come upon Alamut like the storm from a cloud, quick as poison from a serpent's fang, and Halen ibn Shaddah—”


  “Halen ibn Shaddah,” chuckled Khlit, “is not easily to be found.” Abruptly, he gripped the girl's wrist. Beside the round orb of the moon in the water he saw the reflection of a turbaned man. It was a stout man, carrying a sword as broad as a horse's neck, or the reflection lied. Khlit rose on one elbow fingering his saber. At the same time the boat moved backward silently under impulse of the girl's paddling and passed from the bridge along the canal under date trees.


  “A eunuch, one of the tribe who guard the creatures of the paradise,” Berca whispered. “I have seen them often, because I am, also, a celestial houri—while it pleases me. I saw you when you came here a few days ago. Listen—” her voice changed—“for you must serve me, and the time is near.”


  Khlit nodded. The fresh night air had cleared some of the poison from his brain.


  “I shall take you back to the chambers of Alamut, Khlit, by way of the slaves' quarters. We are on the top of Alamut, now, where Halen ibn Shaddah, whom may Allah lay in the dust, has built an evil paradise on the ruins of the old citadel to beguile his men. Verily what they have made—he and Rashideddin—is a magician's trick. The men who come here are drugged with a strange poison that I know not. I have tasted it in the wine—may Allah grant me mercy—and it is evil.”


  Khlit grunted in assent.


  “It is some secret of Rashideddin's,” she resumed. “The fedavie are foul with it, until they lose fear of death. This drug chains them to Halen ibn Shaddah. That and their lusts. And they have chained others by fear of the Refik. Yet their doom is near. It is coming from there—” pointing in the direction which Khlit thought to be north—“and it is swift as the hunting falcon on the wing.”


  “Another riddle, Berca,” muttered Khlit. “Where have you seen a falcon?”


  “Where you have seen them, Cossack,” she laughed, “and Toctamish has hunted with them. Where swords are sharpened for the cutting down of the fedavie. In the land of the Kallmark Tatars, north of the Salt Sea. Oh, the doom of Alamut will be very great, and Munkir and Nakir, the dark angels that flay dead men in their graves, will grow big with power.”


  “Another riddle, little Berca. It is many generations since Tatar horsemen rode into Persia for conquest.”


  “The answer is under your blind eyes, Father of Battles. Am I not beautiful as the rose garden of Tiflis in Spring? Is not my hair dark as the mantle of Melik, and my skin white as aloes under the dew?” Berca moved her perfumed head close to Khlit, and the Cossack drew away. “Nay, others have eyes; so, Allah has willed that my honor shall be cleared and the doom of Alamut shall come.”


  “The Tatars are marching on Alamut?” Khlit bit his mustache in glee. “Devil take me, that is good news—”


  “Hush, fool.” Berca drew in her breath eagerly. “Twenty thousand horsemen are riding along the Salt Sea toward Alamut. They will not stop to plunder or gather spoil. Oh, it will be a good battle. My father shall see it from the footstool of Mohammed. Aye, it will gladden his eyes. I shall open the gate of Alamut to twenty thousand Kallmark horsemen. The gate that leads to the banquet-place, where I bring food every night with the slaves. Here is what you must do, Father of Battles—”


  She listened intently for a moment. The paradise of Halen ibn Shaddah was still, and only the birds with long tails moved.


  “On the third night, Father of Battles,” she whispered, “the Dai who is in command at the river stair will change his sentries at the second watch. Do you and Toctamish get among the sentries of the river gate. I have seen you with Iba Kabash, who is one without honor. Pay him and it may be done. Two sentries are as is the custom, in the river, outside the gate. On the third night, those two must be you and Toctamish, none other. That is your task. Then will you have a horse to ride, you and Toctamish. Meanwhile, keep out of sight of Rashideddin—”


  “Aye,” said Khlit, pondering, “Rashideddin.”


  



  XI


  It is written in the annals of Abulghazi that as the Year of the Lion drew to its close, very great riches came to the treasury of Halen ibn Shaddah from the cities which lived in the shadow of fear. Save from the North, by the Salt Sea, where the tithes came not. Nor any riders. And in the North, said Abulghazi, a storm was gathering, swift as wind, rolling up all in its path. Yet no murmur of the storm came to Alamut, to the man who named himself prophet of God, to the banquet-place of the fedavie, to the man of wisdom, Rashideddin.


  It was the second day after the visit of Berca that Khlit, who had been thinking deeply, sought out Iba Kabash where the Kurd lay sleeping on the floor of the banquet-place and roused him from his stupor.


  “I have news for the ear of Halen ibn Shaddah himself,” he said, squatting and lighting his pipe, “none other. He will surely reward me.”


  Iba Kabash ceased yawning and into his lined face came the look of a crafty fox.


  “Halen ibn Shaddah will not see you, Khlit. He will see nobody except a few old fellows of Alamut, of whom I am one. Verily, I have the ear of the master of Alamut. Tell me your message and I will give it, for you are a man of brains. You, Khlit, are of the chosen. The others are ones without understanding.”


  Khlit knew that Iba Kabash lied, for the most part. He considered his pipe gravely and shook his head.


  “My news is not to be repeated. Halen ibn Shaddah would pay a good price. How can you get such a good price for it as I?”


  “Nay,” remonstrated the Kurd, “I shall get a better price. For I know well the value of news. Tell me and we shall both profit, you and I.”


  Khlit grinned under his mustache. For a while he played, with the skill of one who understood the game well, with the growing inquisitiveness of his companion. Iba Kabash steadily raised the reward he assured Khlit, as he sensed the interest of the Cossack.


  “Then,” stated Khlit slowly, “you will do this. You will go direct to the master of Alamut and tell him my news. To no other. For here, a man takes what credit he can. And as the price of the good you will get for the telling, you will aid me in the plan I have. The plan concerns a girl that Halen ibn Shaddah would give a finger of his left hand to see brought before him.”


  “I swear it,” said the Kurd readily, “on my ahd, the oath of a fedavie. Now tell me the news, and it shall go to Halen ibn Shaddah as you have said.”


  Khlit nodded. That much the Kurd would do, he was sure. Whether Iba Kabash would tell the source of his message was dubious. Khlit felt in his heart that if the news was important Iba Kabash would keep the credit for himself. Which was what Khlit wanted.


  “Tel, Halen ibn Shaddah this,” he said slowly, “that Khlit, the Cossack, called the Wolf, has learned that Berca, the Persian girl who was sent from Rudbar by Rashideddin, has returned, and is in Alamut. He will be very curious. Say no more, for you and I, Iba Kabash, can find the girl and take her to him. If you help me, it can be managed. That is my message.”


  Khlit watched the Kurd depart nimbly. Iba Kabash had sensed the importance of the Cossack's words. It would be a rare tale to pour into the ears of the master of Alamut. And, nimbly as the Kurd took his way from the banquet-place, Khlit was as quick to follow, keeping in the shadows of the passages, but well within sight of the other.


  So it happened that Iba Kabash did not see Khlit when he turned into the winding stair that led to the room of Rashideddin, but the Cossack saw him and waited by the outer chamber. If Iba Kabash had looked behind, he might not have gone where he did. Yet he did not look behind, and Khlit waited patiently.


  Presently one of the Khirghiz men came from the winding stair, walking idly, and Khlit halted him, asking if the Khirghiz had seen aught of a certain Kurd called Iba Kabash.


  The man had seen him. Iba Kabash had come to the astrologer's chamber. Of a certainty, he had spoken to Rashideddin. Why else had he come? Was the astrologer one to stare at? They had talked together, and he had not heard what was said, although he listened carefully, for it was in another tongue.


  Rashideddin, swore Khlit, was a man to be feared. Doubtless he was the one that spoke most often to Halen ibn Shaddah, the holy prophet. Nay, he surely had the ear of Halen ibn Shaddah, who held the keys to the blessed paradise.


  The Khirghiz swore even more fluently. It was a lie that Rashideddin spoke with Halen ibn Shaddah more than others. Rashideddin was favored by the dark powers, for he read books. The Khirghiz knew that, for he was one of the chosen fedavie of the astrologer.


  Khlit turned, at a step on the stair. Instead of Rashideddin, he saw the stout figure of Iba Kabash who halted in surprise.


  “Listen, Cossack,” the Kurd whispered with a glance around the chamber. “I have not yet delivered your message, for Rashideddin stopped me on my way to Halen ibn Shaddah and ordered me to bring you to him. But do not tell Rashideddin what you know. I shall see that you get a good reward, I swear it. We must try to get the girl. If you know a way tell me, and it shall be done. Remember, say nothing to Rashideddin.”


  Khlit weighed the words of Kurd for their gist of truth and found very little. He little liked to face the astrologer, but he ascended the stair at once, swaggering, and stamping his boots.


  In the round chamber of the astrologer he halted. It was night and candles were lighted around the tapestried walls. Rashideddin was crouched over rolls of parchment and instruments the like of which Khlit had not seen. In a cleared space on the floor in front him the wise man of Alamut had ranged a number of images, silver and cleverly wrought, of stars.


  The stars formed a circle and in the circle was a bag. Rashideddin sat quietly, arms crossed on knees, staring in front of him. Around the walls of the chamber silk hangings had been placed, on which were woven pictures of scenes which Khlit recognized as belonging to the paradise of Halen ibn Shaddah.


  “Seat yourself, Cossack,” said Rashideddin, in his slow, deep voice, “in front of me, and watch.”


  The astrologer's eyes were half-closed. Looking into them, Khlit could see nothing. The room was still and deserted except for the two. Khlit wished that others had been there. He felt ill at ease, and sucked at his pipe loudly.


  “In the place of darkness, of the spirit Munkir,” said Rashideddin, “there are no stars. Yet when men are alive they can look on the stars. Few can read them. From Alamut I have seen them, and learned many things. Do they read the stars in your country, Cossack?”


  “Nay,” said Khlit, “we know them not.”


  Rashideddin contemplated his circle thoughtfully. His hands, yellow and very clean, took up a pair of dividers with which he measured the distance between the silver stars.


  “In the heart of Alamut, we have burned the law books of the Persians and the code books of the Medes. They were very old; yet is the dust of age a sacrament? What is there about an old law that makes it graven as on stone in the minds of men? One prophet has said that he who takes a tooth for a tooth is lawful; another has said that he who injures another for his own sake shall suffer greatly. Which is the truth?”


  “Nay,” answered Khlit, “I know not.”


  “It was written that when one man kills another the kin of that man shall kill the first. So I have seen many in the world outside Alamut kill each other without cause. Yet in Alamut, we kill only for a reason.”


  Khlit thought of the dead Tatar who had fallen where Rashideddin sat and was silent.


  “Watch,” said the astrologer. Putting aside his dividers, he took up the bag. Opening the top of this slightly he held it over the circle in both hands. Tipping it to one side, he allowed a thin stream of sand to fall in the space enclosed by the stars. The sand heaped itself in mounds, which Rashideddin considered carefully, setting down the bag.


  “There are laws in the stars, Cossack,” he repeated, tracing idly in the sand with his dividers. “And I have read them. Is it not true that when a man has found the sum of wisdom, he has none? The poet has said that no beauty is in the world save that of power over other men. The stars watch the evil and idleness of men. One who reads them learns many things. I shall tell you what I learned of you, Cossack.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit grimly, “tell.”


  Under the cover of his bushy eyebrows he studied his companion. Rashideddin was a magician, and in Khlit's mind a magician was not to be trusted. Was the astrologer playing with him, using him as a chess player moves a piece on the board? What had Iba Kabash told Rashideddin? Khlit waited, paying no attention to the stars or the sand, watching only the eyes of the other.


  “From the land of Ukraine you came, Khlit,” said the astrologer. “Alone, and met Toctamish in Astrakhan. When the wolf runs with the jackal over the steppe, the stars have a riddle to solve. Perhaps the wolf is hungry. And the jackal is useful.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit, “Iba Kabash.”


  Rashideddin's expression did not change as he stirred the sands with his dividers. “At Astrakhan there was a fedavie who is dead. You and the jackal Toctamish were under his roof. You came with him to a ship. And the fedavie was slain. Aye, the wolf washungered. Much have I learned from the stars. There was a girl with you on the ship. She did not come with you to Alamut.” Khlit made no response, and Rashideddin continued to stir the sands.


  “The girl was not one easy to forget. You have not forgotten her. The jackal is drunk. But you have an ear for wisdom. The girl might be found in Alamut. Aye, by one who knows her, in the thousands of slaves.”


  Khlit shook the ashes from his pipe. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the hangings move behind him. Well he knew the chamber of Rashideddin was pregnant with danger. The pallid astrologer toyed with men's lives as he did with the magic sands. He made no move, waiting for what was to come.


  It came in a blinding flash. A burst of flame, and the sands leaped upward. Smoke and a wrenching smell filled Khlit's eyes and throat. The skin of his face burned hotly. Blinking and gasping, he rocked back on his haunches.


  “The wolf is wise in the ways of the steppe,” purred the astrologer. “Yet he came to Alamut, the vulture's nest. It is a pity. The girl, too, is missing. Perhaps she can be found.”


  The face of Rashideddin stared at him through thinning clouds of powder smoke, and Khlit wiped the tears of pain from his eyes. Rapidly, he thought. Rashideddin wanted Berca. Halen ibn Shaddah would pay a high price for the girl, who was dangerous, being not as other girls.


  “Aye,” he muttered, coughing, for the flame had burned his face, “she may be found.”


  “Tomorrow, there will be an audience by Halen ibn Shaddah for the fedavie. She will be there. I shall send for you before evening. Fail, and the fedavie will break your bones slowly, with stones, or tear the skin from your back.”


  Khlit rose to his feet without obeisance.


  “Have the stars,” he asked, “any other message for me?”


  For a long moment Rashideddin studied him through narrowed lids. Idly, the dividers traced patterns in the powder ash in the circle of stars. And Khlit cursed himself softly. For in the eyes of the other was the look of one who measures swords. Once too often he had drawn the attention of the astrologer on himself.


  Dismissed from the round chamber, Khlit sought out Iba Kabash, and secured the promise of the Kurd that he would be put with Toctamish among the sentries for the next night, for being admitted to the paradise of Alamut this was their privilege. To gain this point, it was necessary to assure the Kurd that Berca could be found. Once more, Iba Kabash swore Khlit would get a good price, whereupon Khlit had the thought that the other was too glib with a promise.


  Then he found Toctamish, and told the Tatar enough of what had passed in the garden of Halen ibn Shaddah to keep him sober overnight. This done, Khlit seated himself in a corner of the banquet-place and took out his sword. Placing it across his knees he began to whet it with the stone he always carried. As he did so, men near him stared curiously, for Khlit was singing to himself in a voice without music.


  And Rashideddin sat over the circle of silver stars, tracing and retracing patterns in the ashes of powder, with the look of one in whose soul there is no peace.


  



  XII


  Came the time of the divan, the assembly of the Refik, and closed gates that guarded the apartments of Halen ibn Shaddah in the cellars of Alamut swung open. In poured the followers of the Refik; fedavie, hillmen of Persia, men of the Khirghiz steppe, janissaries of Yussouf, prince of princes. Scattered in the crowd were magicians of Rashideddin in white tunics and red girdles, in company with white and gold Dais. Also came Khlit with the Khirghiz chief who had seen fit to keep at his side.


  The throng moved in silence, and Khlit waxed curious at this, until he questioned the Khirghiz. For reply, he received a hard blow in the ribs.


  “You are surely a fool, Cossack,” growled the other, “to bray at what is strange. We are walking through the talking chambers of the Shadna, built by Alaeddin. Harken.” He lifted his voice in a shrill syllable. “Aie!”


  Instantly the sound was taken up and repeated through the corridors. A hundred echoes caught the word and flung it back. Shrilly, gruffly, it rang further into the caverns. Men near them stared and cursed. Khlit observed that the corridors were lofty and vaulted, with pillars of stone.


  “It is said,” whispered the Khirghiz, gratified by the effect of his experiment, “that before the time of Rashideddin, when the Refik prayed to Allah, these were the chambers of prayer. A man could pray a thousand times with one word.”


  “And now?”


  “We do not pray.”


  Pushing a way through the crowd recklessly with his elbows, the Khirghiz gained a place where he and Khlit could see the array of the divan. In the center of a cleared space in one of the larger chambers stood Halen ibn Shaddah, easily marked by his great height and the cloak that shadowed his face. Around him were grouped certain men in heavy turbans and green embroidered coats. These Khlit recognized as Daikebirs, emissaries of the master of Alamut. At his side was the bent figure of Rashideddin.


  These were talking in a tongue that Khlit did not know, not loudly, for fear of disturbing the echoes. His eye wandered over the throng. Wandered and halted. A woman's figure stood out from the crowd and he swore under his breath. Arm's length from Rashideddin among the Dais, her blue cloak closely wrapped on her slender form, stood Berca. Her black curls were pushed under a fold of the cloak; her brown eyes, darting from under fringed lashes, swept about the gathered Refik and passed Khlit by in unconcern. Yet he felt that she had seen him.


  No other woman was present. Khlit saw that the eyes of many searched her, and he touched the Khirghiz on the shoulder.


  “Is there talk about the woman?” he asked softly. “Tell me.”


  The chief listened, tolerantly, for a space.


  “Aye,” he said, “there is idle talk. The woman is the daughter of a hill sheik. She was sent to be the wife of Kiragai Khan. That is a good jest, for Kiragai Khan loves not the Refik. She has said that she was sent without a dowry. So, the painted flower has come to one who tramples on flowers, to ask that the dowry be given her.”


  “And will it be done?”


  “Will the tiger give up its slain victim? Nay, you are without understanding, Cossack. Halen ibn Shaddah does not play with such. The sheik's daughter will find a place among the slaves, not otherwise.”


  “Such is not the law.”


  “There is no law in Alamut but one—the word of Halen ibn Shaddah. And the law that the curved dagger must avenge a wrong.”


  Khlit made no reply, considering carefully what had been said.


  Rashideddin, then, had found Berca as he had declared he would.


  Was it Berca's purpose to come before Halen ibn Shaddah? Had she forgotten the cunning and cruelty of the man who had dishonored her? Perhaps the girl's pride had impelled her to appeal for justice and a wedding dowry to give the khan to whom she had offered herself. Yet Berca had not forgotten the manner of her father's death, of that Khlit was sure. Wise in the ways of men, the heart of the sheik's daughter was a closed book to him. He looked around for Toctamish. The Tatar was not to be seen.


  Meanwhile, Rashideddin had been speaking to the girl.


  “What said the astrologer?” asked Khlit.


  “The old one is crafty,” grunted the Khirghiz. “Aye, he has learned the secrets of magic where Marduk hangs by his heels in the hell of Babylon. He asked why a girl so fair in face and form should bear a gift in offering herself in marriage.”


  Berca, who seemed to ignore her peril, lifted her dark head and answered quickly in tones that stirred the echoes.


  “Hah, the painted flower has a sharp tongue,” grunted the chieftain. “She says that her beauty has moved the heart of Kiragai Khan as wind stirs fire. The khan, who desires her, would have taken her for his favorite wife. Yet would she not, being ashamed for reason of the trick Halen ibn Shaddah played her. So she has come back to ask a dowry from the hand of the master of Alamut, who is her lawful ruler now that her father is dead.”


  The giant form of Halen ibn Shaddah turned on Berca, and a peculiarly shrill voice reached the ears of Khlit. Once more he wondered what kind of man was the master of Alamut, of the giant figure and shrill voice.


  “Halen ibn Shaddah says,” whispered the other, “that Berca belongs to Alamut. She has returned to Alamut and here she must stay.”


  Khlit thought of the paradise of the master of evil, and understood why the eyes of the fedavie in the throng burned as they stared at the girl's slender figure outlined in the blue cloak.


  “She asked for justice—” he began.


  “Nay,” interrupted the Khirghiz carelessly, “her father was slain by Halen ibn Shaddah. How is she then to be trusted?”


  Khlit did not answer. For the gaze of Berca had met his. In it he read anxiety, and a warning. Slowly her glance crept to Rashideddin and back. Again. And Khlit saw the astrologer turn to leave the chamber.


  Truly, he considered, the sheik's daughter was daring and proud. And, obeying her look, he followed Rashideddin, slipping away from the Khirghiz.


  So it happened that when the astrologer left the divan, Khlit did likewise. Rashideddin made his way quickly and alone down one of the corridors without waiting for a light. Khlit followed him, keeping as close as he could without being seen. Presently both halted.


  A voice called through the corridor clearly, and seemingly very near.


  “A man must be crafty and wise,” the voice of Berca came to their ears, “when danger is 'round his path, else is his labor vain.”


  Khlit crossed himself in astonishment. For a moment he had forgotten the echoes of the corridors of Alaeddin.


  



  XIII


  Rashideddin went straight to the winding stairs that led to his own apartment. At the foot of these stairs Khlit, who had traced the astrologer closely, paused. It would not be easy to go farther without being seen. And this Khlit wanted to avoid. He believed that Rashideddin was having him watched, and that the Khirghiz had attended him to the divan under orders. And at all costs he must be free to act that night.


  Rashideddin, thought Khlit, sensed something impending. In some way the magician of Alamut kept himself informed of what went on in the citadel. His spies were everywhere. And on the night when Berca planned to admit the enemies of the Refik, both were under watch. Where was Toctamish?


  Khlit wasted no time by the foot of the winding stair. There were other entrances to the circular chamber where Rashideddin kept his henchmen, and the Cossack cast about until he came to one of these. A passage led upward, unlighted in the direction he sought, and this Khlit followed until he came to a curtain which he suspected divided it from the chamber of the astrologer. Beyond the curtain he could hear voices.


  Lifting one edge of the hanging, Khlit looked out cautiously. Candlelight in the chamber dazzled him for a moment. He made out a dozen figures, Rashideddin not among them, dressed in the red and white of the magicians' cult. They were grouped around a man prone on the floor. This man was Toctamish.


  The Tatar's coat and shirt had been removed. Two fedavie held each of his arms outstretched on the floor. His thick chest was strangely red, and he gasped as if in pain, not once or twice, but long, broken gasps that shook his body.


  As Khlit watched, startled, one of the fedavie, a gaunt Tatar with a pocked face, placed some brown dust on the chest of the prostrate man. Khlit recognized the dust. It was the same that had singed his face when he sat opposite Rashideddin.


  Thrusting aside the hanging, Khlit stepped into the room. The fedavie took no notice of him, believing that he was one of Rashideddin's henchmen stationed in the passage. Toctamish, however, lifted his eyes, which gleamed as they fell on the Cossack. Khlit saw that his brow was covered with sweat, and that blood ran from his mouth.


  The man of the pitted face lifted some brown powder and sifted it on the chest of his victim. Another pushed a torch into his hand. Khlit realized then how his companion was being tortured. The smell of burning in the air came from singed flesh. And Toctamish was feeling the angry hand of Rashideddin.


  Khlit stepped to the side of the fedavie with the torch, and peered closely at Toctamish. He saw then what made the Tatar's chest red, of a strange shade. Strips of skin had been torn off over the lungs, and here the powder was laid. Khlit swore and his hand strayed to his sword. And fell to his side. The fedavie numbered a full dozen, armed, and able-bodied. To draw his sword would be to bring ten whirling around him.


  Khlit had no love for Toctamish. Yet in this room the other had stood with his sword drawn beside him. And they had shared bread and salt. Toctamish was standing the torture with the stark courage which was his creed. The lips of the sufferer moved and Khlit bent closer.


  “Kiragai Khan—Khan of the Horde,” the cracked lips gasped, “tell him. Blood for blood. We have shared bread—and salt, and arak. Tell him.”


  The Cossack nodded. Toctamish was asking him to report how he had endured torture to Kiragai Khan who was advancing on Alamut at the head of his men, and claiming vengeance. He was weak, and seemed to have no hope of living.


  “What said the dog?” muttered the fedavie with the torch who had been trying to catch what Toctamish whispered. He spoke in a bastard Tatar with a strange lisping. “He will not speak and Rashideddin has said that he must or we will hang by the heels.”


  “He is out of his mind,” answered Khlit carelessly. “What must he tell?”


  “He stuck a dagger into a fedavie, a Syrian, on the shore of the Salt Sea. A girl, Berca, the sheik's daughter, was there also. This yellow-faced fool must tell if the girl ordered him to do it. Bah! His skin is tough as oxen hide, and his flesh is senseless as swine.”


  “And he has not spoken?”


  “Nay. Rashideddin was here and questioned him, but the Tatar cursed him.”


  Khlit scanned the face of Toctamish. The yellow skin was dark and moist with sweat. The eyes were bloodshot and half-closed. The mouth lifted in a snarl, disclosing teeth pointed as an animal's. He felt that Toctamish would not yield to the torture. And great love for the man whose courage was proof against pain rose in the heart of Khlit whose own courage was such that men called him the Wolf.


  “Aye,” he growled, “blood for blood. That is the law of Alamut. And Kiragai Khan shall know.”


  He saw by a quick opening of the eyes that Toctamish caught his words.


  “What say you?” queried the fedavie. “Kiragai Khan?”


  Toctamish's knotted figure writhed under the hands of his captors. He spat, blood and foam combined, at the other.


  “Aye,” he groaned, “Kiragai Khan—lord of fifty thousand spears—chief of a hundred ensigns —master of Alamut.”


  “He speaks,” interpreted Khlit swiftly, “of one Hulagu Khan who conquered Alamut. Tell Rashideddin. And cease the torture, for the man has nothing to confess.”


  The fedavie stared at Khlit suspiciously.


  “Nay,” he snarled, “shall we hang by the heels?”


  He thrust the torch near the powder. There was a hissing flash, a smell of burning flesh. Toctamish's body quivered spasmodically and sank back. The eyes closed.


  Under cover of the flare and smoke Khlit slipped back through the circle and sought the stair. Gaining this he did not pause until he had reached the inner gate of the underground citadel where a Dai was assembling his men to guard the outer gate by the river.


  When Khlit, who was nursing in his brain the sight he had just left, went down the river stairs to his post in the River Shahrud, he found that his companion was the bearded Khirghiz chieftain.


  The outer post of the guard around the citadel of Alamut was in a small nest of rocks several hundred paces from the entrance, and midway in the stream. So shallow was the river that they could wade out to the rocks. The Khirghiz led the way.


  It was not yet the middle of the night, and a bright moon lighted the winding ribbon of the Shahrud that twisted between the rocky heights of Rudbar. The mass of Alamut showed dark, giving no sign of the evil world it concealed. A wind from the heights brushed Khlit's face and he breathed it in deeply, for he was nauseated by the stench of the caverns.


  “You and I, Cossack,” said the Khirghiz, seating himself unsteadily on a ledge of the rocks, for he had been drinking, “will keep the outer post.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit, “you and I.”


  He stared out into the moonlight haze that hung over the river.


  Berca had said that he and Toctamish were to hold the outer post. From some quarter the horsemen of Kiragai Khan were nearing the gate of Alamut. Khlit realized that unless the attack came as a surprise the citadel was impregnable. A surprise might carry the Tatar horde into the entrance. Berca had said there was a way. And this was it. Yet, if a surprise was to succeed the Khirghiz must be disposed of. He had been drinking, but he was still watchful. No movement of the Cossack escaped him.


  Quietly Khlit drew out a small vial. From this he poured a few grains of a white powder into his hand. Lifting his hand he made as if to take the powder into his mouth. The Khirghiz bent forward, and his face lighted with evil desire.


  “Have you—” he began.


  “Come, Brother,” whispered Khlit genially, “we will be comfortable on the rocks. Is not the bread of the Refik the vintage of the Shadna to be eaten? Come.”


  The Khirghiz swore softly and held out his hand. In wine and food, the vintage of the Shadna was often in the hands of the Refik men. But not, except on expeditions of the Master of Alamut or by costly bribery of the Dais was the pure powder of hashish to be had, the hashish that brought bright dreams of paradise and lulled the mind with pleasures, that hardened the souls of the men of Alamut, and steeled their hands to the dagger.


  Khlit, who had discovered the secret of the drug through the babblings of Iba Kabash, quietly dropped his portion back into the vial. Later, he knew, the Khirghiz would want more and he had but a little.


  



  XIV


  It was not long before Khlit was alone. The Khirghiz lay at his side on the rocks, muttering to himself with enough hashish inside him to make an imbecile of an ordinary man. Khlit sat by his side, saber across his knees, and watched the moonlit sides of the heights that frowned down on him. On the slopes he could make out the shadowy outlines of droves of horses, and he wondered if the Dais were planning an expedition that night.


  Usually, Khlit was not given to forebodings. Yet the black mass of Alamut rising at his back gave him the feeling of approaching danger, and when he scanned the shadows along the river they moved as if filled with the bands of drug-crazed fedavie. Especially, Khlit wondered if the spies of Rashideddin were watching him. Rashideddin had learned of the murder of the Syrian, had connected Berca with it, and Toctamish with Berca. Toctamish, at his order, had been tortured with such devilish cruelty that even the Tatar's fortitude might break down.


  How much did the astrologer know of Berca's secret? Once the alarm was raised in Alamut a thousand swords would block the stairs at the river gate and the rope hoists of the slaves at the rear would be drawn up. There were no signs of activity that Khlit could see, but few ever saw the movements of the fedavie. Accustomed as he was to war on the steppe, he was skeptical of horsemen taking such a stronghold as Alamut.


  Once the Tatar horde forced the entrance there would be a battle such as Khlit had never seen before. Himself a Cossack, he cared little whether Refik or Khan were the victor—except that he had sworn an oath, a double oath, that the life of the Master of Alamut, Halen ibn Shaddah, would fall to his sword. Wherefore, he waited patiently, eyes searching the road by the river where the invaders might come.


  Berca had told him that twenty thousand Tatars were riding through the hills to Alamut. Yet the road was narrow and the way twisted. It would be hard to move quickly. And there were the horse-tenders on the hills who would give the alarm. Khlit had come to grant a grudging admiration to the sheik's daughter who had defied Halen ibn Shaddah. But she was in Rashideddin's hands, and the astrologer was the man Khlit had marked as most dangerous of the Refik.


  Rising suddenly, Khlit drew in his breath sharply. Outlined against the summit of a hill he saw a horse and rider moving very swiftly. The man was bent low in his saddle and Khlit thought he saw the long cloak of the fedavie before the rider came over the brow of the hill. Halfway down the descent the horse stumbled and fell.


  Khlit saw a dark object shoot from the rolling horse and lie passive, clear in the moonlight. The messenger, if such it was, of the fedavie would not reach his destination. And at the same time Khlit saw something else. Before his eyes as if by magic he beheld Kiragai Khan and thousands of his horsemen.


  Then Khlit, surnamed the Wolf, buckled tight his belt and drew on his sheepskin hat firmly. There was to be a battle that would redden the waters of the Shahrud, and among the swords of the fedavie Halen ibn Shaddah was to be found.


  Apparently there was nothing stirring on the mountain slopes of Rudbar except the shapes of the horse droves that drew down to the river as was their custom, awaiting the bands of the Dais which came out for mounts. Tonight there were no men issuing from Alamut. And it was only when one of the herds moved across the face of the moon that Khlit saw the tips of Tatar helmets moving among the horses, and understood why the horses seemed more numerous than before.


  Even as Berca had promised, the Tatar horde was approaching the gate of Alamut. One of the herds reached the river's edge and pressed on, in the shadow of the hillside. Khlit could see the faces of men peering at him, and catch the glint of their spears. He gave a hasty glance at his companion. The man was sleeping heavily.


  Familiar with the ways of the Tatars, the Cossack could guess how their whirlwind rush into Rudbar had cut off all news being sent to the citadel, and how, after dark, the Refik horse-tenders on the pastures had been singled out and cut down. One had broken away with the news that was to carry the doom of Alamut, only to fall by the river.


  The foremost warriors had reached him, clinging closely to the sides of their horses. A low voice called out to him cautiously.


  “You are the Cossack who will guide us?”


  “Aye,” said Khlit, “but the moon is bright here and there are others within the caverns. Are you ready to rush forward at once?”


  “Lead,” said the voice, “and we will follow. Lead us to the gate of Alamut and we will purge the devil's hole of its filth.”


  Khlit cast a quick glance at the hillsides. Other bodies were moving down. Some were nearly at the river. Thousands were coming over the hillcrest. More were coming by the river road. On the far flanks detachments were moving to the rear of Alamut.


  Drawing his sword, he sprang down into the river and splashed toward the shore. Dark forms closed in beside him, and the welcome stench of sweat and leather filled his nose. The river was full of moving forms, and horses that dashed, riderless, to either side. Khlit's heart leaped, and his clasp tightened on his sword. One of the foremost caught him roughly by the arm. Khlit had a quick glimpse of a dark, lined face and flashing eyes.


  “I am Kiragai Khan, Cossack. Where is Toctamish? He was to stay by the side of Berca!”


  “She sent him to watch with me. Yet, very likely he is dead by now.”


  The other swore, as they gained the shelter of the caverns.


  “Take me to her, then,” he snarled.


  So it happened that before the light of day touched the date trees on the summit of Alamut, citadel of the Refik, and place of plague and evil, the first of the horde that had ridden from the shores of the Salt Sea entered the river gate, overcoming a few guards, forced their way up the stair, and spread through the passages of Alamut, making no sound but silently, as tigers seeking their prey.


  



  XV


  In the annals of Abulghazi it is written how, in the Year of the Lion, came the doom of Alamut. The Refik folk were cornered in the cellars of the citadel, and taken by surprise. The swords of the Kallmarks Tatars flashed in the passages, and their sharp arrows sped through the corridors. And, as the prophecy said, the waters of the Shahrud were red.


  Yet in the book of Abulghazi and the annals of the Persian dynasties there is nothing said of the fate of Halen ibn Shaddah, who was the last leader of the Refik. The followers of Kiragai Khan sought through Alamut from the wine chambers to the gardens among the ruins on the summit, and they did not find Halen ibn Shaddah.


  The battle was not over for many hours. Separate bands of mounted Tatars had surrounded the height on which Alamut stood, and when throngs of slaves and the eunuchs with the houris of the gardens swept out from hidden tunnels and were lowered over the wall, they were cut down. They were not spared, for that was the word of Kiragai Khan. The fedavie, cornered, and led by their Dais, rallied and attacked the columns of invaders which were penetrating to the heart of Alamut.


  The Tatars without their horses and fighting in the gloom of the caverns were at a disadvantage, which was offset by greater numbers and the leadership of Kiragai Khan. For the fedavie had no leader. Messengers who sought through the tapestried apartments of the Shadna for Halen ibn Shaddah found none but panic-struck Daikebirs. The tide of battle flung the fedavie back to the banquet-place, and to the treasure house beyond. If there had been a leader they might have held the dark passages until the Tatars were sickened by the slaughter of their men.


  Such was the doom of Alamut. Torches flaring through chambers hung with gold cloth and littered with jeweled statuary from Trebizond, with silk rugs of Isphahan. Swords flashing in dark tunnels, where naught was heard but the gasping of men bitten by steel and the sound of bodies falling to the earth. Wailing and lamentation in the gardens under the date trees which were the evil paradise of Halen ibn Shaddah, and the splash of stricken women in the canals. Dark-faced, squat men in mail and fur cloaks trampling through treasure rooms where the riches of a thousand caravans and a hundred cities stood.


  Never had the followers of Kiragai Khan taken spoil so rich. Pearls from Damascus, golden fish from Cheting, emeralds and sapphires from Tabriz, urns of gold shekels from the merchants of Samarkand and ornaments from the caliphate of Baghdad that would grace the court of a Mongol emperor. Slant eyes of the Kallmark horsemen widened, and they urged their dogs into the rivers of wine in the gardens, ripping into shreds rugs and hangings, splintering porcelain kiosks with rocks, and trampling on the bodies of the dead. Few lived.


  And still the Master of Alamut was not found. Once Iba Kabash, who had attached himself to the winning side, and was spared because he brought Berca safe to Kiragai Khan, paused beside the body of a very large man, cloaked and jeweled. But he spurned it with his foot when he turned it over, for the giant face was that of a black eunuch.


  Yet there was one who said he had found Halen ibn Shaddah. Iba Kabash, who was eager to find favor with his new lord, offered, trembling, to take him to the circular chamber of Rashideddin. Berca came with them, for she was not one to leave the side of Kiragai Khan in battle, being the daughter of a hill sheik and not a Tatar woman.


  They climbed the winding stairs escorted by the renegade with torch-bearers and armed Kallmarks. In the circular chamber of the astrologer they saw a strange sight. The room had been dark. By the flare of their torches they made out three men, two dead, and the third sitting on the floor. Kiragai Khan paused for a moment by the body of Toctamish, burned and bloody, for the man had been one of his lieutenants, and very brave.


  “He died under torture, lord and Celestial Master,” gibbered Iba Kabash, pointing. “For he would not tell of the queenly Berca, or the coming of the noble Tatars.”


  Kiragai Khan said nothing, passing to the next body, and pressing the hand of Berca when the girl cried out. This one was Rashideddin, his gray robe stained with red, and his lean face convulsed. His arms hung wide, and sightless, leering eyes staring upward through the opening to the stars, the astrologer had died in the grip of anger. Berca, leaning over him, watched vainly for a breath to stir the gray cloak. Seated beside Rashideddin she saw Khlit, wiping his sword calmly with a corner of the dead man's cloak.


  “Have you seen Halen ibn Shaddah?” demanded Iba Kabash officiously. “The noble Kiragai Khan has missed you since he came into the entrance of Alamut. Was it you that killed Rashideddin?”


  “Aye,” answered Khlit, looking up indifferently. “Have the Kallmarks or the Refik the upper hand? I have seen Halen ibn Shaddah.”


  “The battle is over, Khlit,” exclaimed Berca pressing forward, but keeping the hand of the Tatar leader. Her eyes were shining, and she held her head proudly. “The doom of Alamut has come, as I swore it would. It was my will that it should, mine and my lord's. For I came to him without a gift and was ashamed. Yet did he marry me in spite of that. And I swore to him that if he would avenge my father such a gift should be his as no other bride could bring. Alamut would be his, with the treasure of the Refik. And now he has seen that the gift is rich. All that Halen ibn Shaddah had.”


  Khlit's glance sought that of the Tatar leader, and they measured each other silently.


  “The way is long from Tatary,” went on Berca, tossing her head, “but I am very beautiful in the sight of my lord, and he consented to my plan—to come to open the gate to him—saying only that Toctamish should come. I picked you, Cossack, as my father of battles. Yet I am grieved. You swore that you would slay for me Halen ibn Shaddah—”


  “Have you seen,” broke in Kiragai Khan gruffly, “the one who is called Master of Alamut?”


  “Aye, he was here.”


  “Which way did he go? Speak.”


  “He did not go.”


  The khan looked around the chamber. It was empty except for the two bodies. A sudden blast of air from the opening overhead made the flame of the torches whirl, and cast a gleam on the face of Rashideddin as if the dead man had moved. Berca drew back with a smothered cry.


  “The man who was called Halen ibn Shaddah,” said Khlit, “was a eunuch of great size. The real Master of Alamut was another. He concealed his identity to avoid the daggers of those who would slay him. Yet is he slain. And I have kept my oath, Berca, princess.”


  The eyes of the others strayed to the body of Rashideddin and rested on the red stains that garnished the gray cloak with the red ribbons of death. The blind eyes of Halen ibn Shaddah were fixed on the stars visible through the opening in the ceiling. And Khlit, seeing this, knew that he would be very glad to turn his horse again toward the steppe and away from Alamut.
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  The Wealth-Bearers are heavily burdened. Their burden is more precious than gold gleaming under enamel. The Wealth-Bearers are strong. Their burden is finer than the seven precious substances.


  The faces of the Onon Muren are turned toward the mountains of Khantai Khan. The white faces of the Onon Muren are still. There is fear in the shadows of Khantai Khan. Yet the fear does not touch the Wealth-Bearers.


  The five sons of Alan Goa have dried their blood in the earth. But the fear is still in the forests of Khantai Khan. Can another hand lift what One hand held? Nay, the fear is too great!


  



  From the Book of Chakar Noyon,


  gylong of Uhoten Lamasery


  



  Chakar Noyon was dead, long before the end of the sixteenth century, when Khlit, the Cossack called the Wolf, he of the Curved Saber, rode into Samarkand. Yet the book of Chakar Noyon, who was very wise, was owned by Mir Turek, the merchant; and in the bazaars of Samarkand Khlit met with Mir Turek.


  Truly, there are many books that are not to be believed. Yet did Mir Turek believe the book of Chakar Noyon, and Mir Turek was not only a shrewd merchant, but a scholar. And he thirsted for gold. Likewise there was the tale of the Leo Tung astrologer. The astrologer did not see the Bearers of Wealth, but he saw the white faces of the Onon Muren and he told of the terror of Khantai Khan.


  Khlit could not read, not even the gold inscription on his famous curved sword. He was sick of the hot sands of Persia and the ruined towns of Turkestan. His dress had changed since he became an exile from the Cossack camps—he wore green leather pantaloons, topped by a wide purple sash, with a flowing cloak of crimson silk. He still had his sheepskin hat, and his burned pipe. As he rode through the sun-baked bazaars of Samarkand his eye fell on the booth of Mir Turek, and on the elephant in the booth.


  It was a small elephant, or rather a pair of them, of ivory and gold. Khlit had never seen such a creature before, and the sight delighted him. He dismounted and sauntered slowly to the bazaar of the merchant, lest the latter suspect that he was anxious to buy.


  Mir Turek was a stout man, with a broad nose and slant, bleared eyes. He was dressed in the white robe of a scholar, and he put down a parchment he was reading as the Cossack seated himself cross-legged on the rug before him. Mir Turek watched the stars with the astrologers, and the month was one when his star was ascendant. The ivory elephants, he said, in bastard Usbek which Khlit understood, were not to be sold. They were a talisman of good fortune.


  Khlit took from his wallet the last of the gold coins left from the sack of Alamut and laid them on the rug before the merchant. Likewise he drew his sword from its sheath and laid it across his knees. The sun, gleaming on the bright blade with its curious lettering, threw a pallid glow over the yellow face of Mir Turek.


  The merchant glanced curiously from the sword to Khlit. His eyes widened as he scanned the inscription on the weapon. Long and steadfastly he looked at its owner. Truly, thought Mir Turek, his star was ascendant.


  “Offspring of the devil's jackal!” growled Khlit. “Scouring of a beggar's pot! Where is there a merchant who will not sell his goods? Sell me the images or I will slit your fat belly for you.”


  Mir Turek turned a shade grayer and his eyes watered. Still, he could not tear his eyes from the inscription. He pointed to the sword.


  “Is that, like the gold pieces, from Persia?” he asked.


  “Nay, one without honor,” replied Khlit carelessly, “a Cossack does not buy or steal his sword. It was my father's and his father's. I will take the images.”


  “Nay, lord,” hastily broke in the merchant, “they are a talisman. I dare not sell.” He glanced swiftly to each side down the bazaars. “But come to my house tonight—the house of Mir Turek, the merchant—in the alley at the south corner of the Registan, and we will talk concerning them, you and I.”


  When Khlit had gone Mir Turek drew together the silk curtains in front of his booth. Yet he did not leave the stall. He sat motionless, in thought. He fingered the parchment as one caresses a treasure. Carefully he read over a portion of the book and drew in his breath with a grateful sigh. Without doubt, his star was watching over him, as the astrologer had said. And the elephants were truly a potent talisman.


  In the mind of Mir Turek was a picture. The picture was of a host of fighting men following their banners over the steppe. Also, of the oak trees of Khantai Khan where few men ventured. In the back of Mir Turek's mind, like the reflection in a pool of water, was a fear, an old fear, that had been his father's and his father's before him.


  Khlit was weary of Samarkand and homesick for the wide plains of the steppe. Wherefore he drank much that night, many bowls of Esbek wine, that stirred his memories of the Ukraine and the Tatar land, but did not affect his head or the firmness of his step. He remembered that Mir Turek had invited him to come to his house. So Khlit sought and found the door of the merchant's home on the Registan, and, although he could not read, he came to know somewhat of the book of Chakar Noyon.


  The door of Mir Turek opened at his touch and the Cossack swaggered through the antechamber and walked uninvited to a room in the rear. It was a chamber hung with yellow silk of a strange kind, and filled with ivory images of elephants and small pagodas. A girl who had been sleeping curled up on some rugs in one corner sprang to her feet and would have fled swiftly, but Khlit checked her.


  She was a child of fourteen, slender and delicate of face with a mass of dark hair that descended over her shoulders. The small, olive face that turned up at the Cossack was frightened. So it was that Khlit met the girl Kerula, child of Mir Turek, whose mother, a Kallmark slave, was dead.


  “Eh, little sparrow,” chuckled Khlit, patting the girl's hair, “I will not hurt you. Tell your master, Mir Turek, the shrewd merchant, that Khlit, called the Wolf, is come to his house.”


  He seated himself on the rugs the girl had left. No sooner had he done so than she approached shyly and began to tug at one of his heavy, boots.


  “Truly, lord,” she said softly, “when a lord is drunk it is hard to take off his high shoes. Yet I would show honor to the one who comes to buy me. Such is the will of my master, Mir Turek, who can cheat better than any other merchant of Samarkand.”


  “In the house of a stranger, little daughter, they must slay me before my boots can be taken off, or my sword from my side.” Khlit threw back his shaggy, white-haired head, with a roar of laughter that startled the girl. “So, I have come to buy you? Nay, devil take it, I have come for some ivory trinkets.”


  “I did not know, lord,” the girl drew back and Khlit saw that she was trembling. “Mir Turek said that he would sell me, and that I should comb my hair, for men would come to look at me and feel my limbs. They have never seen my face in the streets of Samarkand, yet Mir Turek told Fogan Ultai, chief of the servants, that I would bring the price of two good horses. Fogan Ultai doubted, and for that Mir Turek beat me. Then Fogan Ultai struck me on the ears to ease his honor—”


  A sound of shuffling steps caused the child to break off in alarm. Mir Turek stood before them, scowling.


  “Chatterer! Slanderer of your master! Be off to the slaves' quarters. This is a Cossack lord, not a buyer of slaves, Kerula. Leave us.”


  The girl slipped from the room, and a smile replaced the scowl on the merchant's face as he seated himself by Khlit. The Cossack considered him in silence. He had never seen a man who resembled Mir Turek. The man's eyes slanted even more than those of a Turkoman; his black hair was straight, instead of curly, and his hands were long and carefully kept. The merchant proffered a cup of wine from an ebony stand, but Khlit shook his head.


  “The Turkomans say,” said Khlit grimly, “that when a sword is drawn, no excuse is needed. I have come for the trinkets, not wine.”


  “Yet I am no Turkoman,” smiled Mir Turek, and his voice purred. “See, it is written that he who drinks from the cup need have no care. Can you read the words on the cup? The language is like that on your sword.”


  “Nay, it looks as if a dog had scratched it,” responded the Cossack idly.


  He could not read in books, but he was wise in the language of men's faces and he knew that Mir Turek had more in his mind than he spoke.


  “Here is the money, I will take the trinkets.”


  He nodded at where the elephants stood on an ebony cabinet, but Mir Turek held up one hand.


  “The men of Samarkand are fools— Usbeks—and are fit only to be slaves. The chief of my slaves, Fogan Ultai, has told me that there is a story in the bazaars that you are Khlit, the Cossack who outwitted Tal Taulai Khan, leader of the Golden Horde, and that your sword is as much to be feared as that of Kaidu, the warrior of the Tatars. Truly, I see that you are a man of valor. I have need of such a man.”


  “Aye, I am Khlit. Men call me the Wolf. Say what is on your mind, Mir Turek. The short word is best, if it is the truth.”


  Mir Turek's eyes half-closed. Through the narrowed lids they rested on Khlit's sword.


  “Before the star Ortu descends from its zenith,” he said slowly, “I am going from Samarkand to Karakorum, in the land of the Tatars far to the north. The journey will be over the mountains that these fools call the Roof of the World, past Kashgar, to the Great Desert of Gobi. There is no one in Samarkand who will go with me, yet the journey is not difficult, for my grandfather's father came over the route from Karakorum to Samarkand.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit.


  “I need a man who will lead the Turkomans who go with me, as guard,” pursued the other. “There are robbers in the Roof of the World and by the borders of the Great Desert the Tatar tribes fight among themselves, for Tal Taulai Khan is dead and the Jun-gar fight with the Kallmarks and the Borongar with both.


  “The home of my family is in Altur Haiten, by the mountains of Khantai Khan. But the journey to the North is perilous, and I need a leader of fighting men. I am learned in the knowledge of books and trade, but I cannot wield a sword. The name of Khlit, the Wolf, will protect my caravan.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit. Something in his tone caused Mir Turek to glance at him sharply.


  “Will you come to Karakorum, lord?” he asked. “Name what price you ask. It will be paid. As a pledge, take, without payment the twin elephants.”


  “I will come,” said Khlit, “when your tongue has learned to speak the truth, Mir Turek. Truly, I am not a fool, like these of Samarkand. An Usbek chief could lead your men, and for little pay. My name is not known north of the Roof of the World. Cease these lies, Mir Turek—I like them little.”


  The slant eyes of the merchant closed, and he folded his arms into his long sleeves. He was silent for a space as if listening, and as he listened a change came over his face. Khlit heard the sound, too, a low murmur in an adjoining room. Mir Turek got to his feet without noise and vanished in the direction of the sound. Khlit waited watchfully, but in a moment the merchant reappeared, dragging Kerula by the arm. The girl's brown eyes were filled with tears.


  “Busybody! One without honor!” He flung the slender form of the slave girl on the rugs, and planted his slippered toes in her ribs. “Blessed is the day when I can sell you and be bothered no longer by tears. Did I not say the lord was not a buyer of women? Fogan Ultai shall reward you for listening.”


  The girl sobbed quietly, rolling over to escape the assault of Mir Turek's broad feet. Khlit watched in silence. She was the merchant's property, and he was entitled to do with her as he chose. Still, the sight was not pleasant. Mir Turek continued his imprecations, mingled with promises that Kerula would be sold without fail, on the morrow. Khlit touched the girl's hair as if admiring its fine texture.


  “Harken, Kerula,” he said. “Is there no young Turkoman who looks upon you with favor and who would please you for a master?”


  “Nay, lord,” sobbed the girl, withdrawing beyond the merchant's reach, “why should I like a Turkoman? Without doubt, they are shaggy as mountain sheep.”


  “She cannot come to Karakorum,” put in Mir Turek. “The journey through the mountains is too hard, and she would die, without profit to me.”


  Khlit regarded his black pipe thoughtfully. It was long since he had seen the fresh face and clear eyes of a child. He reached into his wallet and drew out the coins he had offered for the elephants. These he laid before Mir Turek.


  “You have named a price for the girl, Mir Turek,” he said, “the price of two horses. Here it is. I will buy the child.”


  The merchant's slant eyes gleamed at sight of the gold, but he shook his head dubiously.


  “I could get a better price in the bazaars. What do you want with the girl, Cossack? She cannot come on the journey.”


  Khlit's beard wrinkled in a snarl.


  “Take the money for the girl, Mir Turek. I will take Kerula. Nay, she will not come with us, one-without-understanding!” Turning to the slave, Khlit's tone softened. “Tomorrow, Kerula, you can beat the back of Fogan Ultai with a stick, for I will watch. Go where you will in Samarkand, for you are free. I have bought you of Mir Turek. And I say to go where you will.”


  The girl gazed at him wide-eyed. As if to convince herself she had heard aright she put out her hand and touched the Cossack's coat. The latter, however, took no more notice of her.


  



  II


  Khlit had said that Mir Turek lied. It was then that the merchant told Khlit the true cause of his journey to Karakorum. And this tale was strange, strange beyond belief. It was the fruit of Mir Turek's reading, and the tale of the Leo Tung astrologer who had gone, with Mir Turek's grandfather's father, to the mountains of Khantai Khan, to the tomb of Genghis Khan.


  Yet in spite of the strangeness of the tale, Khlit did not say this time that Mir Turek lied. In Khlit's veins was the blood of the Cossack Tartar folk who had ruled the empire of the steppe and taken treasure from their enemies. He wondered, but did not speak his thoughts.


  It was a tale that began with the death of Genghis Khan, called the Master of the Earth, and ended with the death of Mir Turek's ancestor and the Leo Tung man from the vapor that lay among the trees of Khantai Khan. It was about a treasure such as Khlit had not thought existed in the world, the treasure of Genghis Khan.


  There came a time, said Mir Turek, when the Mighty Man-slayer paused in his conquest of the world. The beast Kotwan appeared to Genghis Khan in a vision, and the ruler of the Tatar horde which had subjugated the world from Khorassan to Zipangu, and from Lake Baikal to the furthest city of Persia, returned home to die. Genghis Khan was wiser than all other rulers. Knowing that he was dying, he gave orders that peace be made with his worthiest foes, the Chinese of Tangut and Sung, and that his death should not be disclosed. When his body was carried to the tomb in the mountains of Khantai, twenty thousand persons were slain to keep him company to the shades of the Teneri, among them those who built the tomb. So said the astrologer of Leo Tung. Thus none could say they had seen the spot where the Master of the Earth lay in the grip of the Angel of Death.


  Twenty thousand souls accompanied Genghis Khan on his journey to the Teneri, and the treasure, spoils of a thousand cities, was placed in his tomb. This tomb was unmolested by the Tatars, until the coming of Leo Tung, who was a Chinaman and dared to look on the dead face of the leader of the Horde. Leo Tung had found the spot in the forests of Khantai Khan with Mir Turek's ancestor. They had passed the gate of the Kukukon River; they had passed the Onon Muren; they had seen the starlight gleam on the Bearers of Wealth.


  They had seen the treasure of Genghis Khan, said Mir Turek, his eyes gleaming as with fever, but the mists of Khantai Khan had closed around them. Mir Turek did not know just why they had left the tomb. He knew that a great fear came on them and they fled. The Leo Tung man had died very quickly, and the other went from the Khantai Khan region to Samarkand.


  Before he died he had told his son the way to the tomb of Genghis Khan. And so the tale had come to Mir Turek. The merchant of Samarkand knew that a change had taken place in the Tatar people. Their power had been broken by the Chinese shortly after the death of Genghis Khan. With the assistance of Khlit, he might enter the tomb and find the treasure of Genghis Khan, Master of the Earth and leader of the Golden Horde.


  Aye, said Mir Turek softly, he was a scholar, but he had searched in books for the wealth of Genghis Khan. There was the tale of Chakar Noyon, gylong, which told of the tomb. Chakar Noyon, being a priest, had said that the Onon Muren or spirits of the slain twenty thousand guarded the tomb; that was an idle story. Mir Turek did not believe it.


  Nevertheless, when the other had finished, Khlit asked himself why the fathers of Mir Turek had not sought for the tomb of Genghis Khan. He found the answer in the fever that burned in the other's eyes and the restless movements of the white hands. Mir Turek felt in his heart a great fear of what he was to do, and this fear had been his fathers'.


  Khlit was not the man to shrink from seizing gold. Even the gold of the tomb of Genghis Khan. Yet, with his desire for gold was mingled delight at the thought of returning to the steppe that had been his home, even in another part of the world.


  



  III


  Thus it happened that Khlit began the journey which was to take him over the mountains called the Roof of the World, above Ladak, or Tibet, north of Kashgar, past Issyuk Kul and Son Kul, the twin lakes of the clouds, to the desert of Gobi.


  Concerning this journey and its ending there are few who believe the story of Khlit. Yet the Cossack was not the man to say what was not so for love of the telling. And there is the book of Chakar Noyon, to be found in one of the Samarkand mosques, and the annals of the chronicler of Hang-Hi, the great general of the Son of Heaven. Truly, belief is, after all, the fancy of the hearer and only the fool is proud of his ignorance.


  When the sun gilded the top of the ruins of Bibi Khanum, the followers of Mir Turek had pitched their felt tents on the slope of Chupan Ata, on the way to the Syr River. Already the heat of the Samarkand valley had been replaced by the cool winds of the mountains and Khlit was glad to don his old sheepskin coat. He looked around with some satisfaction at the camp.


  Mir Turek's following consisted of a dozen Turkomans and Fogan Ultai, master of the slaves. These had placed their tents in a circle beside the donkeys, the pack animals of the expedition.


  Khlit's leadership had already instilled discipline into the sturdy but independent followers. Two stood as sentries near the caravan path. The Turkomans had tried rebellion against the Cossack, and had learned why he was called the Wolf. Fogan Ultai, however, as the servant of Mir Turek, was not under Khlit's orders. Twice during the day the leader of the slaves had refused obedience and Mir Turek had upheld him.


  Fogan Ultai was a small man, pale in face, with dark hair like his master's, and the same slant eyes. Khlit did not like the man, who was watchful and silent, speaking occasionally to Mir Turek in a tongue the Cossack did not understand. As long as Fogan Ultai did not interfere with his authority over the Turkomans, Khlit was willing to leave the other in peace.


  



  It was after the evening meal, and Khlit was smoking his pipe in front of the tent he had pitched for himself. He sat with his back to the tent, his sword over his knees, watchful of what went on. In the twilight gloom he could make out the figures of the men throwing dice by a fire.


  Suddenly Khlit took his pipe from his mouth. He made no other movement, but his tall figure stiffened to alertness and his keen eyes searched the gloom. A shadow had appeared, slipping from tent to tent, making no sound. And the sentries had not given warning.


  The shadow paused in front of him, and Khlit's hand went to his sword. The form approached him, and a small figure cast itself at his feet. A pair of white hands clasped his boots.


  “Lord, you are my master—be merciful,” the voice of Kerula came out of the darkness. “Lord, do not kick me, because I followed after you on a donkey that was lame, so it was not taken with the others, and slipped past the men who are watching. I followed because you would have sent me back if I had come sooner. But my hunger is very great now, and I am cold.”


  Khlit reached out his rough hand and took the girl by the shoulder. Kerula's white face looked up into his. He could feel the girl's warm breath against his cheek.


  “I said you could not come, Kerula,” he replied gruffly. “Why do you seek the hardship of the journey? It is no path for a girl. There are gallants in Samarkand who would buy you flowers and slaves—”


  “Nay, lord. I am afraid of the men of Samarkand. I have no master but you, Khlit, lord. The others would bring shame on me, the women say. I will follow after the caravan, truly, on the lame donkey, and you will not know I am there. Perhaps I can prepare your food, or clean the mud from your boots. Do not let them send me to Samarkand.”


  Khlit shook his head, and the child gave a soft wail of distress. “The way is too hard,” he said. “The men will give you food, but tomorrow—”


  The girl rose from her knees, with bowed head.


  “You are my lord, and you send me to the bazaars of Samarkand. I have no home. If you would let me follow, I would sleep with your horse, and bring your wine cups, until we reach the land where Genghis Khan rules. My mother, before she died, told me of the land.”


  Khlit raised his head in surprise at the girl's speech. Before he could answer a shadow appeared beside Kerula, and Fogan Ultai's soft voice spoke.


  “Get back where you came from, Kerula, or your palms will be well whipped! You have heard the word of the Cossack lord. Our master, Mir Turek, would let you off less easily if he knew you were here.”


  The master of the slaves caught the child roughly and shook her. She clasped his hand and sank her teeth into it viciously. Fogan Ultai gave a cry of pain. As he lifted his free hand to strike the girl she sprang free defiantly.


  “Mir Turek shall know of this, offspring of the low-born,” hissed the servant. “You say you have had no food for a day. Good! You will pray to me for food before you shall leave the camp.”


  “Who gave you authority, Fogan Ultai,” said Khlit, “to give orders in the camp? If I say the child shall eat, you will bring her food.”


  “I?” Fogan Ultai shivered as if with cold. “I am no slave, and my caste—” he broke off—“nay, I heard you say she was to go, Khlit.”


  “I said that the men would give her food. You have keen ears, Fogan Ultai. Since you have come, like a dog at the scent of a carcass, you may bring the food to Kerula. She is hungry.”


  “Mir Turek would not allow that to come to pass, Khlit,” the other's voice was smooth and sibilant. “He knows it is not for such as I to bring food, or for a Cossack to give me orders—” Fogan Ultai's speech ended in a strangling gasp. Khlit had risen from his sitting posture, and as he rose his heavy fist crashed into the other's face. Fogan Ultai lay on the ground, his arms moving slowly, half-stunned. Slowly he got to his feet, staggering. The girl drew in her breath sharply and shrank back.


  “Cossack,” Fogan Ultai mumbled, for blood was in his mouth, “the girl is yours and if it is your wish—she shall eat. But a man is a fool who seeks an enemy. Let another bring the food.”


  “I said you, Fogan Ultai, not another.”


  The attendant was silent for a moment. He felt his injured face tenderly. Khlit waited for the flash of a dagger or the hiss of an imprecation but Fogan Ultai was silent. Surely, Khlit thought, he was a strange man.


  “The food shall be brought, Cossack, if it is still your wish. Yet it would be well to say otherwise.”


  Receiving no response from Khlit, the man turned and disappeared into the darkness. Khlit turned to the girl roughly, for he knew that he had earned an enemy.


  “Sit in my tent, Kerula,” he said shortly. “The wind is cold. After you have eaten, roll yourself in my woolen robe. I shall sleep with my horse.”


  The next day saw Kerula mounted on her lame donkey riding behind Khlit and Mir Turek. The latter said nothing concerning the appearance of the girl, and Khlit thought that he had spoken with Fogan Ultai. The difficulty of the way grew, and cold gripped the riders. The Turkoman horses, wrapped in their felt layers, with their high-peaked wooden saddles, seemed indifferent to the change in climate, but the donkeys shivered, and Mir Turek wrapped himself in a costly fur robe. Khlit saw to it that the girl had a sheepskin cloak that had been carried in the baggage.


  The moon which had been bright at the start of the journey had vanished to a circlet of silver, when the riders, under guidance of one of the Turkomans, passed the blue waters of the mountain lakes, Issyuk Kul and Son Kul, and reached the passes of the Thian Shan Hills. Here the Turkoman guide gave up the leadership, but Fogan Ultai declared that he could find his way among the passes with the aid of the merchantman's maps and the stars.


  Khlit, who saw everything as he rode, noted that Mir Turek had fallen silent, and that the merchant spent much time in talk with Fogan Ultai in the yurtas in the evenings. So far, however, the master of the slaves had been content to keep out of Khlit's way. The Cossack paid no further attention to Fogan Ultai, other than to see to the loading and priming of the brace of Turkish pistols he carried in his belt. These were the only firearms of the expedition.


  Mir Turek broke his silence, one day when the sunlight lay on the rock slopes of the mountains without warming the faces of the riders, to speak of Genghis Khan. It was through these passes, said the merchant, that the slaves of the Mighty Manslayer carried the wealth that had been taken from the cities of Damascus and Herat to Karakorum.


  The Fever burned in the man's eyes as he spoke. The wealth of Genghis Khan had been so great that his minister had never counted it. From the four corners of Asia slaves brought it to the Master of the Earth. Genghis Khan had kept a hoard of gold, the book Of Chakar Noyon said, at his palace. One minister had given away jewels to his wives, until Genghis Khan had learned of it, when the minister had cut his own throat to avoid the wrath of the conqueror.


  Khlit listened while Mir Turek told of the campaigns of Genghis Khan, and how victories had come to the standard of the Horde, the standard of yaks' tails that had traveled from Karakorum to Herat.


  The merchant halted his words as the advance rider of the party came to them. The Turkoman, who had been some hundred paces in front of Khlit and Mir Turek, brought with him a slender man in a long robe who carried a pack. The man, Khlit saw, was clean-shaven, with the hair of his forehead cut to the skin.


  The stranger spoke with Mir Turek, who shook his head to show that he did not understand. At the merchant's gesture Fogan Ultai rode up and addressed the newcomer. The two fell back among the attendants where Kerula was. But Mir Turek did not resume his conversation. He seemed impatient to halt, when before he had been eager to push on. As his reason, he gave the rising wind which seemed to promise snow. The star Ortu, said Mir Turek, was no longer above them, and they could not count on its protection.


  Khlit accordingly called a halt. The felt tents were pitched, the yurta formed. Kerula was accustomed to see to the erecting of the Cossack's shelter, which was beside her own, and Khlit rode into the twilight to see to the posting of the sentries. Before he returned he saw a strange sight. For the Turkomans on watch had kneeled to the ground and laid their ears against the path.


  Khlit brought the men to their feet with a hearty imprecation. The Turkomans were sullen, saying that they listened for signs of approaching danger. What this danger was, they would not say. But one, the less sullen of the two, muttered that danger might be met along the path that could be heard, and could not be seen.


  Impatient of the men's superstition, Khlit returned to his tent where Kerula sat with his evening meal. Around the fire which blazed very brightly, the others of the party were gathered. And Khlit frowned as he watched. The stranger they had met that day stood in front of the fire, throwing grease from a pot upon it.


  As the man with the shaven head did this, he read aloud from a small book he held. The words meant nothing to Khlit, but Mir Turek and Fogan Ultai listened intently. Truly, Khlit thought, Mir Turek was a man of double meanings. For the merchant had declared that the newcomer was a beggar. Khlit had never known a beggar who could read. As he turned this over in his mind, Kerula, who had crept near him spoke.


  “Khlit, lord,” she whispered, her eyes bright in the firelight, and all save her eyes covered by the fur cloak for the cold, “last night I dreamed a strange dream. It was that a falcon flew down on my wrist, and it held the sun and a star in its talons. The falcon had flown far, and was weary, but it held the sun. And I was glad.”


  “You have many dreams, little sparrow,” smiled Khlit.


  When he smiled, the bitterness faded from his hard face. Kerula loved to see him smile. More often of late she had coaxed him to do so.


  “Am I a conjuror, to tell you what they mean?”


  “Nay, Khlit, lord,” she chattered, “you are too tall and big for a conjuror. See, the man who is reading prayers by the fire is such a one. I heard Fogan Ultai say he was a gylong, servant of the great lamas, and a man of wisdom.”


  Fogan Ultai had called the stranger a man of wisdom. Mir Turek had said he was a beggar. One had lied, and Khlit suspected it was Mir Turek.


  “Did Fogan Ultai say more than that, Kerula?” he asked carelessly, watching the group by the fire.


  “Aye, Khlit, lord. I heard him say to Mir Turek the man was a conjuror. Then he said to the man with the long robe that he was clever, he could conjure the two pistols away from you, and he—Fogan Ultai—would give him a donkey and some gold.”


  “Hey, little Kerula, he would have to be a very wise man to do that,” chuckled Khlit. “Are you sure you did not dream that, too?”


  “Nay, Khlit, lord,” the girl looked at him strangely, “but I dreamed that we met an evil, two-headed snake, and that you buried it. After that, the snake was no longer evil.”


  Khlit said no more, but long after Kerula had crept into her tent, and the group around the fire had scattered, he sat in thought, his curved sword across his knees. What had prompted the Turkomans to turn sullen and lay their ears to the ground? Why had Mir Turek, who trusted him, lied that evening about the gylong? And why did Fogan Ultai desire his pistols?


  



  IV


  In a dream the beast Kotwan, with the head of a horse and a horn in its forehead, that speaks all languages, came to Genghis Khan, the Mighty Manslayer. The beast Kotwan spoke as follows: “It is time for the Master to return to his own land." Whereupon Genghis Khan turned homeward. And when he reached his home he died.


  


  From the Book of Chakar Noyon


  


  



  Concerning the events that came to pass when the party of Mir Turek crossed the desert of Gobi, Khlit is the only one who will tell. It is true that the narrative of the Hang-Hi chronicler mentions the sights and sounds which Khlit and Kerula heard in the night. But the Chinese historian ascribes the sounds to wind in the sand and the imagination of the Tatar travelers whose minds were filled with stories of Genghis Khan. Fools, said the Chinaman, walk unreflecting. Yet Khlit was not the man to be led astray by sounds that he imagined.



  As for Kerula, Khlit found that the girl's tongue was eager to repeat stories of Genghis Khan that she heard from Mir Turek. The child had listened while the scholar read from his books. The books were all she knew, and so she supposed that Genghis Khan and his Tatar Horde were still alive, and might be met with on the sands of the Great Desert.


  Khlit humored her in her fancies, and smiled at the dreams she repeated. He knew that the “dreams” of Kerula were her way of telling things that she thought he might not believe. The Cossack did not laugh at the girl for her fancies, because he was always ready to hear more of Genghis Khan, a conqueror more powerful than any Khlit had known. Even Tal Taulai Khan seemed a mirza beside the figure of the man who was called the Mighty Manslayer.


  Mir Turek had ceased to talk with Khlit concerning their journey and the tomb in the forest of Khantai Khan. The merchant and Fogan Ultai rode with the gylong. Neither interfered with his leadership, which was all Khlit asked. He was aware that since the coming of the gylong, a change had taken place in the party. The Turkomans became more sullen and had to be driven forward. And Mir Turek grew silent, seemingly waiting for something. Khlit took care to keep Kerula with him as much as possible. He had heard the Turkomans talking about her.


  “Fogan Ultai says,” he had heard them say, “that the girl Kerula has the ears of a skunk and the eyes of an ermine.”


  When the party descended the slope of the Thian Shan Hills and entered the desert, the Turkomans murmured further. This was natural, however, in face of the difficulties in front of them.


  The desert, the first that Khlit had seen, was an ocean of sand, with wind ridges and gullies. In order to keep to a straight course by the sun, it was necessary to cut across the ridges, which varied from eight to some twenty feet in height. There were few springs to be met with, and the party was forced to keep an outlook for the coming of wind, which meant a halt and hurried preparation against sandstorms.


  Although the country was new to Khlit, he did not give up his leadership of the party. On the advice of the gylong, Khlit exchanged their donkeys at a village on the edge of the desert for a smaller number of camels. He kept his own horse, but the others gave up theirs. Thus the gylong gained a camel for his donkey.


  After a rest at the village, Khlit ordered an advance into the desert, when the moon was again full. Mir Turek was content, as the star he regarded as his protection was now high in the heavens. Khlit rode at the rear of the little caravan where he could watch the Turkomans and where there was no one at his back.


  The party had gone far into the desert and the Thian Shan summits had vanished on the horizon when the first of the strange events came to pass.


  Khlit had been sleeping soundly in his felt tent when he was awakened by Kerula crawling through the flap in early daylight. The girl's hair hung loose around her face, and Khlit saw that her eyes were wide and fixed. He had grasped his sword when the flaps of the tent moved, but now he released it, and sat up, wide awake on the instant. The girl crept close to him, shivering, yet it was not from cold of the night.


  “I am frightened, Khlit, lord,” she whispered. “For I have had a dream in the night. It was that an animal crawled around my tent, crying my name. I heard it sniffing, and clawing at the tent. How could an animal call my name? I am afraid.”


  “A dream will not hurt you, little sparrow,” answered Khlit cheerfully. “And the sun has come up to chase it away.”


  The girl however, did not smile.


  “When I came from my tent,” she said softly, “I saw the marks of the beast. It had gone away. But how could it speak? I heard it calling, calling 'Kerula.' Animals cannot speak, can they, unless—”


  Khlit, to distract her, bade her gruffly prepare his morning meal. Later, however, when he left his shelter he took care to look at the ground around Kerula's tent, which was beside his. He saw that there were actually marks on the ground.


  Carefully, Khlit scanned them. They were marks of hoofs, and ran completely around the tent, clearly visible in the sand. When he tried to follow them away from the place he lost them in the tracks of the party. The hoof-marks, he saw, were smaller than those of a horse. He had heard that there were antelopes in the desert. Yet the tracks were larger than antelope hoofs. He said nothing of what he had seen to the girl.


  The day's journey was short, and Mir Turek halted early, fearing a sandstorm, for the sun had gone behind clouds. The Turkomans gathered about the fire at dusk, and Khlit was obliged to drive one from the yurta to watch from a sand ridge. For his own satisfaction he placed a pointed stake firmly in the ground by his tent, indicating the direction they were to take in the morning. He had learned by experience that the ridges were often changed in appearance overnight.


  As he sat over his evening meal with Kerula pensive beside him, the figure of Fogan Ultai detached itself from the group by the fire and approached him.


  “Health to you, Khlit,” said the master of the slaves with a bow. “The Turkomans have asked that I come as spokesman. It is not well to force a man to do what his habits forbid. They are murmuring against standing sentry during the night. The Turkomans have heard stories of the desert in the village we left. They think evil things may come to the sentries. You and I are wise— we know they are fools. Still, it is best to let a man do as he is accustomed.”


  “Does a sheep hide his head when the tiger hunts, Fogan Ultai?” said Khlit. “Shall the camp be blind during the night when there may be danger? Nay, a beast came last night and passed around Kerula's shelter.”


  Fogan Ultai shook his head, smiling.


  “There are no beasts in the desert, Khlit. The evils the Turkomans fear are not to be seen. Let them sleep in their tents. It is not well,” the man's voice dropped, “to tie the knot of hatred.” “Then, Fogan Ultai, you and I are wise. We do not fear the stories of evil. We two will watch, each taking half the night.” For a long moment Fogan Ultai's slant eyes gleamed into Khlit's. Then he turned away indifferently.


  “Let the Turkomans stand watch. They are low-born.”


  Yet the Turkomans could not have watched well that night. Before dawn Kerula burst into Khlit's shelter and clung to him sobbing. The same animal, she said, had come close to her tent. She had not been asleep this time, and she had heard its claws on the felt. Its breath had smelled of musk, so strong that it sickened her.


  When the beast had been on the other side of the tent, the girl had slipped out on the side nearest Khlit and had dashed into his shelter. She was shaken with sobs, pressing her hands against her face.


  “It is the beast, Kotwan,” she sobbed. “He has come to take me with him. Oh, do not let him take me, Khlit, lord. I am afraid of Kotwan, who smells of musk. He called my name and he wants me to follow him to the shades of the Teneri, up into the air over the desert.”


  Khlit tried to quiet the girl, saying that he heard nothing, but when he made a move to leave the shelter, she clung to him tearfully. It was long before she dropped off to sleep, wrapped in some of his furs. Khlit listened, without moving for fear of disturbing her, and heard nothing more. Yet he fancied that an odor of musk filled the shelter.


  



  


  V


  The next day the girl had recovered somewhat from her fright. She refused to leave Khlit's side during the march over the shifting sands. Sleep overtook her at times on the camel, and she swayed in cords that kept her in place. Each time this happened, she awoke with a start, and cried out for Khlit.


  The Cossack did not like the look in the girl's face. She was pale and the lack of sleep added to the fatigue of the journey was beginning to tell on her. Khlit did not mention her experience of the night, for he found that she believed the strange beast Kotwan had come to her tent. The girl's brain was filled with idle fancies. His heart was heavy, however, at the look of dread in her eyes, for Kerula had endeared herself to him, as much as another person could win the affection of a man who counted his enemies by the thousand, and thirsted for fighting.


  That night Kerula begged to be allowed to sleep in his tent, but the Cossack sternly ordered her to her own, and she went reluctantly. Contrary to his custom, he did not post a sentry, but retired early to his shelter, and his snores soon kept accompaniment to the monotonous reading of the gylong by the fire.


  Before midnight, however, when the camp was quiet, Khlit's snores ceased. The flap of his tent was lifted cautiously and the Cossack crawled out on all fours. Noiselessly he made his way from his tent to the edge of the camp.


  The yurta had been placed in a gully. Khlit, surveying his surroundings in the starlight, saw that the camels and the Turkoman shelters were some paces distant from the tents of the leaders.


  Crawling down the gully, Khlit sought a depression where he could see the tent of Kerula against the skyline, within bowshot. He scooped out a seat for himself in the sand, with his back against the wind. Drawing his sheepskin svitza close about him, for the night was cold, he settled himself to watch, denying himself the comfort of a pipe. If an animal visited the tents between then and dawn, he was determined to have a look at it.


  Khlit did not attach significance to the fears of the girl about the mythical animal she called Kotwan. He had seen, however, the tracks around the tent which were too large for an antelope, and he had caught the scent of musk, which Kerula declared came from the visitant of the night. No animal that Khlit knew smelled of musk, and had sharp hoofs. As far as he knew Fogan Ultai was right when he said there were no beasts in the desert, for the party had not met any since leaving the foothills of the Thian Shan. Wherefore Khlit was curious.


  The Cossack was accustomed to watching, and he did not nod as he sat in the sand depression, with his scrutiny fixed on the horizon near the tents. The stars gleamed at him, and an occasional puff of wind stirred the sand about him. He must have watched for some hours, and the stars were not paler when he sat erect, gazing closely at the tents.


  Something had moved near Kerula's shelter. The light was indistinct and Khlit could not make it out. He had heard nothing. Presently he felt that the thing was moving away from the tent and nearer him.


  Khlit softly removed one of the pistols from his belt and got to his knees. Crouching low over the sand he could make out a dark object passing across the stars moving down the gully toward him. For the first time he heard a sound, a low hiss that he could not place. Then Khlit stiffened alertly. The wind had brought him the odor of musk. The scent clung to his nostrils and ascended to his brain. He felt the hair at the back of his neck stir, and a chill puff of wind sent tingles down his spine.


  The black object was within a few paces, and he saw that it was something moving on all fours. Carefully he leveled the pistol, taking the best aim he could in the dark.


  And then Khlit let the pistol fall to his side. The odor of musk that came to him so strongly was surely from the windward side. Yet the dark object came toward him from the yurta which was away from the wind. Khlit drew a deep breath and his eyes strained toward the moving form. His heart gave a leap as he recognized it. It was Kerula, moving over the sand on her hands and knees.


  The child had crept from her tent out into the night that she feared. He could hear her labored breathing as she passed him slowly. The scent of musk could not have come from the girl. It had come from the windward side. Khlit turned quickly and searched the darkness with anxious glance.


  On the further side of the gully, some distance in front of the girl, was a larger object, defined against the sand. It moved in the same direction, away from the camp. Khlit heard a hissing sound come from it, and understood why he had smelled the musk. Watching the girl, he had not seen the other thing pass him. He made it out as an animal of powerful build, with horns, that seemed to drag its hind legs.


  Quickly Khlit raised his pistol. Sighting it at the beast's head he pulled the trigger. The weapon clicked dully and he thrust it into his belt with a curse. The sand must have choked its flint and powder.


  With a hasty glance at the moving forms, Khlit rose to his feet. Bending low, he trotted over the sand ridge at his side into the gully that ran beside the one he had been in. For some distance he ran, following the winding of the gully.


  Fearful of losing trace of the girl and the animal, he turned back to the ridge, to find that he was running through an opening into the other gully. His heavy boots made no sound in the sand, and Khlit did not see that he was heading straight for the creeping animal until he heard a sharp hiss, and saw the object rise up before him.


  He caught a brief glimpse of horns and long ears outlined against the sky, and felt a hot breath on his face. His hand leaped to his sword, and the curved blade was pulled from its sheath.


  As Khlit's arm swept upward with the sword, it moved outward.


  The blade struck the beast where it was aimed, under the head. Khlit saw it stagger back and slashed it twice across the head as it fell to the sand. Moving back from the struggling object he called to the girl.


  “Kerula! Here is Khlit, do not be afraid.”


  A moment more and Kerula was beside him, clinging to his coat, her head buried in his sleeve.


  “It was the beast Kotwan,” she cried, “calling me outside my tent. I heard it calling me and I came. Oh, it smelled of musk, and it kept calling. My legs would not hold me up and I crawled— where is the beast Kotwan?”


  “Nay, little Kerula,” laughed Khlit, “the beast Kotwan is a strange beast. But it will not come for you again. See!”


  Drawing the girl after him, the Cossack stepped to the side of the dark object on the sand. He felt of it cautiously. It did not move. And when Khlit drew up his hand it held a beast's hide and horns. The hide seemed to be that of an antelope. The girl had bent over the figure that lay at their feet, fearfully. She tugged at Khlit's arm excitedly.


  “Khlit, lord,” she whispered, “it is the gylong. You have slain the gylong.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit shortly. “The conjuror will conjure no more. I thought it was a strange animal that stood up on two legs when it saw you.”


  He felt in the sand and lifted two objects. One was a pony's hoof, cut off above the fetlock and dried. The other was a long dagger. He showed them to the girl.


  “There is Kotwan's hoof, little Kerula. And the hide stinks of musk.”


  Khlit said nothing to Kerula, but he remembered the words of Fogan Ultai, and he guessed it was not wantonness, but the promise of a reward that had led the conjuror to terrify the girl and lure her into the desert. Also he began to understand why Fogan Ultai had coveted his pistols. Yet much was not clear to Khlit. He knew that Fogan Ultai hated Kerula, because Khlit had made him demean himself in bringing her food. Still, this did not seem a sufficient reason for the girl's death.


  Khlit's detour into the other gullies had confused him as to the direction of the camp. Unwilling to run the risk of going further from the yurta trying to find it, he took the girl a short distance from the dead man and sat down to wait for dawn, sheltering her with his svitza. Kerula, relieved of her fear, soon became sleepy


  “How is it, Kerula,” he asked thoughtfully, “that this fellow Fogan Ultai is so trusted by Mir Turek? Hey, your father fears him—as he feared the gylong.”


  “I do not know, Khlit, lord,” Kerula responded sleepily. “Mir Turek will not give orders to Fogan Ultai. When the master of the slaves came to Samarkand he showed Mir Turek a gold disk he wore. They thought I was sleeping but I looked out at them, and the gold disk was made like a sun, with rays, with writing in the center. That was not long ago—and soon Mir Turek began to speak of the tomb of Genghis Khan to himself when he read the books.”


  The voice of the girl trailed off and she was soon sleeping. Khlit waited patiently for dawn. The stars had begun to fade and the fresh wind sprang up.


  Khlit's thoughts were busy and he was not aware that he slept. Surely, he felt the wind on his face and heard the girl's calm breathing. They were sitting near the top of one of the ridges, and he could make out the nearest waves of sand.


  The moon was high above him, and there was a faint line of scarlet to the east. No, Khlit could not have been asleep. He did not remember dozing, nor did he waken. And yet, as a mist comes from the mountains, the mystery of the desert of Gobi came from the dark wastes of sand and gathered around the Cossack, the girl, and the still figure that had been the gylong.


  It came without warning, and gradually. Khlit thought at first that the camels were stirring. He listened and he heard the wave of sound come from the east and close around him. This time he did not feel the fear that had gripped him for a space when he saw the strange beast in the dark.


  Awe came upon Khlit as he listened. He strained his eyes, yet he could see nothing. With the wind the sounds swelled, and swept over him. Khlit marveled, as he listened, not moving. And something deep in him stirred at the sounds. He felt a swift exultation that rose with the sounds and left him when they had gone.


  Out of the desert came the murmur of many horses' feet in the sand—the feet of thousands of horses that galloped with a clashing of harness. Surely, there were riders on the horses, for a chant rose from the sands, from thousands of throats, a low, wild chant that gripped Khlit's heart.


  Came the creak of laden carts from the darkness. Carts that were drawn by oxen laboring under the kang. With them sounded the pad-pad of camels' feet. The chant of the riders died and swelled. When it swelled, it drowned the other sounds.


  With it echoed the clash of arms, myriad of scabbards beating against the sides of horses. Another sound that Khlit knew was the flapping of standards came to his ears. In the darkness beside him a cavalcade was passing. No cavalcade, a host of mounted warriors. The chant was the song of the warriors and Khlit's throat trembled to answer it.


  Mingling with the chant came a heavy tread that was strange to Khlit. The sands trembled under the tread. The sound neared Khlit and passed, not by him but over him. This was no tread of horses.


  Khlit peered into the darkness, but the sand ridges were desolate. The stars were not obscured, and the line of crimson grew in the east. Louder swelled the chant of the horsemen, and the heavy tread of giant feet.


  The clash of cymbals echoed faintly and with it the sound of distant trumpets. Then came the sound of a mighty trumpeting, not of horns, but of animals. The trumpeting drowned the chant of the riders. It ceased and silence descended suddenly on the desert.


  Kerula stirred in his arms, and Khlit stood up to look ever the sand ocean.


  “Nay, Khlit, lord,” the girl whispered, “you will not see them. I am not asleep. I am awake, and I heard it also. The passing of the tumans, with their standards of yaks' tails. I heard the wagons, and their oxen. And the creaking of the leather castles and the Bearers of Wealth. It was just as Mir Turek told me it would be. The chant of the mounted men was loudest of all, until the Bearers of Wealth gave the greeting of Dawn to the Master of the Earth.”


  Khlit rubbed his hand across his forehead and gazed at the dead gylong.


  “I heard some sounds as of horsemen passing...” he began doubtfully.


  “Aye, Khlit, lord. It was the army of Genghis Khan crossing the desert.”


  Then Khlit wondered if he had truly slept. The chant of the riders was still in his ears. But the rising sun showed the sands empty, and the camp at a little distance.


  “Nay, little Kerula,” he said finally, “you have dreamed another dream.”


  Yet when Khlit and Kerula returned to the yurta, they found only Mir Turek and Fogan Ultai with three camels. The Turkomans had gone, late in the night with the greater number of camels and most of the food. Fogan Ultai said that he had not been able to stop them, for they had heard sounds in the desert, and they were afraid.


  



  VI


  If a man despoils the tomb of a wise and just ruler he loses his virtue. Evil follows him and his sons. He is like a sal tree with a creeper o’ergrown.


  Yen Lui Kiang, chronicler of Hang-Hi


  



  It was the beginning of Winter when Mir Turek and his companions left the desert of Gobi and reached a small village of mud huts to the north in the Tatar country of Karakorum, near the mountains of Khantai Khan.


  The desert had taken its toll from the travelers. The Turkomans had not been seen after their departure. The gylong lay where he had fallen, covered by the shifting sands. Mir Turek believed the conjuror had gone with the attendants. Fogan Ultai said nothing, and Khlit wondered what the master of the slaves knew of the death of the gylong. Fogan Ultai had an uncanny way of getting information for himself. Before the party reached the village, the master of the slaves joined them with the tidings that all the surrounding country had been vacated by the Tatars.


  From a herdsman, he said, he had learned that the Tatars were gathered within the walls of Altur Haiten where they had been besieged by the Chinese for a year. Altur Haiten was one of the strongholds of Tatary, to which the retreating hordes had been driven by Hang-Hi, the general of Wan Li, Emperor of China.


  Thus Mir Turek's prophecy that they would find the way to the mountains of Khantai Khan clear, was verified. Yet Khlit, wearied by the months of hardship in the desert, saw that if the way was clear, it was also barren of food and the supplies they needed.


  They had come from the desert on the two surviving camels. Kerula and the remaining stock of grain and dates had been placed on the stronger of the beasts, and the three men took turns in riding the other. Khlit saw to it that Mir Turek and Fogan Ultai never rode on the other camel together. Since the affair of the gylong he had been wary of the two. Yet he had noticed two things.


  One—Mir Turek feared Fogan Ultai more than at the start of the expedition. Two—Mir Turek was unwilling to part with Khlit, owing for some reason to his ownership of the curved sword. This, Kerula had told him, and Khlit had asked the girl if she could read the lettering on the sword. She could not do so, as the inscription was neither Chinese nor Usbek Tatar.


  The girl had borne the journey bravely, yet she was very weak when they came to the village of mud huts. She was disappointed, too, because she had imagined that when they neared Karakorum they would find the Tatar country alive and flourishing as it had been in the days of Genghis Khan. Truly, thought Khlit, this was strange; for Kerula had learned of the old Tatars from Mir Turek, and she believed she lived in the land of the Master of the Earth. Khlit placed her in one of the mud huts of the empty village, and gave her fruit and water that he found near by.


  He would not have left the girl if it had not been for Mir Turek. The merchant had been in a fever of excitement since he saw the summits of Khantai Khan. His fat figure was wasted by hardships, and his frame was hot with fever. He would not rest until he had left the girl with Fogan Ultai and set out with Khlit and the two camels for the mountains.


  “The girl will be safe, Khlit,” he declared, “for Fogan Ultai cannot leave the village without the camels. Come, we will go to the Kukulon gate, and the tomb of Genghis Khan while the way is open.”


  Khlit went reluctantly. He did not like to leave the girl with Fogan Ultai in the village. He liked even less the deserted appearance of the country. He knew what Mir Turek chose to forget, that they were at the end of their supplies, and must have food.


  Yet he was not less eager than Mir Turek to go to the tomb of Genghis Khan. They were near a treasure which Mir Turek said was without equal in the world. Khlit had seen the treasure of the Turks, but he knew this would be greater, for the Tatars had despoiled the cities of the Turks. Lust of the gold gripped him.


  The two set out at daybreak in the absence of Fogan Ultai and rode toward the mountains at the best pace of the camels. And as the slopes of Khantai Khan rose above them, Mir Turek's fever grew on him. He fastened his slant eyes greedily on the hills, and when they came in sight of a blue sheet of water, he gave a hoarse cry of triumph.


  “The Lake Kukulon,” he whispered. “The books told the truth. A river runs to the lake from the mountains. Aye, here we will find the Kukulon gate where my ancestor saw the Onon Muren.”


  But Khlit looked beyond the lake, and saw that where a river made its way down the slopes, the earth was a yellow and grayish color. He saw for the first time the forest of Khantai Khan. The trees, instead of the green verdure of pine and the brown foliage of oak, were bare of leaves. The forest of Khantai Khan was a dead forest. And Khlit's forebodings grew on him as he urged his camel after Mir Turek.


  



  VII


  Mir Turek skirted the edge of the lake, which was small, and followed an invisible path through the foothills, evidently finding his way by the instructions he had received from the man who had been there before. He headed toward a ravine that formed the valley between two crests of Khantai Khan. In this valley he could catch glimpses of the River Kukulon.


  The merchant was gripped by the fever of gold. But Khlit kept his presence of mind, and watched carefully where they went. The Cossack was not superstitious; still, what he saw gave him misgivings. The ground they passed over was a dull gray in color, and the trees seemed withered as if by flames. The camels went ahead unwillingly. If he had been alone, Khlit might have gone no further. It was not fear of the mythical Onon Muren that oppressed him, or the fate of the others who had preceded them. A warning instinct, bred of the dead forests, held him back.


  At the edge of the River Kukulon they dismounted from the camels, fastening the beasts to a blasted tree trunk, and went forward on foot, Mir Turek keeping to the bank of the stream which now descended from the gorge in the valley. Mir Turek went more slowly, scanning his surroundings, especially the river. The din of the waters drowned conversation, but the merchant signified by a gesture that he was sure of the way. Above them the gorge changed to a rocky ravine, down which the Kukulon boiled, a succession of waterfalls and pools.


  The sun was at its highest point when Khlit saw the first sign of what had struck the attention of their predecessors. He halted above a large pool and caught Mir Turek's shoulder, pointing down into the blue water. The sun struck through to the bottom of the pool.


  Among the rocks which formed the bottom Khlit had made out a series of white objects. Round, and white, polished by the water and gravel, he saw dozens of human skulls, and the tracework of skeletons.


  “Hey, Mir Turek,” he shouted grimly, “here are the Onon Muren come to greet us. Did your ancestor say we would see them?”


  The merchant gazed down into the pool, and stared at the skulls with watery eyes.


  “Aye, Khlit,” he cried, “these are the Onon Muren. Did not the books say that twenty thousand had been slain at the tomb? It is proof we are on the right path.”


  “That may be, Mir Turek,” replied Khlit without stirring, “yet the books said the Onon Muren guarded the tomb. Are they not a warning to go back?”


  Mir Turek laughed eagerly, but his hand was shaking as he pointed up the gorge.


  “There is the Kukulon gate,” he cried. “You and I are wise, Khlit. We do not fear the bones of dead men. The star Ortu is again high in its orbit, and you, Cossack, have the curved sword of—”


  He broke off, and stumbled forward, raising a gray cloud of dust that choked Khlit. The latter followed, muttering. The curved sword, he grumbled, would not cut the throats of spirits. Why did Mir Turek remind him so often of his sword? Khlit wondered why there were no bones visible on the ground. He thought that they had been covered by the gray dust. In that, Khlit was right. Yet with all his wise knowledge, he did not guess the name of the gray dust. If he had done so, he would not have followed Mir Turek further.


  Khlit saw no gate, yet when they reached a pool larger than the others, at the bottom of a waterfall that fell between two pinnacles of rock, Mir Turek declared that they had come to the Kukulon gate.


  Here Khlit made his last protest, as Mir Turek informed him that the gate was not to be seen. It lay, the merchant said, behind the waterfall, under the column of water. Khlit pointed to the skulls which gleamed at them again from the pool.


  “In Samarkand,” he said, “I swore that I would go with you, Mir Turek, to the tomb of Genghis Khan. If you go, I will go also. Yet I heard strange things in the desert of Gobi. The forest of Khantai Khan is not to my liking. I have a foreboding, Mir Turek. Men call me Wolf not because I have the courage of a fool. It would be well to turn back here.”


  Mir Turek thrust his lined face close to Khlit, and his smooth lips curled in a snarl, as of an animal that finds itself at bay.


  “Do men truly call you Wolf, Khlit, or are you a jackal that whimpers at danger?”


  “Nay, Mir Turek,” said Khlit angrily, “you are a fool not to know fear from wisdom. Come!”


  With this the Cossack jumped waist-deep into the pool. His heavy boots slipping and sliding over the skulls on the rocks, he crouched low and made his way along the rock at the rear of the waterfall. The force of the current carried the stream a yard out from the rock and Khlit was able to advance under the fall. Keeping his footing, with difficulty he pressed forward in the semidarkness of the place.


  He was wet through with the spray which rose from the rocks. Feeling the rock's surface carefully, he found that at a point it gave way. He could see a dark fissure where the rocks divided to the height of a man. Planting his feet cautiously he turned into the opening. For several yards he made his way forward until free of the spray from the waterfall.


  “We are in the caverns now,” the voice of Mir Turek echoed in his ear excitedly. “The books said that those who built the tomb changed the course of the Kukulon to cover the gate.”


  The gate of Kukulon! Beyond it lay the treasure of Genghis Khan. Mir Turek had spoken truly, Khlit thought as he sniffed the damp air of the cavern. And as he did so Khlit smelled danger as a hound smells a fox. A thin, strong odor came to him, not from the river but from the cavern. Was it dust from the gray earth?


  “See,” repeated Mir Turek, “there is the place where the sun comes in. The cavern leads to there. Come.”


  As Mir Turek ran stumbling ahead Khlit saw for the first time a circle of gray light, at some distance. Toward this the other headed, as fast as his weakened legs could carry him. The footing seemed smooth, as though prepared by men. As the gray light grew stronger Khlit saw that the cavern was littered with rusted arms and Tatar helmets. Here and there the skulls of the Onon Muren lay. Strange, thought Khlit, that the Tatars had been slain at the threshold of the tomb of Genghis Khan.


  When he caught up with Mir Turek the other was standing at the end of the cavern, looking down into a chasm. Khlit glanced up and saw that the illumination was daylight, coming from an opening in the roof of the chasm. The opening was round, and as far as he could see, the chasm was round, descending straight into the heart of the mountain.


  They stood at the entrance of the tunnel. The path, however, did not end here. A bridge of rock stretched across to the further side of the chasm. It was narrow and rose slightly, like a bent bow. Surely, thought Khlit, the hands of men had made this. He smelled the strange odor more strongly.


  He saw also why the light was dimmed. Up from the chasm thin streams of vapor rose, twining around the rock bridge. These streams of vapor did not eddy, as there was no wind. They wound upward in dense columns through which the further side of the gorge could be seen.


  Mir Turek caught his arm and pointed to the further side.


  “The Bearers of Wealth!” he screamed. “See, the Bearers of Wealth, and their burden. The tomb of Genghis Khan. We have found the tomb of Genghis Khan!”


  The shout echoed wildly up the cavern, and Khlit thought that he heard a rumbling in the depths of the cavern in answer. He looked where Mir Turek pointed. At first he saw only the veil of smoke. Then he made out a plateau of rock jutting out from the further side. On this plateau, abreast of them, and at the other end of the rock bridge gigantic shapes loomed through the vapor. Twin forms of mammoth size reared themselves, and Khlit thought that they moved, with the movement of the vapor. These forms were not men but beasts that stood side by side. Between them they supported a square object which hung as if suspended in the air.


  As he looked he saw that the twin shapes did not move—that it was the smoke which had deceived him. They faced him, tranquil and monstrous, and Khlit's heart quivered at the sight. He had seen similar beasts once before. His mind leaped back to the bazaars of Samarkand. Of giant size, the twin forms across the chasm were like the two elephants he had sought to buy from Mir Turek.


  “The Bearers of Wealth!” chanted the merchant, stretching out both hands. “The golden elephants. All the treasure of Genghis Khan is melted into the Bearers of Wealth. So the books said and they did not lie. Akh, the star Ortu is truly a blessed omen. The followers of the dead Genghis Khan brought the treasure into the caverns of Khantai Khan. There they molded it into the elephant-forms and hung the casket of Genghis Khan between them. Yet none left the mountain alive.”


  Khlit stared across the chasm in wonder. If the forms of the Bearers of Wealth were gold, there must be tons of it. Even if jewels were not melted in the gold, the wealth was beyond measure. Lust of the gold surged over him, and at the same time another feeling.


  Far below him the rumbling sounded in the mountain, and brought a fleeting thought of the rumbling he had heard on the desert of Gobi—the tread of the Bearers of Wealth. For the second time a sense of coming danger gripped him. Nothing moved in the chasm, and the rumbling might well be stones dropping in the depths. Khlit peered down and could not see the bottom. “Aye,” he said grimly, “it is the tomb of a hero.”


  As he spoke he caught the scent of the vapors and staggered back. “The wealth of Genghis Khan,” screamed Mir Turek, trembling. “I have found it and it is mine. Blessings to the Teneri and the great Buddha!”


  With that he started across the rock bridge. Khlit ran after him. The rumblings echoed in the depths below them, and the vapors twined around the form of Mir Turek. Khlit felt them close around him, with a warm touch. Mir Turek stumbled and threw up his arms with a choking cry.


  “Akh! Akh! The Onon Muren—at my throat—”


  Khlit leaped forward, dizzy with the stifling vapors. He caught Mir Turek as the merchant was falling to the rock bridge. For an instant both were poised over the side of the bridge, halfway across to the tomb of Genghis Khan.


  With all the force of his powerful muscles, Khlit dragged Mir Turek back, and hauled the senseless form of the other to safety in the cavern where they had stood a moment before. His head was swimming and his throat burned with the touch of the vapors. He sat down on a rock near the suffering Mir Turek and tore open the fastenings of his coat, at the throat. It was many moments before his head cleared and he was able to see the gray forms of the Wealth Bearers across the chasm.


  Truly, thought Khlit, the Onon Muren watched over the tomb of Genghis Khan. And those who invaded the tomb must have earned the wrath of the Onon Muren.


  As soon as his strength had returned, Khlit lifted the form of the merchant to his shoulder and made his way back to the Kukulon gate, under the waterfall, to the hills of Khantai Khan.


  



  VIII


  Mir Turek had partly recovered when the two reached the village that night, but he was weak, and badly shaken by the experience in the chasm of the Wealth-Bearers. They found however, that food was running low, and Khlit was anxious that Kerula should have medicines, for the girl was still suffering from her trip across the desert. She greeted Khlit joyfully, however, as he descended stiffly from his camel.


  “Fogan Ultai has returned, Khlit, lord,” she said, “and he has a plan. He has been to the edge of the Chinese camp around Altur Haiten, and he says that we can get to the city at night. The Tatars come through the Chinese lines. Then we can see the great Tatar warriors who are fighting there, and we can get plenty of food in the city.”


  Khlit considered this.


  “Aye,” he said, “it might be done. Yet you had better stay here with Mir Turek, Kerula.”


  “Nay, I would be frightened!” she exclaimed quickly. “Fogan Ultai says we can all go. And I do not want to be away from you, my lord, with the curved sword that every one fears. I dreamed last night that the two-headed snake you met and buried was not really buried, but it pursued me.”


  So it happened that when Mir Turek had recovered strength sufficiently, the four went with the camels to the outskirts of the Chinese camp, waiting there until darkness permitted a passage to the city. Khlit had agreed to this, after talking with Fogan Ultai. He did not trust the master of the slaves, who was sullen because Khlit and Mir Turek had gone to the mountains of Khantai Khan without him, yet he calculated that where his own safety was at stake, Fogan Ultai would act with them. The country around was stripped of provisions by the cavalry of the Chinese, and Fogan Ultai had promised that he knew a way to the city.


  Mir Turek was eager to gain Altur Haiten, being shaken by his trip to the tomb of Genghis Khan. The merchant remained feverish, talking to himself often and startled by the slightest sound. While the party were waiting for darkness at the edge of a wood within sight of the tents and pavilions of the Chinese camp and the brown walls of the besieged city, Mir Turek laid a cloth on the ground and prayed earnestly. Kerula was in high spirits.


  “Now we shall see the men of Genghis Khan,” she sang, “the men of the Golden Horde. They will welcome us because Mir Turek is a man of wisdom and Khlit, lord, is a chieftain.”


  So Khlit went to the Chinese camp, not suspecting. With Kerula's hand in his he followed Fogan Ultai. In the darkness they followed ravines, keeping clear of the campfires. Seldom had Khlit, the Wolf, been trapped. Yet how should he suspect?


  He heard Mir Turek murmuring prayers behind him, and turned to curse the merchant, with Kerula's hand still in his. For an instant the strange words of the other caused him suspicion. What language was the merchant speaking? Why had Mir Turek been so curious about his sword? And why had he given up thought of the treasure of Genghis Khan? The suspicion came too late.


  They were threading a ravine within bowshot of the Chinese sentinels. Suddenly Khlit heard a quick cry from Kerula. His hand went to his sword. But the same instant a heavy blow fell across the back of his neck.


  Khlit sank to his knees. Before he could rise, hands closed on him. The darkness seemed to give birth to forms that sprang at him. His arms were pinned, and bound to his sides. A cloth was thrown over his head, and he was picked up bodily by many men and borne off.


  



  IX


  One evening, early in the Winter which marked the first year of the siege of Altur Haiten, as related by Yen Kui Kiang, chronicler of Hang-Hi, the general of the imperial forces sat in the Hall of Judgment in his pavilion. The pavilion was distant from the walls of Altur Haiten, but the sound of the cannon and the roar of flame could be heard distinctly.


  Hang-Hi, mandarin of a high order, master of literature and favorite general of Wan Li, Son of Heaven, had been listening to Yen Kui Kiang, in company with his councilors and mandarins of the tribunal of ceremonies, as the chronicler read from the books of Confucius. Always, said Yen Kui Kiang, in his chronicles, Hang-Hi listened to words of the great Confucius before undertaking to judge cases that came to him for trial, in order that his mind might be open and just.


  The man who commanded a Chinese army to the number of two hundred thousand was tall, with a portly figure, imposing in his robe of blue and gold silk embroidered with a miniature dragon and the likeness of Kwan-Ti, god of war. His eyes were dark and brilliant, and his arms crossed on his breast were the arms of a wrestler.


  The ebony and lacquer Hall of Judgment was occupied only by Hang-Hi's advisors and lieutenants, seated in order of rank on each side of the carpet that ran up the center of the hall to the dais on which the viceroy of the Son of Heaven sat.


  At Hang-Hi's side sat Chan Kieh Shi, old and wizened, a veteran of a hundred battles, who had no equal at chess play. It was Chan Kieh Shi who had brought the heavy cannon from Persia that were battering down the walls of Altur Haiten, and who had sworn an oath on his ancestral tablets to bury the last of the Khans of Tatary, the hereditary enemies of the Son of Heaven, before he died.


  This evening, Yen Kui Kiang relates, only one case was brought to judgment. That was the case of a stranger, Khlit, called the Wolf, and Mir Turek, a resident of Samarkand whose greatgrandfather had been a mandarin.


  When the attendant of the Hall of Judgment brought in the two prisoners, the eyes of the Chinese council surveyed them impassively. Behind the slant eyes lurked the cruelty of a conquering race and the craft of the wisest men in Asia. Not once during the startling events of the evening did the slant eyes open wide or the breath come faster in the thin lips.


  They noted silently that while one prisoner, the man called Mir Turek, prostrated himself before the dais, the other, called Khlit, stood erect with folded arms, although heavily chained. Especially did Chan Kieh Shi watch Khlit, while the Chinaman's fan moved slowly before his face. The fan was inscribed with the battles he had won.


  When the attendant had brought a curved sword to the dais and laid it at Hang-Hi's feet, Yen Kui Kiang bowed before Hang-Hi.


  “Gracious Excellency,” the secretary said softly, “the man at your feet is one called Mir Turek, although he has a Chinese name. He was found in Samarkand by one of our agents. Many times he has sworn that he would aid the cause of the Son of Heaven and remain true to the faith of his ancestors. The man called Mir Turek says that he has news for you, such news as will earn him absolution from his neglect. He swears that he has been working for Wan Li, and that he is ready to show the fruits of his work.”


  “And the other, Yen Kui Kiang,” put in Chan Kieh Shi abruptly, “who is he?”


  “I do not know, Excellency,” the secretary said, “he was taken a few nights ago with Mir Turek, and he has twice tried to break free.”


  “Oh, gracious Excellency,” said Mir Turek, eagerly, “give your servant leave to speak his news, and you shall know of this man.” Receiving a nod of assent from the general, the merchant hurried on, his voice trembling.


  “This man, called Khlit, the Wolf, a Russian Cossack, came to my house in Samarkand. I was curious, for he speaks as one having high authority, yet he had no rank or wealth. When he showed me his sword I saw the answer. Knowing how valuable the man's secret would be to your Excellency, I hastened to bring him, unknowing, to the army before Altur Haiten. Truly, Khlit's secret is written on his sword. He cannot read. And he cannot understand what we are saying.”


  As one, the eyes of the council turned to Khlit. The Cossack stood erect without noticing them, gazing moodily at his curved sword which lay at the feet of Hang-Hi. It had been taken from him the night of his capture, and for the first time since he had received it from his father other hands had held the blade. And, Kerula, in spite of her prayers to be allowed to share his prison tent had been taken away, he knew not where.


  Khlit had made two efforts to escape, without result other than the heavy chains he wore on wrists and ankles. He had shared his tent with Mir Turek. Fogan Ultai had disappeared. Khlit had not been slow to lay his seizure on Fogan Ultai and he had sworn an oath that the other should repent it. Now he waited proudly for what was to come.


  “Gracious Excellency,” Mir Turek went on, bowing, “I saw that the man's face resembled a Russian Tatar, and the message of the sword showed that I was right. Lo, I am a student of learned books, a humble follower in the path of Hang-Hi and his men of wisdom. The sword, Khlit said, had been handed down from father to son for many generations, and in truth the inscription is ancient.


  “It says on the sword,” Mir Turek pointed to the blade, “that it was the sword of Kaidu, great khan of the Kallmark Tatars and descendant of Genghis Khan. Khlit, although he does not know it, is one of the few who are of the royal blood of the grand khans of Tatary.”


  The fan of Chan Kieh Shi paused for a second and resumed its sweep. Hang-Hi glanced impassively from Khlit to Mir Turek and bent over the sword, studying the inscription. It was the first time he had had a sword of the grand khans at his feet.


  “Wherefore, Excellency,” hastened Mir Turek, “I brought Khlit, called the Wolf, to the mountains of Khantai Khan on a pretense of finding treasure, hoping to yield him prisoner to your Graciousness, and atone for my absence from the empire, and perhaps earn a place among your men of wisdom.”


  Mir Turek bowed anxiously and stepped back at a sign from the attendant His face was bathed in sweat but his eyes were gleaming with a feverish hope.


  “Is this all you have to tell?” asked Hang-Hi.


  “That is all, Excellency,” responded Mir Turek.


  But his eyes fell. For he thought of the mountains of Khantai Khan and the tomb of untold riches.


  “Call the agent from Samarkand, who has taken the name of Fogan Ultai,” said Hang-Hi.


  Mir Turek's eyes swept the assembly, in sudden fear. He had known of the mission of Fogan Ultai, but he had hoped he would not be confronted with the secret agent of all-powerful Wan Li. Fogan Ultai was very crafty.


  Khlit stirred for the first time when he saw Fogan Ultai enter the tribunal. The erstwhile master of the slaves was dressed in the silken robe of a mandarin of caste. Around his neck was suspended a gold disk wrought in the likeness of a sun. The councilors who were of lesser rank than Fogan Ultai rose and bowed. The agent advanced to the dais, bowing low three times, and touched his forehead. Khlit's arms strained at the chains, then dropped to his side. The attendant was beside him with drawn sword, and he waited.


  “Tell the one called Khlit,” suggested Chan Kieh Shi softly, “the truth of his descent. Then he will suffer more greatly under our punishment.”


  Thus it was that Khlit, the Cossack named the Wolf, came to know in the tribunal of Hang-Hi that he was descended from the grand khans, hereditary rulers of Tatary and enemies of China. No name was hated by the Chinese like the name of Tatar.


  He listened to Fogan Ultai's words without change of countenance. His people had been of the same race as the Tatars. And he had won the respect of Tal Taulai Khan, his brother in blood, and of the Kallmarks. Khlit's only allegiance in life had been to his sword. He exulted in the knowledge that he had come of a royal line. It did not surprise him that the fact had not been known before. In the bloody warfare of Cossack and Tatar the man was lucky who could name his race beyond his grandfather. At the same time he was aware of the danger he stood from the Chinese.


  “Ask him,” said Hang-Hi curiously, “what he would say to us, now that he is our prisoner?”


  Fogan Ultai spoke with Khlit and turned to the general thoughtfully.


  “Excellency,” he said slowly, “this man is no common man. He has the wisdom of a fox and the courage of a wounded wolf. He asks which should be honored, a royal prisoner or the man who betrayed him?”


  



  X


  Khlit's next act was to ask for Kerula. He had sought for information of the girl, but no one had told him where she was. Fogan Ultai bared his teeth as he answered, for he remembered how Khlit had made him, a mandarin of high caste, bring food to the girl.


  Kerula, he told Khlit, had been offered the choice of two things, when she had come before him. She had been taken to the Chinese camp with the two others. And Fogan Ultai had given her the choice of becoming a slave with the captives who labored at the siege work, or of joining the household of Hang-Hi. The child, he said, was fair of face and body. She had chosen to become one of the women of the household when she was told that Khlit was a captive and his sword taken from him.


  Khlit became silent at this, and moody. He could not blame the girl for her choice. She had chosen life instead of hardships and death. And she was young. Fogan Ultai turned to Hang-Hi with a low bow.


  “Excellency, Almighty Commander of the Ming host, the man, Mir Turek, lied when he said he had told you all he knew. He knows a secret of great importance. This secret is what first took me to Samarkand, for I had heard that a scholar of that city had said that he knew the hiding place of the treasure of Genghis Khan.”


  Mir Turek started and would have thrown himself prostrate before Hang-Hi, but the attendant restrained him.


  “In Samarkand,” went on Fogan Ultai, “I joined the household of Mir Turek, showing him, in order to avoid menial service, the gold-rayed sun which he recognized. I was not able to learn his secret, for Mir Turek was crafty and he suspected me. When he joined company with the Tatar, Khlit, descendant of Kaidu, I came with them across the desert to the mountains of Khantai Khan. From what I overheard and the words of the girl of Mir Turek, Kerula, I knew that they had come to find the tomb of Genghis Khan.


  “One day Mir Turek and his companion visited the mountains in my absence, and it is certain they went to the place of the treasure. Knowing that Mir Turek planned to deliver Khlit a prisoner to you, I waited until they had come within our lines, when I took them with some men I had posted for that purpose. Thus Mir Turek lied, for he kept from you the secret of the treasure which is very great.”


  Fogan Ultai folded his arms into his silken sleeves and waited with bent head. Mir Turek's agonized gaze went from face to face that was turned to him and he tried to speak but could not.


  “Your plan was excellent, Fogan Ultai,” said Hang-Hi at length. Turning to his favorite general the commander asked: “What is your word concerning Mir Turek, Chan Kieh Shi?” Chan Kieh Shi shrugged his bent shoulders slightly. He was the advisor of Hang-Hi. Sometimes he thought that the latter asked too often for his advice. He wondered what the famous commander would do without him.


  “Pour molten silver into the ears of Mir Turek until he tells us the place of the treasure. Then we shall have the Tatar hoard of wealth at the same time that we slay the Jun-gar khans in Altur Haiten, and your Excellency's wars will be over.”


  Mir Turek stretched out his arm imploringly.


  “Oh, Gracious One—Viceroy of the Son of Heaven, harken. Truly I planned to take you to the place of the treasure of Genghis Khan. Yet is the place perilous. The Onon Muren watch over it— the gods allow no one to come there—”


  “Even the gods,” said Hang-Hi ominously, “pay homage to the victor in the conflict. So it says in the sacred book.”


  He lifted his hand to the attendant who stood beside the merchant with bared sword.


  “Strike once,” he said, “and sever the sinews of the traitor behind the knees. Thus will he learn to kneel to me. Strike again and slit his mouth wide into both cheeks. Thus he may learn to speak the truth.”


  A shriek from the unhappy Mir Turek was silenced as the attendant swung his short sword, without hesitation, against the back of the man's legs. Mir Turek fell to his knees. Khlit, looking around in surprise, saw the man in armor take the face of Mir Turek in the hollow of his arm. In spite of the merchant's struggles, the other twice drew the sharp edge of his weapon against Mir Turek's mouth. A choking form, prostate on the floor, hands pressed against his bleeding mouth, was all that remained of Mir Turek,


  Khlit took a deep breath and his eyes sought Hang-Hi's. The commander bent over Mir Turek.


  “You will not die until you have shown us the way to the tomb of Genghis Khan, Mir Turek,” he said softly. “How am I to trust a man without honor?”


  At a sign from him Khlit and the moaning Mir Turek were conducted to their tent. By signs the guard indicated that the crippled man was to remain in the tent, while Khlit must take his turn at labor with the other captives.


  For several days while the merchant lay tossing on the floor of the tent, Khlit went out at night under guard to the siege works of the Chinese engineers. With other Tatar captives he hauled heavy stones for the Persian cannon and dug earthworks opposite the walls of Altur Haiten under the arrows of the Tatar defenders.


  Never had Khlit seen a battle like this, and his interest grew each night that he worked. The Chinese had pushed a network of earthen mounds, backed by leather and timbers to within a few feet of the crumbling walls where they planned to deliver their final assault. Beyond bowshot of the walls the giant Persian cannon were ranged which steadily enlarged the breaches in the brick ramparts to the east.


  The Chinese were not content to demolish the walls which were breached at several points. A fire from a few muskets was kept up at the Tatars who sought to man the ramparts. Mangonels, formed of giant beams, cast buckets of unquenchable fire, prepared by the special fire-makers of Hang-Hi, over the walls. Into the city beyond, iron chests were dropped by the mangonels. These chests held powder, lighted by a fuse which exploded after they had fallen in the houses.


  Against the Chinese the Tatars made only feeble efforts. Being naturally mounted fighters, accustomed to warfare on the plains, the defenders were at a disadvantage which was heightened by their lack of firearms. Arrows did little damage against the earthworks of the besiegers which lined the eastern side.


  The Tatars, numbering about seventy thousand fighting men, Khlit discovered from the captives, had given up assaults against the Chinese. They still had their horses which subsisted on the fields between the walls and the city proper, but each sortie from the gates had been greeted by heavy musketry fire, and the terrible flames of the fire-makers.


  Khlit saw that the plight of the defenders was near desperate. They awaited the day, with the fortitude of their race, when Hang-Hi should storm the walls. The Jun-gar khans, he heard, quarreled and drank their time away.


  Khlit helped feed the cannon, toiling half-naked at the giant stones. He became silent and made no effort to resent the whips of the Chinese overseers that scorched his back when he rested. Much he thought over the words of Fogan Ultai. His identity as a descendant of the grand khans, he knew, would earn him death with the fall of the city, or later at the court of Wan Li. The thought of dying a captive was bitter.


  Kerula had gone from his existence. Khlit had not had many companions, but the girl had touched his heart—perhaps with her tales of the Tatar warriors. He took a grim satisfaction in the sufferings of Mir Turek. He had no hope of escape, chained and under guard. Yet Khlit counted the blows of the Chinese overseers and remembered them.


  



  XI


  It was one night when he was stumbling with fatigue and had lost thought of everything except the stones he was hauling and the count of the blows he received that Khlit heard from Kerula. That night hope came to him again, and all his old craft.


  One of his guards halted him abruptly by the cannon, and urged him back toward the tent. The guards habitually vented their fear of the followers of Genghis Khan on the prisoners.


  “Come, Tatar,” he said in broken Usbek, “there is a woman of the royal household that asks for you among the prisoners. Why does she want to see a dog? We must do her bidding, for she wears the clothes of a favorite.”


  The tent of the two prisoners was lighted by the glow from the fire cauldrons near by. Khlit's heart leaped as he saw a cloaked, slender form standing beside the couch of Mir Turek. He had guessed who it was, before the girl had pushed the guards from the tent and closed the flap.


  The cloak fell back from her face and Khlit stared. It was Kerula, but her cheeks were red with henna, and her eyebrows blackened and arched. Her long hair was tied in a close knot, and its scent came to his nostrils.


  She gave a low cry as she saw the half-naked figure of Khlit, his body blackened with powder and dirt. She pointed inquiringly to where Mir Turek gazed at them helplessly from his couch.


  “Tell me, Khlit, lord,” Kerula whispered, her face close to his, tinged with the red of the flames outside, “will Mir Turek live? He told me how grievously he suffered. What have they done to you? I searched for two days and nights before I found you. Did you think I would forget you, Khlit, lord?”


  Khlit crossed his powerful arms on his chest.


  “The thought was mine, Kerula,” he said quietly. “Yet I believed that you were the one to feel pain, not I. As for Mir Turek, he is dying of his hurts.”


  The girl raised her head proudly, although her cheeks flamed. “Aye,” she said, “I have suffered. I am your slave. It was my will to serve you. So I chose to go to the pavilion of Hang-Hi instead of the siege works.”


  “I do not understand,” Khlit shook his head. “The household of the Chinese general will give you comforts and you will have honor—of a kind.”


  “Nay, Khlit, lord, it was for you.”


  The girl smiled at him eagerly. With a glance at Mir Turek she stepped closer.


  “I saw them take your sword from you. Your curved sword. And my heart was heavy. Tell me, will not the noble Tatar khans come from Altur Haiten and break the power of Hang-Hi? I told them so at the pavilion, but they laughed, saying that Genghis Khan was dead.”


  “The noble khans,” said Khlit bitterly, “will not attack.”


  “They will, they must. And you must join them, Khlit, lord, when they do so. See, this is why I went to the household of Hang-Hi. They watched it carefully, but I was too clever for them. I took it from them to give to you. See—”


  The girl felt under her silk cloak and drew out a weapon which she pressed into Khlit's hand. He stared at it dumbly.


  “It is your curved sword, Khlit, the sword that makes men afraid of you. As soon as I had taken it I came to find you.”


  Khlit took his sword in his hand and touched it lovingly. He eyed the inscription curiously. Surely, Kerula had been faithful to him.


  “If no one suspects you, Kerula,” he said gruffly, for he was moved, “go whence you have come. The tent is dangerous, for Fogan Ultai is coming at dawn and he must not find you.”


  “I have made you glad,” said the girl softly, “and my heart is light. I do not want to leave you, but if they found me they would suspect. Now that you have your curved sword, they will not keep you prisoner, will they? Harken, Khlit, lord.” She drew off a slender silken girdle that confined her cloak. “When one Tatar and another are true friends they become andas. Each helps and protects the other. Give me your girdle.”


  Puzzled, Khlit lifted his sash from the pile of his discarded clothing. At a sign from the girl he bound it around her slim waist under the cloak. She touched his hand shyly as he did so. Then she tied her own girdle around him.


  “Now we are comrades, Khlit, lord, although I am still a slave. Truly the honor is great and I am happy. When two persons become andas both have one life; neither abandons the other, and each guards the life of his anda. Thus we strengthen our anda anew and refresh it.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit gruffly, “I will protect you, little sparrow.”


  At a warning sound from the guards outside the tent Kerula slipped away, with a glance at Mir Turek, who turned his mutilated face away. No one else entered and Khlit seated himself in a corner of the tent. He took his sheepskin coat and tied the sword deftly in the lining. The coat he placed over his shoulders. Until the gray light of dawn lightened the tent he remained motionless. He did not sleep, nor did Mir Turek who lay moaning and gasping for breath. The fire that stood in a cauldron by Mir Turek's bed was smoldering to embers when Khlit arose, casting aside his coat and came to the bed of the other.


  “Mir Turek,” he said softly, “Hang-Hi has made you a cripple. Fogan Ultai is coming to get you to show the way to the tomb of Genghis Khan. Yet you will not do it. Do you fear greatly? I have no fear.”


  The merchant raised himself on his elbow and his ghastly face peered at Khlit.


  “Mir Turek, Fogan Ultai would throw you down the chasm to the Muren, when you have shown him the path. You have bled much, and your heart is weakening until death stands near tonight. We two, Mir Turek, know of the tomb of Genghis Khan. You will not live to take him there at dawn.”


  A hoarse sound came from the throat of Mir Turek and his eyes sought Khlit's feverishly.


  “Man born to life is deathless, Mir Turek,” resumed Khlit slowly. “He must go hence without home, without resting place. So said the great Genghis Khan. A few days ago I saved your life. But now you are dying and I can not save you.”


  Mir Turek sank back upon his couch, shuddering. Khlit looked at him not angrily, but sadly, as at one who was no longer a man. Death, he thought, would be a good friend to Mir Turek. And he would watch until it had come, freeing him from his pain.


  



  


  XII


  The sentries were dozing on their spears outside the door of the tent in the early dawn when they were awakened by the crackle of flames. There was a crash as of the lacquer sides of the tent falling in and a burst of flames swirled up behind their backs.


  The door of the tent was thrust open and Khlit staggered out, his garments smoking. Inside the door they could see a wall of flame that caught at the woodwork and hangings of the structure. The sentry who spoke Usbek shook Khlit by the shoulder.


  “Where is the other?” he shouted, stepping back from the heat of the fire.


  Khlit drew his long coat closer about him, so that the hidden sword could not be seen. “Go and bring him forth, dog!” he snarled. “How can a man in chains carry another?”


  But he knew that no man could go into the flames. He had waited until the last moment before coming out, so that the flames might get to the remains of Mir Turek. Thus he had seen to it that the body was not dishonored. And now no one but Khlit knew the way to the tomb of Genghis Khan.


  An angry shout caused them to turn. Several men had ridden up on camels, and Fogan Ultai dismounted. The agent of Wan Li caught the chief sentry by the throat furiously.


  The unhappy man pointed to the burning tent and Fogan Ultai released him with a curse. He scanned the flames for a moment. Then he faced Khlit and the Cossack saw that his slant eyes were cold and hard as those of a snake.


  “This is your doing, Khlit,” he snarled. “Once before, in the desert, you slew a man of mine. You have taken the life of Mir Turek. Your turn will not wait. The torture will be finer, and longer, for this.”


  “Aye, Khlit,” said the voice of Chan Kieh Shi behind him, “you will see if the blood of Kaidu is truly in you. We will take your life slowly, so you will not die for three days.”


  Khlit threw back his head and laughed, and the sentries wondered.


  “When you are dead,” resumed Fogan Ultai with relish, “your head will be cast over the ramparts of Altur Haiten, and the Tatar dogs will know we have slain one of their breed.”


  “Nay,” said Khlit grimly, “it is not I that am a dog! Was it I that made Mir Turek a beast that crawled to death? Did I send the gylong to murder a child in the desert? Men have not named me Dog but Wolf. And the wolf knows well the ways of the dog.”


  “When Hang-Hi rides into the city of Altur Haiten,” growled Chan Kieh Shi, pointing a withered finger at Khlit, “you shall bear him company, tied to his horse's tail. Thus will the Tatars know their kind.”


  “Truly, Fogan Ultai,” said Khlit, “a man who is feared is greatly honored. You do me honor in spite of yourselves.”


  “Is this honor?” The agent struck him viciously across the face with his whip. “Or this?”


  “Aye,” laughed Khlit, “for the overseer has done me greater homage. He had struck me twenty-eight times.”


  Fogan Ultai fingered his sword longingly, but Chan Kieh Shi made a warning gesture.


  “Then you can count the days until your death, which will be when Altur Haiten is sacked.”


  “Nay,” replied Khlit, “I shall not die.”


  “Dog!” Fogan Ultai spat in his direction. “Hang-Hi has promised it me.”


  Khlit stepped to the camel's side.


  “Fool!” he snarled, “blind jackal! If you kill me there will be no one to show you the way to the tomb of Genghis Khan. Mir Turek knew the secret, but he is dead.”


  Fogan Ultai's expression did not change but his eyes consulted Chan Kieh Shi. The old general stared long at Khlit. He spoke quickly to Fogan Ultai, and then turned to Khlit.


  “We shall find the way to the tomb,” he said. “The torture will make you take us there.”


  Khlit appeared to consider this.


  “Will Hang-Hi give me my freedom if I take you to the tomb?”


  “If you show us the treasure of Genghis Khan—” Fogan Ultai's slant eyes closed cunningly—“Hang-Hi may give you freedom.”


  “Aye,” added Chan Kieh Shi, “he may do so.”


  Again, Khlit seemed to ponder their words. He raised several objections which Fogan Ultai met shortly. Finally he raised his manacled hands.


  “How can I climb the mountains of Khantai Khan in chains?” he asked.


  At a sign from Chan Kieh Shi the sentries unlocked Khlit's chains around his arms, and at his request from his feet. He was led to a camel and mounted, thrusting his arms into the sleeves of his coat and wrapping it about him. He hugged his sword fastened to the inside of his coat, over his chest, close to him as they started. Khlit rode in the center, with Fogan Ultai and Chan Kieh Shi one on either side and two spearmen to the rear. Khlit smiled grimly as he noted that they had given him the clumsiest camel.


  He did not put trust in the promise of Fogan Ultai. More than once he caught the agent looking at him contemptuously, sidelong. But he said nothing.


  They passed out of the Chinese encampment and gained the plain. Khlit headed toward the Kukulon Lake. The group rode without speaking, Khlit busied with his thoughts. There was no hope of breaking free from his guards, he saw, and he did not intend to try.


  Khlit had been playmate with death for many years. He had never, however, planned to come so close to death as at the cavern of Khantai Khan, by the Onon Muren. He circled the lake in the path Mir Turek had taken. He thought of the dead merchant, and it occurred to him that he was the only survivor of the four who had ventured into the tomb of Genghis Khan. Verily, he marveled, the Onon Muren watched over the treasure well.


  He noted grimly how his companions stared at the skeletons in the lake. But he did not pause when they dismounted from the camels, pressing onward over the gray soil, among the blasted trees. Fogan Ultai had fallen silent, and more than once the agent stopped and stared about him curiously, as Khlit had done. Chan Kieh Shi, however, pushed ahead as fast as his bent legs could carry him.


  At the Kukulon gate Khlit paused to explain to his companions how they must go under the waterfall. They followed him without hesitation, first the mandarins, then the guards. Khlit stood again in the cavern under the falls and smelled the strange odor that came from the chasm. Here he noted that Fogan Ultai spoke with Chan Kieh Shi but the old man replied impatiently and pushed on.


  Still Khlit had not spoken. They felt their way to the light that came down the corridor, Chan Kieh Shi turning over with his foot the Tatar forms that lined the way. They came out into the light and stood on the ledge by the rock bridge.


  Khlit pointed silently to the giant forms outlined in the vapor on the other side of the bridge. The Chinese stared curiously about them, at the gray vault overhead and the chasm.


  For the second time Khlit stood before the tomb of his ancestor. He raised his hand as if in greeting to the casket that hung between the golden elephants. Then he drew his belt closer about him, and spoke for the first time.


  “There is the tomb,” he said, “come!”


  Fogan Ultai stepped back cautiously, motioning for him to go ahead. As he advanced the Chinese followed closely, their eyes straining on the dim forms across the chasm through the mist.


  Khlit bent his head low on his chest and raised the sleeve of his coat against his mouth and nose. He broke into a run as he stepped on the rock bridge. He felt the vapors warm his face and heard the rumbling below. On he ran, without looking back. He heard a sound that was not the rumbling of the mountain.


  His brain was dizzy as the stifling fumes gripped him. Staggering forward he fell to his knees and crawled onward. Biting his lips to keep from breathing the poison he gained the further end of the bridge and the clearer air of the plateau. A cold breeze from some cavern drove the vapors back. Khlit had crossed the rock bridge in safety.


  He climbed to his feet, supporting himself by one of the legs of the elephants. His hand touched a long pole, and he glanced at it. The pole supported a crest of horns hung with a hundred yaks' tails. Khlit knew that he held the standard of Genghis Khan.


  Leaning on the standard for support he looked back the way he had come. On the rock bridge one man was crawling, choking and gasping. Khlit saw that it was one of the guards, the last to venture on the bridge. He watched the man draw himself forward. The Chinese, blinded and strangling, slipped to the side of the rock bridge. Vainly he tried to gain his balance, clutching at the smooth rock. His hold slipped. Khlit heard a hoarse cry, and a white figure dropped into the depths of the chasm, after the others.


  Khlit was alone in the tomb of Genghis Khan.


  The Cossack seated himself against the form of the Bearer of Wealth. His eyes wandered idly over the standard, gray with dust, above him. Then he stretched out at full length on the rock, and in a little while was asleep.


  



  XIII


  In times which are gone thou didst swoop like a falcon before us; today a car bears thee as it rumbles, advancing,


  Oh thou, my Khan.


  Hast thou left us; hast thou left wife and children, and the kurultai of thy nation?


  Oh thou, my Khan.


  Sweeping forward in pride, as sweeps forward an eagle, thou didst lead us aforetime,


  Oh thou, my Khan.


  Thou didst bring triumph and joy to thy people for sixty and six years; art thou leaving them now?


  Oh thou, my Khan.


  Death chant of Genghis Khan


  



  The night sentries were dozing at the door of the kurultai hall where the Tatar chieftains of the Jun-gar were assembled. In the hall, where the sound of the Chinese cannon echoed at intervals, were the nine khans that ruled what was left of the Tatar race on the borderland of China. Here was the leader of the Kalkas horde, from Karakorum, the chief of the Chakars, whose people had been between the Great Wall and the desert of Gobi, the commander of the Eleuts, and others.


  The ranks of the commanders of the Tatars were thinned. A Kallmark khan had left Altur Haiten with his followers when they deserted the ill-fated city. The leaders of the Hoshot and Torgot hordes had fallen in unsuccessful sallies. Evil was the plight of the chiefs of the Jun-gar and they drank deeply, to forget.


  They lay on benches around the long table of the kurultai council, swords and spears stacked against the walls, waiting for word of the expected attack of the army of Hang-Hi. For a year they had been directing the defense of the walls, leaders of horsemen penned in a citadel. They were veteran fighters, but they were weary and there had been many quarrels over the wine goblets.


  They had been drinking deeply, these lords of Tatary, and few looked up when a man entered the hall. Yet these few did not again lay their heads upon the table. They stared in amazement and rose to their feet, feeling for swords.


  The man who had come in was tall, with gray mustaches hanging to his broad shoulders. His face was scarred, and his eyes alert. His heavy boots were covered with gray dust, as was his svitza.


  High was the ceiling of the hall, yet the standard of yaks' tails which the man carried reached nearly to the ceiling. It was a standard like those of the Jun-gar, but of a different pattern. It bore a gold image of the sun and moon, tarnished by age.


  Without speaking the man stood in the doorway and looked at the chiefs of the Jun-gar. Leaning on the stout pole of the standard, he watched them and his mouth curled in a snarl.


  “Who are you, warrior, and what do you seek?” asked a khan whose head was clearer than the others. “What standard do you bring to the kurultai?”


  One by one the sleepy warriors awakened, and fixed their eyes on the newcomer. A veteran, chief of the Chakars, gave a hoarse cry as he saw the standard of yaks' tails and rose dizzily fighting the wine fumes in his brain.


  “Who are you, Standard-Bearer?” he asked.


  Still the stranger did not speak. He leaned on the pole, and watched them until the last of the chieftains had risen.


  “Evil is the day,” he said in broken Tatar, “when the Jun-gar khans put aside their swords for the wine cup.”


  “Who is it that speaks thus to the Jun-gar chiefs?” asked the Chakar veteran. “These are not the words of a common man.”


  “My name is Khlit,” said the newcomer, gazing at the circle of watchers, “and I am the Standard-Bearer of Genghis Khan. I have come from the tomb of the Master of the Earth with the banner of the sun and moon, because there will be a great battle, aye, such a battle as has not been for many years—since the Grand Khans were dead!”


  In the silence that followed the chieftains consulted each other with their eyes. The man who had appeared in the hall had startled them, and the Jun-gar khans felt a quick dread. The words of Khlit did not reassure them. The old Chakar leader stepped close to the standard and ran his eye over each detail of the design and emblem. He faced Khlit and his face was stern.


  “Whence came this warrior?” he spoke in his gruff tones. “Answer truly, for a lie will earn death. The banner of Genghis Khan was like this, yet it has been buried for generations in the hills of Khantai Khan.”


  “From the tomb in the hills of Khantai Khan came this,” said Khlit grimly. “From where the Onon Muren watch, by the Kukulon gate. I have slept at the tomb of Genghis Khan, among the twenty thousand slain. Have the chieftains of the Jun-gar forgotten the standard of a thousand battles?”


  “Nay,” said the old man, “it is truly the banner of Genghis Khan. For here, by the sun and moon are the emblems of the old hordes, the wolf of the Kallmarks, the doe of the Chakars—” The other chieftains crowded around the two, and their slant eyes gleamed at Khlit. In the eyes he read amazement, suspicion, and uncertainty. Khlit saw that they but half-believed the words of the elder. He raised his hand for attention.


  “Harken, lords of the Jun-gar,” he said slowly. “You ask who I am. I am a fighter of the steppes and I follow the paths of battles. I found the road to the tomb of Genghis Khan, looking for treasure. Yet while I slept in the tomb a thought and a plan came to me. Genghis Khan is dead. Yet the thought came to me. It was to carry the standard that stood in the tomb to the chiefs of the Jun-gar, through the Chinese lines, so that they might have new heart for battle. If you truly believe this to be the standard of the Mighty Manslayer, I will tell you the plan, for words of wisdom should not fall on dead ears. Speak, do you believe?”


  The chieftains looked at each other, with bleared eyes. Then the Chakar lord raised both hands and bowed his head.


  “Said I not this was the banner? Aye, it is an omen.”


  One by one the Jun-gar chiefs raised their hands and bowed. In their hearts was the dread of the name of the Mighty Manslayer. One of their number stepped forward.


  “Aye,” he said slowly, “this is the standard that was buried. But it belongs to the grave of the One. The man who brought it from the grave will die, for it is written that none shall come from the tomb Genghis Khan and live. Shall we keep the standard for the men of Hang-Hi to carry to Liang Yang? Altur Haiten and all in it doomed. How may we keep the standard, when it cannot serve us, except to fall into the hands of the enemies of Genghis Khan and make their triumph greater?”


  “Not so,” said Khlit, “for there will be a great battle. And the standard of the dead Khan should be with the men who are the remnants of his power. There is fear in the hearts of the Chinese at the name of Genghis Khan.”


  He saw, however, that the Tatars had been impressed with the speech of their companion. Even the Chakar khan nodded his in agreement to what the other had said.


  “The battle,” continued the khan, “will be the assault of the city. How can we prevent it? Hang-Hi has a quarter million men. We have a scant sixty-five thousand horsemen. The Chinese have driven us from the Wall of Shensi and across the desert to Altur Haiten. Many Tatars died in the desert. Those in Altur Haiten are deserting by night to go to their homes. The engines of the Chinese are breaching the walls. We have only spears and arrows to fight against powder. Our food supplies are running out, and the men fight among themselves for what is left. We are shut in on four sides. The men are losing their strength from lack of food.”


  A murmur of assent went up. Khlit found no encouragement in the yellow faces that were lined with weariness and drunkenness.


  “If we were in the plains,” said the Chakar chief, “there might be hope. But our sallies have been repulsed. We are penned in the city. Truly, Hang-Hi is too great a general to outwit.”


  “Fools!” Khlit's lips curled in scorn. “Would Genghis Khan fear such a man as Hang-Hi? I have seen him, and he is like a fat woman. I have seen the fortifications of the Chinese and the cannon. They can be taken.”


  “The earthworks keep us from attacking on the east,” returned the Chakar leader, “and the walls are breached so that an army can march through.” He laid his hand on the pole. “What is the word of the kurultai, noble lords; shall we lay the standard of Genghis Khan in the flames, so that it will not be taken by the enemy? This man must not have it, for no low-born hand should touch it. Such is the law.”


  An assenting shout went up. Instantly Khlit snatched his sword from its sheath. The Chakar khan was quick, or his hand would have been severed from his arm. As it was, Khlit's sword slit the skin of his fingers which dripped blood. The others reached for their weapons angrily. Khlit raised his sword as they closed about him.


  “Aye,” he said gruffly, “no low-born hand shall touch the standard. I will keep it, for I am of the blood of the Grand Khans. My sword which was my father's and his before him bears witness. Read the writings, dogs!”


  Several of the Tatars scanned the inscription and wonder replaced the rage in their slant eyes. The Chakar chief broke the silence.


  “I bear no grudge,” he said, “for this man is of the royal blood. How otherwise could he come from the tomb and live? It is so written. Yet shall he burn the standard rather than let it fall into the hands of the Chinese.”


  “If I am the keeper of the standard,” growled Khlit, “shall I burn what it is my duty to protect?”


  He leaned on the pole and watched the Jun-gar chiefs. Khlit had brought the standard from the tomb with him with much difficulty into Altur Haiten because he saw an opportunity to throw in his lot with the defeated Tatars. He counted on the banner restoring their spirit. He had not counted on the reception he met, but all his cunning was aroused to make the Jun-gar chiefs believe in the standard of the dead conqueror as an omen of victory.


  He planned to place all his cunning, with the talisman of Genghis Khan, to the aid of the weakening chieftains. He understood the plan of the Chinese camp, thanks to his experience as a prisoner. And he was burning to seek revenge for the twenty-nine blows that had been given him. Kerula had named him her anda. The girl had sacrificed herself for him, and Khlit was determined to win her back alive or take payment for her death. And the prospect of the coming battle intoxicated him.


  Already he had won the Jun-gar to acknowledgment of the standard and of his right to advise them. But he proceeded warily.


  “As one of the royal blood, oh Khan,” said the man shrewdly who had first objected, “you will take the command from us? We will yield you the command, for since Tal Taulai Khan died we have had no one of the blood of Kaidu on the frontier.”


  “As one of the royal blood, Chief,” responded Khlit dryly, for he saw jealousy flame in the faces of the others, “I shall carry the standard of Genghis Khan. Is not that the greatest honor? You and your companions will lead the hordes, for I have come only to bring the banner, and to tell you the plan that came to me in the tomb of Genghis Khan. Do not insult my ears further by saying that the standard should be burned, however.”


  He saw understanding come into the faces of the Jun-gar, and they sheathed their swords.


  “Did the spirit of Genghis Khan suggest this plan to you?” asked the Chakar.


  But Khlit was not to be trapped.


  “As I slept in the tomb the plan came to me,” he said. “Who am I to say whence it came? I am not a man of wisdom, but a fighter.


  “Harken, men of the Jun-gar,” he went on, raising his voice, “you say that your men are deserting? Will they desert if the banner of Genghis Khan leads them? You say that the Chinese engines are breaching the walls. Are we prisoners, to stay behind walls? You say that your men are horsemen. Let them fight, then, as horsemen.”


  The Chakar khan bowed low. This time he kneeled and the others followed his example.


  “Speak, warrior,” he said, “for we will listen. Tell us your plan and our ears will not be dead. We, also, are fighters, not men of wisdom.”


  



  XIV


  The day set for the capture of Altur Haiten by Hang-Hi dawned fair upon the activity of the Chinese camp. A pavilion of silk supported by bamboo poles and hung with banners was erected for the general of Wan Li on a rise fronting the eastern walls of the city which had been breached for the assault.


  Hang-Hi's lieutenants had made final preparations for the attack the night before. Junks moored at the riverbank had brought extra powder supplies from China. Scaling ladders had been assembled in the earthworks. The ditch around the city had been filled in long ago by Chinese engineers. The cannon were loaded and primed for the salvo that was to start the attack.


  Early in the day Hang-Hi took his station in the pavilion where he could see the eastern walls. Past the pavilion matched streams of bannermen with picked footmen and regiments in complete armor. Hang-Hi's advisors assembled by his chair. But the general wore a frown.


  “Has no trace been found,” he asked Yen Kui Kiang, impatiently, “of Chan Kieh Shi?”


  The secretary bowed low and crossed his arms in his sleeves. “Gracious Excellency,” he explained, “riders have searched the surrounding country. They have been to the mountains of Khantai Khan. Chan Kieh Shi went with the agent, Fogan Ultai to find the tomb of Genghis Khan, and since that day we have found no sign—”


  “Fool!” Hang-Hi struck his ivory wand against his knee. “Tell me not what I know already. Have you learned that Chan Kieh Shi lives?”


  “Nay, Excellency,” muttered the secretary, “we know not.”


  “There are volcanoes in the mountains of Khantai Khan,” mused Hang-Hi, “and our men have been troubled by the sulfur fumes, which the Tatars fear, not knowing their nature. It is possible—”


  He broke off, for some of his men were staring at him curiously. Hang-Hi did not desire to let them know how much he felt the loss of the wisest of the Chinese generals. Still, there was nothing to fear. The Tatars, his spies had reported, were weak with hunger and torn by divided leadership. Their number was small. And his preparations for the attack were flawless. It could not fail.


  “Excellency,” ventured Yen Kui Kiang, “new reports from spies have come in. They say that the people of Altur Haiten are talking much of Genghis Khan. Our spies heard mention of his tomb. It may be that they hope for a miracle to save them.”


  “There are no miracles, Yen Kui Kiang,” said Hang-Hi softly, “and Genghis Khan is dead. Why should I fear a dead man? Yet the tomb—Mir Turek said that was where the treasure of the Tatars was hidden. It may be that one of them found the tomb—”



  “Send me the girl Kerula, who was taken with Mir Turek,” he said after a moment. “She may know something of the treasure. Still, the Tatar dogs cannot eat gold, nor can they melt it into swords.”


  He waited while one of the mandarins of the court of ceremonies read to him the annals of the court, until the girl was brought.


  Kerula, pale but erect, stood at the foot of Hang-Hi's chair, and the Chinese general surveyed her impassively. Women, he thought, were a toy, fashioned for the pleasure of men, unschooled in the higher virtues.


  Yen Kui Kiang interpreted the questions of Hang-Hi. Then he turned to the general humbly.


  “Oh, right hand of Wan Li, Son of Heaven, harken. The girl Kerula says that she has no knowledge of the tomb of Genghis Khan. She was a slave of Mir Turek, and he guarded his secret from her. She says that men who have gone to the tomb died within a short time. And she has a strange thought—”


  “Speak, Yen Kui Kiang,” urged the general as he hesitated. “It is written that Heaven sometimes puts wise thoughts into the heads of children.”


  “It is strange, Excellency. The girl says that Genghis Khan rides over Tatary. That he and his army are to be heard in the night.” Kerula caught the meaning of what the secretary was saying, and raised her head eagerly. Her eyes were swollen from weeping, and her thin hands were clasped over the splendor of her gold-embroidered garment.


  “Aye, lord,” she said quickly, “I have heard the army. It was in the desert. We heard the tumans, Khlit and I, and they were many. Tatar horsemen sang their chant for us, and we heard the greeting to Dawn, by the elephants.”


  “Child's fancies,” murmured Hang-Hi when the other interpreted. “Our travelers have reported that the Tatar herdsmen believe these tales of the desert. If a grown man believes, why should not a child?”


  “She says further,” added Yen Kui Kiang after a moment, “that what she heard was true. For Chinese sentries have reported armed men moving over the plains. The child thinks this is the army of Genghis Khan, coming to slay the Chinese. Then she says that last night she heard again the chant of the Tatar horsemen.”


  Hang-Hi smiled impassively. Well he knew that the Tatars Kerula had heard of were deserters slipping out from the doomed city at night. Many thousands had made their way past the sentries by the west walls, who had orders not to see them—for Hang-Hi wished to allow the number of defenders to dwindle. Since the loss of Chan Kieh Shi he had grown cautious.


  “What was the chant Kerula heard?” he asked indifferently. “Perchance it was the dogs fighting among themselves. Although, so fast do they desert in the night, there are few to quarrel.”


  The cheeks of the girl flushed under the paint. All her fancies had been wound around the Tatar warriors and the great Genghis Khan. Even the beleaguered city and the imprisonment of Khlit had failed to convince the child that she did not live in the time of the Tatar conquerors. So much had the books of Mir Turek done.


  She sang softly, her eyes half-closed:


  “Oh lion of the Teneri, wilt thou come? The devotion of thy people, thy golden palace, the great Hordes of thy nation—all these are awaiting thee.


  “Thy chiefs, thy commanders, thy great kinsfolk, all these are awaiting thy coming in the birth land which is thy stronghold.


  “Thy standard of yaks' tails, thy drum and trumpets in the hands of thy warriors of the Kalkas, the Torgots, the Jun-gar—all are awaiting thee.


  “That is the chant,” she said proudly, “I heard it over the walls last night when the cannon did not growl. It was the same that the riders sang in the desert.”


  Hang-Hi stared at her and shook his head. He looked inquiringly at Yen Kui Kiang.


  “There was some revelry and shouting in the town, Excellency,” declared the secretary. “Assuredly, the child has strange fancies.”


  “It was not fancy, Yen Kui Kiang,” observed Hang-Hi thoughtfully, “when Kerula said that no men returned from the tomb of Genghis Khan. Take her back to the women's quarters and watch her. She may be useful as hostage.”


  He held up his hand for silence as a blast of trumpets sounded from the walls of Altur Haiten.


  “Wait: our enemies sound a parley. Go, Yen Kui Kiang and bring us their message. It may be the surrender of the city.” Hang-Hi and his councilors watched while the eastern gate in front of them swung back to allow the exit of a Tatar party. Yen Kui Kiang with some Chinese officers met them just outside the walls. After the brief conference the Chinese party returned to the silk pavilion, while the Tatars waited.


  The secretary bowed very low before Hang-Hi and his face was troubled with the message he was to deliver.


  “The Tatar dogs are mad, Excellency,” he muttered, “truly their madness is great. They say that they will give us terms. If we yield all our prisoners, and the wealth our army has taken, with our arms and banners, they will allow us to return in safety to the Great Wall. They ask hostages of half our generals. On these terms the Tatars, in their madness, say we can return safely. Otherwise they will give battle.”


  Hang-Hi rose from his throne, and his heavy face flamed in anger. He had not expected this.


  “Hunger must have maddened them, Excellency,” repeated Yen Kui Kiang, prostrating himself, “for they say Genghis Khan has taken command of their army. Their terms, they say, are the terms of Genghis Khan to his enemies—”


  A joyous cry from Kerula interrupted him. The girl was looking eagerly toward the walls of the city, her pale face alight. Hang-Hi motioned her aside, and some soldiers grasped her, thrusting her back into the pavilion.


  “This is our answer,” cried Hang-Hi. He lifted his ivory wand.


  “Sound the assault. Our cannon will answer them.”


  “But, Excellency,” remonstrated Yen Kui Kiang, who was a just man, “the envoys—”


  He was interrupted by the blast of a hundred cannon. The walls of Altur Haiten shook under the impact of giant rocks, which had undermined their base. A volley of musketry followed, and few of the envoys reached the gateway in safety before the iron doors closed.


  Trumpets rang out through the Chinese camp. The regiments of assault were set in motion toward the walls, led by men in armor with scaling ladders and mercenaries with muskets. The attack on Altur Haiten had begun.


  



  XV


  Hang-Hi sank back in his chair and watched. Yen Kui Kiang took his place at the general's side. The chronicler of the Chinese saw all that took place that day. And the sight was strange. Never had a battle begun as this one did.


  Hang-Hi saw the Chinese ranks advance in good order beyond the breastworks to the filled-in moat. Then, for the first time, he began to wonder. The walls of Altur Haiten, shattered by cannon, were barren of defenders. No arrows or rocks greeted the attackers who climbed to the breaches and planted their scaling ladders without opposition.


  At a signal from one of the generals, rows of men in armor began to mount the scaling ladders. The columns that faced the breaches made their way slowly over the debris. Hang-Hi wondered if the defenders had lost heart. Truly, there could be few in the city, for his sentries had counted many thousand who fled from the place during the last few nights on horseback.


  The Chinese forces mounted scaling ladders to the top of the walls without opposition. Not a shot had been fired. No one had fallen wounded. Men in the breaches were slower, for the Tatars had erected barricades.


  A frown appeared on the smooth brow of Hang-Hi. It seemed as if the city was in his grasp. Yet he wondered at the silence. Suddenly he arose. Men on the walls were shouting and running about. The ranks under the walls swayed in confusion. Were the shouts an omen of victory?


  Hang-Hi gripped his ivory wand quickly. His councilors stared, wide-eyed. Slowly, before their eyes, the walls of Altur Haiten began to crumple and fall. They fell not inward, but outward.


  The eastern wall, a section at a time, fell with a sonorous crash. Fell upon the ranks of the attackers, with the men who had gained the top. Hang-Hi saw men leaping desperately into space. The men under the walls crowded back in disorder. A moan sounded with the crash of bricks, the cry of thousands of men in pain. Then the space where the walls had been was covered by a rising cloud of dust and pulverized clay.


  Through this smoke, Hang-Hi could make out giant beams thrusting. He guessed at the means which had toppled the walls on the attackers, after the Chinese cannon had undermined them.


  The moans of the wounded gave place to a shrill battle cry from behind the dust curtain. Hang-Hi saw ranks of Tatars with bared weapons surging forward. As the battle cry mounted the oncoming ranks met the retreating attackers and the blended roar of melee drowned all other sounds.


  Hang-Hi glanced over the scene of conflict. Only a portion of the east walls facing him had fallen. The rest stood. But the sally of the Tatars carried them forward into the breastworks of the Chinese. There the disordered regiments of assault rallied, only to be pushed back further, among the guns and machines. In the dense mass of fighting men it was useless to fire a musket, and the cannon were silent.


  Hang-Hi turned to his aides and began to give orders swiftly.


  Mounted couriers were sent to the other quarters of the camp for reinforcements. Reserve regiments were brought up and thrown into the melee. Chosen men of Leo Tung and the Sung commanders advanced from the junks in the river. The rush of the Tatars was stemmed in the rear of the cannon.


  Then Hang-Hi addressed his generals. It was a stroke of fortune from heaven, he said, that levelled the walls. The Tatars were few and already they were retreating to the city, fighting desperately. The Chinese would be victorious, he said, for there was no longer any obstacle to their capture of Altur Haiten. Surely, the Tatars had become mad. Why otherwise should they speak of Genghis Khan, who was dead?


  When the sun was high at midday Hang-Hi's meal was served in the pavilion and he ate and drank heartily. Messengers had informed him of all that was taking place. The Tatars, they said, were fighting with a courage which they had not previously shown. They spiked the cannon, and thinned the ranks of the musketmen.


  On the other hand, the sally had been by a few thousand, who had retired behind the mounds of brick and clay where the walls had been. A second assault by the Chinese, ordered for the afternoon, could not fail of success.


  In the midst of Hang-Hi's meal came a mounted courier from the west quarter of the camp.


  “Oh, Excellency,” he cried, bowing to the floor of the pavilion, “we have been attacked by mounted Tatars from the plains. They came suddenly, and many were killed. They came, many thousands, from the woods.”


  Other messengers confirmed this. Unexpectedly a strong force of mounted Tatars had appeared and defeated the weakened regiments who were stationed on the west side. These had retreated in confusion to the north and south.


  “Dogs,” snarled the general of Wan Li. “Are you women to run from a few riders? Order the forces on the south and north to hold their ground. My men will be in Altur Haiten in a few hours. Whence came these new foemen?”


  Yen Kui Kiang advanced and bowed.


  “Favored of Heaven,” he said, “they must be some of the deserters returned. They are fighting fiercely, but their number cannot be great. Without doubt they can be easily checked during our assault.”


  But the secretary had not reckoned on the mobility and prowess of the Horde, fighting in their favorite manner, maneuvering on horseback against infantry. Before the assault could be ordered, Hang-Hi learned that a second column of the enemy, stronger than the first, had struck the rear of the Chinese camp to the north and broken the ranks of the besiegers. Yen Kui Kiang declared that the latter were falling back in orderly manner on the masses of troops to the east, but the quick eyes of Hang-Hi saw crowds of his men pouring from the north side in rout.


  By midafternoon the situation of the Chinese had not improved. They held two of the four sides of the city—the east and south. More than sixty thousand men had fallen in the destruction of the walls and the defeat by the cavalry. Hang-Hi found that the river at his rear, which had served as a means of communication from China, hindered movements of his troops and menaced him if he should retreat further.


  Assembling his generals, Hang-Hi ordered the veteran Leo Tung men to take the first ranks on the east, facing the cavalry, between the town and the river, and the legions of the Sung generals to hold the southern camp. The other troops he had drawn up for the assault of the city he ordered to the breastworks facing the demolished walls.


  The southern camp which had escaped attack he ordered to be watchful. This portion of his troops faced both the city and the plains, without the support of the river. Hang-Hi was thankful in his heart that the Tatar cavalry had drawn off in the afternoon. His men feared the Tatars on horseback.


  He wished vainly for Chan Kieh Shi. As evening fell he heard the chant of the defenders inside the walls. Whence had came the army of mounted men? They seemed to have sprung from the plains—Chakars and Tchoros, and even Kallmarks from the horde which had deserted early in the siege. And messengers brought him word that they had seen the standard of Genghis Khan among the Kallmarks.


  The signal for the final assault of Altur Haiten was never given.


  



  


  XVI


  Kerula had taken refuge soon after the battle began in the household pagoda of Hang-Hi with the other women. Here she took her place at one of the windows looking toward the south, listening with all her ears to the reports that were brought to the pagoda.


  Night had fallen and she could not see the flare of the flame cauldrons, or the flash of cannon. The camp of the Chinese seemed thronged with soldiers in confusion who passed hither and thither with torches, and red lanterns. Mounted men fought to get through the throngs, trampling the infantry. Moaning of the wounded could be heard. Kerula's thoughts were busy as she watched.


  She had heard of the Tatar army that attacked from the plains. The Chinese had told wild tales of the fierceness and daring of the riders. Kerula pressed her hands together and trembled with joy. She had no doubt that this army was the Horde of Genghis Khan that she had heard in the desert. Did not the messengers say they had seen the yaks'-tails banner and heard the name of the Mighty Manslayer shouted? She had told this to the women and they had cried out in fear, leaving her alone as one accursed. Kerula was glad of this.


  She listened intently at the window. She had caught the distant roar of battle in the dark. This time, however, it came from the south, in a new quarter. The sounds came nearer instead of receding. Kerula leaned far out and listened.


  Truly, a great battle was being fought, unknown to the girl. Scarcely had nightfall come when the Chinese regiments to the south had been struck in the rear by successive phalanxes of Tatar horsemen that broke their ranks and threw them into confusion.


  For the second time the army of the plains had appeared, led by the banner of yaks' tails, and chanting their war song. These were not the warriors who had waited for a year behind the walls of Altur Haiten. Who were they and whence had they come?


  Messages began to reach the women's quarters. A rumor said that the Sung generals had been captured or killed, with most of their men. Another reported that a myriad Tatars were attacking in the dark. Genghis Khan had been seen riding at the head of his men, aided by demons who gave no quarter.


  The confusion in the streets below Kerula grew worse. Men shouted that Altur Haiten was empty of defenders—that the Tatars were all in the plains. Reinforcements hurrying to the south lost their way in the dark and were scattered by fugitive regiments.


  A mandarin in a torn robe ran into the hall of the pagoda and ordered the women to get ready to take refuge in the junks.


  “A million devils have come out of the plains,” he cried, “and our doctors are pronouncing incantations to ward them off. Hang-Hi has ordered all his household to the boats.”


  A wail greeted this, which grew as the women surged toward the doors in a panic. Kerula was caught in the crowd and thrust through the gate of the pagoda into the street.


  She could see her way now, for buildings in the camp were in flames some distance away. Beside the women hurried soldiers without arms. She saw one or two of the helmeted Leo Tung warriors strive to push back the mob.


  “Fools and dogs!” growled one sturdy warrior. “Hang-Hi holds the southern camp with one hundred thousand men. The banner-men of Leo Tung are coming to aid him. There is no battle, save on the south. Blind, and without courage!”


  But the women pushed past him, screaming and calling:


  “The junks! We were told to go to the junks. There we will be safe!”


  As often happens, the confusion of the Chinese camp was heightened by the frantic women, and their outcry caused further panic at a time when the Leo Tung warriors who were trying to win through the mob of routed soldiers, prisoners, camp followers, and women, might have restored order. It was an evil hour for Hang-Hi that he left his pavilion to go to the front, with great bravery. In his absence the terror of the unknown gripped the camp.


  “The junks!” a fleeing soldier showed. “We shall be safe there.”


  The spear of a Leo Tung pierced his chest but other voices took up the cry:


  “The junks! The camp is lost.”


  The cry spread through the camp, and the crowds began to push toward the river front, carrying with them many of the Leo Tung men.


  Kerula cast about for a shelter, for she did not wish to be carried to the river. Rather she hoped to be picked up by some of the Tatars who she knew were coming. An open archway invited her and she slipped inside, to find herself in the empty Hall of Judgment.


  Lanterns of many colors were lighted along the walls of the hall, and banners of victory hung around the vacant chair of Hang-Hi. The Chinese general had planned to sit there that night with his councilors, after the fall of Altur Haiten.


  Kerula ran up the silken carpet to the dais and crouched in some of the hangings where she was safe from observation.


  “The junks!” she heard continually. “Hang-Hi is defeated, His men are running back from the south. To the river!”


  Gradually the shouting diminished, and Kerula guessed that that part of the camp was deserted. She was about to venture out from her hiding place for a look into the street when she heard the sound of horses' feet outside.


  Her heart leaped, for she thought that the men of Genghis Khan had come. Surely, she felt, the horsemen must be Tatars, for the Chinese had no cavalry. She head voices at the archway and listened. Her heart sank as she heard Hang-Hi's voice.


  “Go to the Leo Tung men, Yen Kui Kiang, and order them to hold the other side of the river. Put the junks in motion and take the survivors of the Sung forces with my own Guard back along this side of the river. The flames of the camp will light the way. Go! The battle is lost, for those we let pass as deserters were not deserters, but an army, few at a time.”


  “Nay, Excellency,” Yen Kui Kiang remonstrated, “my place is with you. Shall the viceroy of the Son of Heaven go unattended?”


  “Does the viceroy of the Son of Heaven need the help of men?” Hang-Hi answered. “I give you this as a duty. Go!”


  A brief silence followed, when the horses' hoofs sounded down the street. A murmur of voices, and Kerula heard the doors of the Hall of Judgment close. She looked out from her hiding place. Hang-Hi, gorgeous in his silken and gold robe, was walking up the carpet toward his seat.


  



  XVII


  Kerula did not move. It was too late to hide behind the hangings. A movement would have attracted the attention of the general, who advanced quietly to the dais. The girl wondered, for the appearance of the commander was not that of a conquered man.


  He seated himself on his throne and spread his robe on his knee. Kerula watching him, saw the wide, yellow face bend over his robe thoughtfully. He was writing on the cloth with a brush dipped in gilt.


  Hang-Hi's stately head turned and the slant eyes fastened on her. Kerula did not shrink back. Her eyes met the general's proudly, and the man smiled at her. Again Kerula marveled. Was this the man who had been defeated by Genghis Khan?


  “Little captive,” said the Chinese slowly, and she understood, for she had learned the language, quickly, “why are you not with the other women? Have you come to die with your master, as an honorable woman should?”


  “Nay, Hang-Hi, lord,” Kerula answered proudly, “I am waiting for my anda—a warrior to protect me. He has promised. He is a great warrior—Khlit, the Wolf. He has been to the tomb of Genghis Khan.”


  Hang-Hi had finished his writing, and laid down his brush. He took a stout silk cord from the breast of his robe and fingered it curiously.


  “Khlit said that the banner of Genghis Khan was at the tomb,” added the girl. “He will come, for he has promised.”


  Hang-Hi lifted his head and pointed to the writing on the robe. “This is an ode,” he said slowly, “and it means that it is better to lose one's life than to lose honor by saving it. Little captive, you also will lose yours. We shall know the secrets of life and death, you and I. The banner of Genghis Khan?” His brow darkened moodily. “Could it have been brought from the tomb to the Tatars? If Chan Kieh Shi were here he could answer my question.” He listened, as a roar and crackling that was not of a mob came to his ears. He passed his hand over his forehead, seeming to forget the girl.


  “Fools!” he murmured. “How could they believe—Tatars and Chinese—that Genghis Khan was alive? He is dead, and the dead cannot live. Yet the name of Genghis Khan was on the lips of the Tatars, and my men feared. Fools! Their folly was their undoing.” The roar and crackling came nearer and Kerula thought she smelled smoke. She gazed in fascination at the silken cord.


  “Nay,” he said grimly, catching her glance, “the cord is for me, little captive. It is easier than the flames. The flames are near us, for I ordered my men to set fire to the Hall. Listen—”


  Kerula heard a crackling that soared overhead. Smoke dimmed the banners along the wall. She saw Hang-Hi lift his hands to his throat. Once they fell to his lap, and rose again with the silken cord. With a cry she sped down the aisle.


  The heavy teak door at the further end was closed. She beat on it with her fists helplessly, and wrenched at the fastenings. Behind her the hall glowed with a new light.


  She pulled at the door with all her strength and it gave a little. She squeezed through the opening, and ran under the archway into the street.


  As she did so she threw up her hands with a cry. Rank upon rank of dark horsemen were passing. Their cloaked figures and helmets were not Chinese. She was struck by one of the horses and fell to ground. Dimly she was aware that the horse which struck her turned. Then the black mantle of night seemed to fall on her and her eyes closed.


  



  When she opened her eyes again and looked around her she was in a very different place. She lay on a pallet, covered with straw, in a small hut. The sun was streaming into it from a window over her head.


  Kerula turned her head. She felt weak. The darkness that had closed on her was very near, but the sun's rays heartened her. The hut was empty save for one man. She looked at him, and her pulse quickened.


  Khlit was seated on a stool, watching her, his black pipe between his teeth and his curved sword over one knee. His clothing was covered with dust, but his eyes were keen and alert. She put out one hand and touched the sword over his knee.


  “Khlit, lord,” she said happily, “you came to me as you promised you would. I told Hang-Hi you would come. But—”


  A frown crossed her face as if she was striving to remember something.


  “I dreamed such a dream, Khlit, lord. It seemed as if I was being carried on a horse by a warrior. I saw flames, and then darkness of the plains. Then I saw that he carried the standard of Genghis Khan that Hang-Hi feared. The standard of yaks' tails flapped over me as we went to the tomb in the mountains, and I cried with happiness. I dreamed it was Genghis Khan that carried me.”


  “It was a good battle,” Khlit growled, “it was a battle such as I have never seen. Nay, little Kerula, was your dream anything but a dream?”


  “Aye, Khlit, lord. But then the standard of Genghis Khan. Surely that was real, for the men of Hang-Hi saw it.”


  Khlit touched the lettering on his sword.


  “Nay, Kerula,” he said slowly, “the standard of Genghis Khan lies in his tomb where the Onon Muren watch. No man will go there. For the standard and what is in the tomb belong to Genghis Khan.”


  In his eyes as he spoke was the look of a man who has looked upon forbidden things unafraid. Yet when men asked him if he knew the way to the tomb where the treasure was he said that surely no man could find his way to the dead. And when Kerula told him again that her memory of the ride was real, he laughed and told her that it was a dream among dreams.
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  Swift as a falcon is the White Khan to protect his people, keen is his eye of an eagle; his pride in his warriors is the pride of a strong war horse; his craft in battle is the craft of an aged wolf.


  The White Khan’s victories are countless as the sands of the Great Desert; his enemies slain are as the drops of water in the river Kerulon. What is the power of the White Khan?


  It is the sword of a warrior!


  


  



  Chagan, the strong man, bearer of the two-handed sword, lifted the wine cup high. He bowed once to the south, once to the north, once each to the west and east, pouring as he did so a little wine from the cup. As he bowed to the north, in greeting to the dead, the assembled khans roared out a prayer and dashed their wine beakers against their bearded mouths.


  The sun filtered through lofty pines upon the wedding assemblage. Here was Hotai Khan, the host, leader of the Ordus, and Togachar, khan of the Kalkas, with leaders of the Chakars and Kallmarks, the Hoshot, Torgot, and Tchoros of the Jun-gar. In the pine wood beside the river Kerulon the khans were assembled after a battle in the seventeenth century.


  For a day they kept high the revelry, always wearing their swords, for quarrels were frequent, and the temper of the Tatar khans was savage. The wedding was that of Berang, son of the white-haired Hotai Khan, and Kerula the Tatar girl, who had been brought to the country of the Jun-gar by a stranger. Hotai Khan had asked for the marriage, for it was his wish to ally himself with the stranger who had come with Kerula and who had brought victory to the standard of the Tatar lords in their last battle with the Chinese.


  Hotai Khan, a straight-backed veteran of a hundred battles, blind in one eye, rose from his bench and stepped to the side of Chagan, his sword-bearer. From the breast of his coat he drew forth a parchment inscribed with the written names of Kerula and Berang, and with pictures to represent them. This parchment he held high for all to see.


  Then, stooping over a torch that Chagan grasped in a mighty hand, Hotai Khan touched the edge of the parchment to the fire. The blaze caught it and in a moment the written names of the two young people had disappeared in smoke. Thus, they were married. Chagan lifted his stout voice in a shout of approval, and the lords of the Jun-gar echoed the shout.


  Grim men they were, with scarred faces and broad shoulders. They lounged carelessly over the massive tables, quaffing heartily at their favorite drink, mare's milk. It was a wintry day and a cold wind searched the pines, but the Tatars, warmly clad in jackets of sable furs, long undervests of silk, and heavy boots fashioned like horses' hoofs, ignored it. The glances of the khans strayed to Hotai Khan, to Berang and his slim bride, and to the stranger. More often than not, as they looked at the stranger, they scowled.


  Khlit, the wanderer called the Wolf, famous for his curved sword, heeded not these scowls. He had exchanged his Cossack svitza for a fur jacket and tunic of the Tatars, but he still wore his round sheepskin hat. His curved sword hung at his belt, with a pair of Turkish pistols. This sword bore in engraved writing the testimony of his rank. Khlit, outcast from the Cossack camps, was one of the few living descendants of Genghis Khan. He had the blood of Kaidu, the Tatar hero, in his veins.


  And for this reason his presence made the khans uneasy. Khlit, the newcomer, outranked them in blood. Moreover, he had aided them in their last battle when they defeated and slew Hang-Hi the Chinese general. Yet he was not a Tatar. He was alone, having reached them without any follower other than the girl Kerula. Who was this wanderer? How were they to receive him in their ranks?


  Hotai Khan had not taken his seat after burning the marriage script of his son and Kerula. His glance strayed along the rows of brown faces, and he raised his hand in greeting, carrying it next to his mouth.


  “Lords of the Jun-gar,” his deep voice rang out, “my son is married to the girl of Khlit. Hence he is now a brother, an anda. Honored am I that one of the blood of Kaidu is my anda. The smoke of my household will ascend for long, because of this. Let the nacars sound, to announce my new brother-in-arms!”


  Chagan had been waiting for this, and the sword-bearer motioned to followers of Hotai Khan who were assembled with trumpets. A loud blast of the shrill instrument echoed through the pine grove. At the tables around that of the khans, warriors put down their glasses in surprise. The nacars were seldom sounded, save to herald a charge or to announce a council.


  The khans consulted each other with glances. They were jealous by nature, and twofold so regarding Khlit. Each was jealous of his rights among the others, and each resented newcomers. In silence they waited for Hotai Khan to continue.


  “The honor is great,” pursued the old Khan bluffly, “for Khlit is a worthy warrior. You do not know how he came here. I have heard the tale from the girl Kerula. He left his own land to seek fighting. He joined the followers of Tal Taulai Khan, who is now dead, without disclosing his rank as descendant of Kaidu. After a mighty battle he went into Persia where he led the Kallmark Tatar horde against an idolatrous fortress.”


  Some Kallmark chieftains murmured confirmation of this. They had heard of Khlit's entry into Persia. But the others kept silence.


  “My anda is a true man among warriors,” went on Hotai Khan, “for he alone was khan to us and led us in battle against Hang-Hi, whom he defeated bloodily. Not for a generation have the nobles of Tatary seen the Chinese in fight. Is not this proof that Khlit's Tatar blood has led him here, to his brothers? Is he not worthy of high rank among us?”


  The murmur that went up at this changed to a growl. Hotai Khan searched the faces of his comrades and found sullen anger written there. He had hoped to have Khlit acknowledged as his brother—a rank that might lead to the post of Kha Khan, White Khan, which could only be held by one of the blood of Genghis, now empty for two generations among the Jun-gar.


  Hotai Khan was old in years and his wisdom foresaw that if the khans were to keep from further defeats at the hands of the Chinese, they must have a leader.


  Khlit was entitled by blood to be this leader. So Hotai Khan reasoned, in his wisdom.


  Sullen glances were turned toward Khlit, who had not known beforehand of the purpose of Hotai Khan. All attention was centered on Khlit, the warrior known as the Wolf.


  “What rank will the Tatar lords give to the descendant of Kaidu?” asked Hotai Khan. “It must be a high rank, by token of the warrant written on his sword.”


  Still the khans did not speak. Hotai Khan flushed in anger, and would have spoken, but a short, powerful warrior in tarnished Persian mail rose from his seat and folded his arms.


  “You did not say, Hotai Khan,” he growled, “when you bade us drink at the wedding, that it would be a kurultai council. Your words are cunning as the tongue of a wounded fox. We did not come to listen to them. We came to drink with Berang and wish him many sons.”


  Several of the khans nodded their black heads in agreement. One or two put on their pointed helmets, which they had removed when they sat down at the banquet.


  “Do your thoughts ever wander further than wine, Togachar?” said Hotai Khan promptly. “They say you were born with a sack of mare's milk, but you drank it all when she was not looking. Harken, before another moon or two is ended the khans will be going back to their own districts. Is it not well, while the kurultai is assembled, to give rank to one who has nobler blood than we?”


  Togachar sat down, disgruntled; but a lean man in leather armor rose, and the eyes of the gathering were turned on him. He lifted his hand in greeting and smiled sardonically at Hotai Khan. This was Chepe Buga, leader of the Chakars.


  “Are we, Hotai Khan,” he began clearly, “like a woman bereft of her husband, or a herd without a master? Are the Jun-gar like a flock of sheep without a herder? Nay, we are lords of our riders and of the Tatar steppe. We would like to be in friendship and agreement with Khlit, the lord who is called Wolf. Let him be your anda. Is not brotherhood with the oldest of the khans a fitting rank for a stranger?”


  The gray-haired warrior bowed his head at the shout of approval that rose at these words. He knew the obstinate independence of the Tatar hordes, and how they would be fighting among themselves before a year was up. Only united by a common purpose could they hope to hold ground against the oncoming hosts of China. He saw the hoped-for chance to bring them together slipping away.


  “Khlit is welcome to half my belongings and to half my men,” he retorted proudly. “For he is my anda and we have exchanged girdles. Yet this is but a poor honor for the warrior who carried the banner of Genghis Khan in our van.”


  “Where is the standard, Hotai Khan?” queried Chepe Buga, twisting his dark mustache. “Khlit admits that he has put it back where it should be, in the tomb of the mighty Kha Khan. Truly our White Khans, the rulers of the long white mountains of Tatary, have been heroes. Shall we make a stranger such a hero? Nay, we know him not.”


  The assembly shouted approval at these words, which satisfied their jealousy of power and their hostility to the newcomer. “How can we make this man a White Khan?” said one angrily. “He is not even a Tatar.”


  “The standard of Genghis Khan won the victory for us over Hang-Hi,” echoed another drunkenly. “Behold how the Khan of Khans watches over his children. This man who has come among us had not a horse to his name. He has not been proved yet.”


  A clamor of agreement greeted this. As is the way with crowds, the chiefs vied with each other in objections, and even insults to the Cossack. True, they did not know that Hotai Khan alone had been responsible for the proposal to give Khlit rank among them.


  Khlit gave no sign that he understood what had passed, although his knowledge of the Tatar tongue was good. Catching the eye of Hotai Khan, he made a quick gesture of acknowledgment. He pointed the fingers of his right hand toward his knee. The handle of his sword he laid on his knee. He bowed his head. This was the Tatar rendering of thanks.


  Hotai Khan saw the sword, the blade that had been Kaidu's, and his sharp old face twisted in anger at his failure. Chepe Buga, still laughing at his jest, had lifted his beaker for a general toast when for a second time the nacars sounded.


  This could not be a summons to the kurultai. Chepe Buga's hand went to his sword. At the same instant a roll of drums answered the nacars. As one man the assembled Tatars were on their feet. From infancy they had known well the sound of Chinese drums.


  



  II


  Confusion reigned for another moment in the ranks of the Tatar revelers. With the exception of the khans, every warrior ran to his horse and mounted. Bows and spears flashed out. The horsemen formed into ranks through the pine grove. Squadrons dashed out into the open toward the sound of the drums, which came nearer along the riverbank.


  Then Chagan trotted up to the table. The sword-bearer of Hotai Khan was replacing his mighty two-handed blade in its scabbard, and a grin spread across his tanned face, scarred by a sword cut that had sliced away part of one cheek.


  “It is a messenger, master,” he bellowed; “he rides hither clad like the Prince of Shankiang, with a handful of followers. You can hang me by the thumbs if it is not a Chinese eunuch!”


  A shout of laughter greeted this sally. Chagan wheeled his horse away through the grove. Presently, as the drums approached, the men at the table could hear the stentorian voice of the sword-bearer clearing a passage through the ranks of the horsemen who had crowded to see the new arrival.


  A lane was cleared leading to the table. The khans gathered behind a tall, stout man wearing a Ming hat, clad in red silks and nankeen and black satin boots. His horse was caparisoned with green embroidered silks from which jade pendants hung. A dozen mailed riders armed with lances followed him.


  The Chinaman caught sight of the gathering around the table. He dismounted with some difficulty and advanced to the khans with a bow. Hotai Khan and his comrades made no response, staring at him curiously. The eunuch's brow glistened with sweat, although the day was chill, and his hands trembled.


  He drew a roll of soft paper, wrapped in silk, from his pocket, and motioned to his followers. Two of them beat the kettledrums they carried on their horses. Whereupon their leader unwrapped the silk from the paper and held it in front of him reverently.


  “Greetings and eternal good health to the Mongol khans,” he said in good Tatar, “and felicitations from the World-Honored One, the Son of Heaven and the Star of Good Hope.”


  Khlit wondered as he saw the emissary turn respectfully and bow nine times toward the south. He noticed that the eunuch's hand shook so that the paper trembled like a leaf.


  “Speak,” growled Togachar impatiently, “or Chagan will cut your feet from under you, offspring of a dog!”


  The trembling of the paper continued, but the voice of the emissary was even as he answered.


  “Thrice honor and prosperity to the Mongol khans, neighbors and subjects of the Emperor Wan Li—”


  A roar of anger greeted this, silenced by Hotai Khan.


  “Who have been so imprudent as to take up arms against an army of the Son of Heaven, and slay one of the generals, Hang-Hi. It is written that with the slayer of his kin a man may not live under the same sky. Such is the wisdom of our ancestors. The general Hang-Hi was a cousin of the Divine Person, and his death will be fully avenged. The great general of the Imperial court, Li Jusong, has been called from Korea and has taken a vow of vengeance. Evil will follow this act of the Mongol khans—”


  “The evil will begin upon your fat, divine person,” muttered Chepe Buga aloud, and the eunuch shuddered.


  “As a beginning of the vengeance,” he pursued, “Li Jusong, who marches to destroy the khans, seconded by the Dragon Emperor, and by the Lilies of the Court, decrees that the strange warrior who carried the Mongol standard in the battle which caused the death of Hang-Hi shall be given up. Failing this, the men of the Lily of the Court society will see to it that he is brought alive to the Emperor Wan Li. This is the imperial mandate to the Mongol khans. Wan Li, Son of Heaven, thus ends his message to his subjects.”


  The eunuch closed the roll of paper. He faced the assembly calmly, although his fat cheeks were quivering. A brief silence followed. Several of the Tatars glanced at Khlit irresolutely. Jealousy showed in their eyes. Chepe Buga, however, stepped to the emissary and snatched the paper, which he flung on the ground, spitting on it.


  “Are we subjects, scion of the devil's worst brood?” he roared. “We will show your imperial master what we think of him. Chagan! See that nails are brought and driven into the ears of this fat beast.”


  The grinning sword-bearer hastened away on his mission. Hotai Khan stepped forward, but Togachar restrained him.


  “What is your name, old woman?” the latter flung at the terrified eunuch.


  “Cho Kien.”


  “Cho Kien,” laughed Chepe Buga, “after such a message do you expect to be pampered like a palace jade? Surely, you do not fear to join the Son of Heaven in the sky—by way of Hades. Hurry hither the nails. We will have good sport.”


  Before Chagan could make his appearance, another stepped between Chepe Buga and the emissary. Khlit faced Chepe Buga and Hotai Khan. But he spoke to the other Tatars as well.


  “Harken, noble lords,” he said in Tatar, “I have a boon to ask. Has not this man come with a message that concerns me? I am the man he seeks. Then let me answer him. And talk no more of nails. My answer must be taken to the emperor himself.”


  Some of the riders murmured disapproval at being robbed of their sport. But the khans and Cho Kien waited in silence. The slant eyes of the eunuch fastened on Khlit and he drew a long breath of relief. He had not expected mercy from the khans, knowing the message he was bringing them.


  “Cho Kien,” said Khlit slowly, and the Tatars hung on his words, “your life will be spared, to take this word to the man who is your master. Forget it not. The man you seek is Khlit, called the Wolf by his enemies—such that still live. He did not slay Hang-Hi, who committed suicide after his defeat. If your master wants vengeance on Khlit, tell him to come for it. He will not find me in the ranks of the Tatar khans but elsewhere. That is my message.”


  Hotai Khan stepped forward and laid his hand on Khlit's arm. “Nay,” he said anxiously, “you will be among us, lord. Are you not my anda? Am I not sworn to protect you with my sword and my blood? The arm of the Dragon Emperor is long, through his spies whose societies are found in all Tatary and the world. Half my men are yours to command. The Khantai Khan mountains and the river Kerulon will guard us. Berang has left me. My home will be empty without you.”


  Khlit made again the gesture of thanks and this time his hand lingered on his sword.


  “Hotai Khan,” he said, “your words are those of a brother. But I have no place among the ranks of the khans. Do you think I did not hear what was said at the council? I shall be alone when the men of the Dragon Emperor come to see me.”


  “Nay, lord,” spoke up Chepe Buga hastily, “do not leave us. Our swords will carve the carcasses of those who come after you.”


  With a grim smile Khlit shook his gray head. “I ask it not, noble lord. My enemies have been many, but my sword has served me well—”


  “The men of the Dragon Emperor have other weapons than swords,” objected Hotai Khan. “If your death is decreed your sword will do little for you, outside our protection.”


  “It is the sword of Kaidu, the hero, Hotai Khan. When have the White Khans asked protection of men? I am of their blood. Cho Kien, you have heard what we have said. Tell it to your master. Now, go!”


  Hastily the eunuch seized the chance to escape. He mounted with more eagerness than skill, and shouted to his followers. The mailed riders wheeled their horses behind him and broke into a gallop once they were clear of the Tatar ranks. Followed by the gibes of the Tatars they disappeared in the direction of the river.


  



  III


  No sentries watched at the edge of Hotai Khan's camp that night. There was shouting and drinking in the tents, following the marriage of Berang. But sentries were unknown in Tatar camps. The descendants of Genghis Khan held their enemies in scorn, and they never kept watch for a possible foe, proud of their strength.


  Snow had begun to fall with darkness, and sifted in under the branches of the pine trees. The ground was already carpeted white, and the tents were cloaked with it. Through the snow, past the lighted tents and flaming torches, Khlit guided his horse.


  The Cossack walked his horse until the last of the tents were left behind, and then he shook the flakes from his shoulders and broke into a trot. His shoulders were not as square as they had once been. His head bowed more than formerly. His thoughts were not cheering companions.


  Once before he had ridden thus from the camp of the Cossacks, never to return. A second time he had left the yurta of the Kallmark Tatars, driven by the same impulse to wander. It may have been that it was the call of his ancestor's blood that had drawn him to the Tatar steppe. He had fought his way to the camp of the Jun-gar, who were his kin, and among them he had thought to find companions for the last days of his life.


  For Khlit was no longer young. His arm, tireless in battle until now, was failing him, and more than ever he found himself depending on craft to aid him against his foes. The curved sword had not been drawn from its sheath for many months. Khlit's pride, which had separated him from comrades of the Cossack camp, would not let him dwell amid the jealousies of the Jun-gar khans. He set out again as he had done in the past, to match his wits against a foe. But this time he knew that his strength was not equal to his former efforts. And the wanderer realized that this enemy was greater than those of former years. The Dragon Emperor was not easily to be cheated of a victim.


  Khlit pulled his saddlebags, containing food and powder, tighter. He had put on a long fur coat, but the cold pierced through it. His horse turned its head and neighed, edging to one side as if to turn back to the camp. Khlit jerked it forward in silence.


  The next instant he was erect in the saddle and alert. The snow of the rough road made things visible some distance in advance. He made out the figure of a rider standing motionless a few paces ahead.


  It was not a sentry, for none was posted. Also, it was no one who had taken the trail ahead of him, for the rider waited, his horse drawn up across the road. The man, whoever he was, could not have heard Khlit coming over the soft snow.


  Khlit did not halt. He loosened his saber in its scabbard, and bent forward watchfully. The figure had not stirred, yet he felt that the man was observing him closely. His horse trotted forward, sniffing at the newcomer. They were within a few feet of each other when Khlit saw the arm's sudden movement, and the flash of a sword over the rider's head.


  His own blade was out instantly and he urged his mount ahead suddenly by a pressure of the knees. He saw the other horse start back in alarm and the sword of the rider whirl over him. Parrying the heavy stroke of the other, Khlit threw the full weight of himself and his mount against the man, and felt the rider fall as his horse stumbled to its knees. The man sprang clear cleverly and confronted Khlit on foot.


  The Cossack had wheeled his horse with uplifted blade for a second stroke when he was startled by a hearty laugh in the darkness. The man was standing before him, but with lowered weapon. Khlit halted distrustfully. As he did so a deep voice hailed him.


  “Aye, it is true. It was well done, Khlit, lord, and I am content. By the mane of my grandfather's sire, I was nearly a dead man. But put up the curved sword. I have had a good taste of it. Save it for others.”


  A sudden suspicion struck Khlit.


  “What name do you bear, O striker in the dark?” he asked grimly.


  “They call me Chagan,” the voice growled, “and I was sword-bearer to the Ordu Khan until tonight. I saw you leaving the camp, and followed. Knowing the way, I easily got ahead of you. I had a mind to test the curved sword of Kaidu and I find it well to my liking.”


  With that Chagan swung his heavy bulk skillfully into his saddle, and came close to Khlit.


  “Lord,” he said slowly, “think not I meant evil. This great sword of mine has split men to the wishbone, but it was not laid heavily against you. I watched in the battle, and saw you bearing the standard of the White Khan, Genghis. I care not for talk of rank. I have seen what I have seen.”


  “What said you, Chagan?” said Khlit. “I go alone, and there is peril ahead. My arm is not as strong as it was, to swing the curved sword. Get you back to the yurta where there is good wine.”


  “Aye,” laughed the sword-bearer, “I had a skinful of it. If there is danger so much the better. But where you go, I go. Did I not see the standard of Genghis Khan in your hand? My eyes do not lie.”


  “It is like a dog to bay without sense,” he growled. “And a dog tries to make game of what it lacks sense to understand. I am going into the country of the Dragon. Get back to your kennel, dog!”


  He urged his horse past the huge sword-bearer and galloped on down the trail. Before he had gone a hundred paces Chagan was beside him. Khlit lengthened the stride of his horse, but Chagan had chosen his mount with care and kept pace.


  “You have named me well, lord,” he growled. “I am a dog. And when was a dog sent home when a hunt was on?”


  “Turn back, Chagan, one without wits, or Hotai Khan will be without a sword-bearer.”


  Chagan reined his steed behind Khlit, for the trail had narrowed.


  “Hotai Khan is without one now,” he made answer with a chuckle. “Nay, I know the paths around here, to the Dragon standard in your hands. Is not the battle thickest where the standard flies? I scent a battle in the wind.”


  Khlit made no answer. Putting his horse to its best pace he succeeded in distancing Chagan to some degree. He turned aside into a grove of pines when he guessed that dawn was not far off. Dismounting and tethering his horse, he took a skin from his saddle and hung it to keep the driving snow off him as he spread his coat on the ground to sleep.


  The sun was high and the snow had ceased falling when he wakened. He crawled from his robe and stood up. Then he saw that another skin had been stretched over his own. Beside his horse another was tied. At his feet he saw a bulky form on the ground. It was nearly covered with a white drift. Khlit recognized the scarred face that turned up to him. The man had slept outside the shelter in the night. And it was Chagan, the sword-bearer.


  



  IV


  Khlit lost no time in putting a considerable distance between himself and the Tatar camp. He did not want to be followed, and he was grateful for the snow that had covered his tracks. He pressed ahead quickly, in a southeasterly direction that he knew would take him across the limits of Tatary and the plains that extended to the river Liao.


  Chagan was not to be left behind, and Khlit was forced to reconcile himself to the company of the sword-bearer. The latter proved himself valuable in many ways. He led Khlit to a ford over the Kerulon. This river, he told the Cossack, formed the barrier that had been the scene of many battles between the retreating khans and the hosts of the Dragon Emperor.


  As the two left the scattered yurtas of Tatars behind and came in sight of mud villages along the streams, Chagan conducted Khlit around the main caravan paths and the villages so that they were not observed.


  Chagan made no comment on the course Khlit directed him to take. Apparently the sword-bearer was well content to follow where his master led. Only once did he ask a question.


  “Lord,” he said one morning when the two were beginning their trot over the snow plains, “you have called me one without wit. Truly that is the case, for what need have I for wit when I follow you? Yet I would know one thing. What part of the empire is our destination? Are we going beyond the Wall?”


  “Nay, I think not,” responded Khlit. “Some travelers told us that the army of Li Jusong had passed the Wall and was riding northwest. If a fox wishes to hide from the hounds, is not the best hiding place the house of the master of the hounds? For the hounds go afield from the house. I am going to the army of Li Jusong. They will not know me for a Tatar.”


  “Aye, that's very well,” grumbled Chagan, who did not seem overpleased with this. “But these hounds of ours have a keen nose for game. They are hard to throw off the scent. The Lilies of the Court that the fat fool Cho Kien mentioned are a society pledged to exterminate Tatars in China. They have sacked many cities outside the Wall. Aye, they are a poisonous sort of lilies, with their magicians that spy out the future. There will be many of the society in the ranks of Li Jusong, for he marches against Tatary.”


  Khlit glanced shrewdly at his companion. Chagan was not the man to be held back from fear. Yet it was plain that he liked the Lilies of the Court but little.


  “Where can we meet the army of Li Jusong, Chagan?” he asked.


  The sword-bearer scowled in thought and pointed ahead of them.


  “Four days' fast riding from here is the city of Shankiang,” he ventured, “a border city. It lies in the course of Li Jusong, and at the rate we are traveling we may reach it a little before he does.


  “Shankiang is not a city of China, for it borders the upper Liao, where the people are Holangs, merchants and traders for the most part and unwarlike. They are neither Tatars nor Chinese. There you can see your fill of the men of Han and the silk devils of the Dragon Throne.”


  On learning that Khlit would go to Shankiang, Chagan had a further suggestion to make. Khlit, he pointed out, had a full growth of hair on his head and in his mixed costume might pass for an ordinary traveler. Once in Shankiang, he said, they could stable their horses and Tatar trappings and go about on foot where they would attract less attention. But he, Chagan, would need a more complete disguise.


  Their swords they must keep. So Chagan proposed that he purchase the clothes of a wrestler on the way to the city. His head was already shaven on the front of his skull, and if he shaved it entirely, it would be in the fashion of a wrestler. The two-handed sword would then be in keeping with his costume, for the stout wrestlers carried such weapons as a mark of their craft.


  To this Khlit agreed. He knew that it would cost Chagan misgivings to shave his treasured hind lock of hair. But the sword-bearer's great size would bear out his character of a wrestler. Whatever danger Khlit ran from Chagan's presence would be balanced by the information the other could give him concerning the Chinese. All that would be necessary was for Chagan to keep silence in public where his tongue might betray him. Khlit, in speaking, used the tongue he had learned in Samarkand.


  It was a favorite trick of the old Cossack to hide among the hunters when he was hunted. The army of Li Jusong would be made up of a hundred different clans, including warriors from Nankao to Holong, and in the myriad of fighters he might well be safe. In reasoning thus, Khlit had lost none of his cunning. He had, however, not reckoned upon two things. One was the prophecy of Li Chan Ko, magician of Li Jusong; the other was the Lilies of the Court.


  Thus it happened that when Khlit rode with his companion into sight of the walled city of Shankiang he had the appearance of a traveler who was accompanied by a wrestler as henchman. Chagan's bulk was swathed in a padded quilt, bound around with silk sashes painted to represent his prowess; his Tatar boots were discarded for cotton wrappings, and a fur cap displaced his pointed helmet. The scar that ran down his cheek bore out his character, and his long hair had been shaved off.


  The rough trails and caravan paths over the plains had changed to a broad road occupied by merchants' equipages, by wandering beggars, and by peasants carrying fish and grain to the city. On either side of the road the wind bells of tiled pagodas sounded cheerily; occasional stone pillars fashioned to charm away devils lined the way. Passing camels brushed past the horses of Khlit and Chagan.


  The road joined the river Liao near the walls, and Khlit saw a multitude of junks drawn up along the banks. When evening fell and they were about to enter the gates, he saw the merchants and beggars with them point to the river and touch their foreheads in reverence.


  Looking out he saw a large junk drifting down the current. It bore a multitude of colored lanterns, and banners floated from the mast and prow. The men on the junks along the banks raised a shrill chant as the vessel passed them. Khlit turned inquiringly to Chagan.


  “They say,” whispered the latter contemptuously, “that the junk is sent out with lanterns to light the wandering ghosts of the dead. May the evil spirits rip my hide, but they had best waited until Li Jusong had gone. There will be more dead, then. Aye, the ghosts will be plentiful.”


  So Chagan said, not knowing the prophecy of Li Chan Ko, magician of Li Jusong. But when he entered the towered gate of Shankiang, he touched Khlit's shoulder and pointed out over the river. In the distance the sun was setting. It was a dull, angry red in color. And between them and the sun drifted the lighted lanterns of the junk on its silent course down the river.


  



  V


  The Courts of Purgatory are filled not only from the City of Old Age. The Rakchas are gleeful when they hear the sound of trumpets summoning men into battle on earth.


  For on the terrace of night the sleepers will throng. Surely, they are sleeping, since they went to their graves as beds.


  From the Kang Mu Chronicles


  



  The first thing that Chagan did on arriving in Shankiang was to find stables for the horses of the travelers, and quarters for themselves in the merchants' section of the town nearby. He bargained for a room over a candlemaker's shop where a window opened upon one of the main streets of the city. Another aperture in the rear gave access to a walled-in garden where the candle-maker, Wen Shu by name, tended a miniature garden in his leisure hours.


  Never, save in Samarkand, had Khlit been in a city of the size of Shankiang. Unlike Tatar cities, the wall was the sole defense of the place—a wall of stone some forty feet in height, surmounted by occasional towers and pierced by four gates. Within the wall was a solid mass of wooden buildings, humming like a hive with its populace.


  While he waited for the coming of Li Jusong, Khlit wandered through the streets of Shankiang, visiting the teeming waterfront, and the booths of the journeying scholars who wrote letters and books for their clients, by the walled temples of the monks. At a shop set up outside their quarters he bought a set of ivory chessmen from a vendor, saying to Chagan that it was well to have a trade when Li Jusong's men should question them. To this Chagan heartily agreed.


  The giant sword-bearer seemed not in the best of humor. He spent long hours at the waterfront during the days of waiting, and returned with the news that Li Jusong had been seen approaching the river Liao. Also, he said, junks were hurrying to the city from the upper stretches of the river. That was foolish, Chagan declared, in the face of a coming army which was not allied to the Holangs.


  Khlit watched Chagan closely, and he could have sworn the man had more on his mind than he was willing to tell. More than once the sword-bearer broke off what he was saying, to stare at his weapon in silence.


  “Li Jusong should be here within three days,” Khlit observed to him one morning as they left their quarters.


  “Aye,” said Chagan, “is not that what you are waiting for?”


  The strange speech stuck in Khlit's mind. A curtained sedan was carried past them, and Khlit caught a glimpse of a yellow face peering out from the curtains. He noticed what appeared to be a badge of office on the hat of the man in the sedan. Chagan, however, plucked at his arm, and hurried him away into the crowd.


  “That was one of the Lily of the Court officials,” he whispered excitedly. “There are too many in the city, master, to please me. We may yet be strung up on the bone-crackers of their torture chambers, you and I!”


  “Dog of the devil, Chagan,” growled Khlit, “I knew not you could be so easily frightened!”


  “I—frightened?” Chagan stared his amazement. “Nay, but this place reeks of evildoing. I am sick for the plains and a horse.” That evening, when the lanterns were hung outside the doors, Chagan came hurrying into the walled garden where Khlit was sitting nursing his sword.


  “The beggars in the marketplace who have come from outside say that Li Chan Ko, the magician of Li Jusong, has told a prophecy about Shankiang. They say the mandarins of the city are debating shutting the gates on Li Jusong, for the men of Han bear them no good will.”


  The next day the city was rife with talk and the crowds thronged the streets. Khlit could not understand what was said, but he realized that the people were agitated. Bodies of infantry ill disciplined and worse armed were hurrying back and forth. The junks completely blocked the river.


  The prospect of the city shutting its gates to the coming army had not occurred to Khlit. He was not aware of feuds between the men of Han and Wang under the Dragon Emperor and the outlying districts. He made his way to the southern gate in time to see an imposing cavalcade of mandarins and priests trot forth and the doors swing to behind them.


  “They are emissaries going to Li Jusong,” Chagan explained after the sword-bearer had questioned a bystander, a small, brighteyed archer clad in complete mail with an ax slung at his belt.


  The latter swung around at Chagan's words and stared at the two curiously.


  “Ho there, those are foreign words,” he chuckled, closing one eye, “but fear not, my tongue does not wag by itself. Here, it pays to say little. One dog barks at nothing and the rest bark at him.”


  “What man are you, archer?” questioned Khlit, for the other spoke a Tatar dialect that he understood.


  “Nobody's man, uncle, but his who pays the most. I am a wanderer of Manchu blood, at present in the employ of the mandarins of this cursed city. Men call me Arslan; I am captain of a ten of archers on the walls. Likewise, a lusty singer. Harken—harken.” Arslan lifted a melodious voice:


  



  An arbor of flowers,


  And a kettle of wine.


  Alas! in the bowers


  No companion is mine.


  



  Then the moon sheds her rays


  On my goblet and me,


  And my shadow betrays


  We’re a party of three.


  



  Though the moon cannot swallow


  Her share of the grog


  And my shadow must follow


  Whenever I jog.


  



  See the moon—how she glances


  Response to my song.


  See my shadow—it dances


  So lightly along.


  



  While sober I feel


  You are both my good friends.


  When drunken I reel


  Our boon fellowship ends.


  



  “By the looks of things,” muttered Chagan, “your arrows will be flying before long and by the same token a Lily-handled dagger will stick from your shoulder blades.”


  “Not mine,” laughed Arslan. “For I am stationed on the Tower of the Five Falcons, which is loftiest of all on the walls. Harken, wrestler—you bear a goodly sword. If there is fighting, come to the Tower of the Five Falcons. Then you will see some pretty bow-and-arrow work!”


  “Aye, we may come to toss your carcass over the walls, cousin Arslan,” growled Chagan.


  But the archer turned away with a laugh. They heard him humming to himself as he disappeared in the crowd.


  When they returned to the shop, Wen Shu had left his work and was laying a sacrifice of food and drink before his ancestral tablet in the sanctuary of the garden. More troops moved through the streets that night, and the gates were kept shut.


  By the following night the embassy had not returned. Rumors were rife that the mandarins had been held as hostages and that Li Jusong had ordered the gates to be opened, and all soldiers to be disarmed. The cavalry of the Chinese general were reported in the suburbs. Khlit and Chagan slept that night in their boots and with their swords under their hands.


  



  


  VI


  At dawn, the Kang Mu relates, the gates of Shankiang were closed. Khlit was not able to return to the walls. When he tried to force through the crowds in the streets he was thrown back by armed bodies of horsemen. Shots were heard, and a wail went up from the women of Shankiang. Chagan and Khlit had agreed that in case the town resisted they would take to their horses, and await the arrival of Li Jusong. It might be possible to mingle with the ranks of the Chinese if they entered the place. But neither he nor Chagan was prepared for what followed.


  They were unable to reach the stable and had drawn to one side of the street under an archway. The crowd surged back on them as a mounted man rode down the street. His armor was torn and he was without a weapon. Two footmen struggled to keep up with the rider by clinging to his stirrups. They also were without arms, although their badges showed them to be retainers of the mandarins. They were heading for the river.


  After the rider had passed the people began to run into the houses. Merchants with their families in sedan chairs, accompanied by servants, thronged down the alleys that led to their junks. The wailing of women rose higher. From time to time bursts of musket shots sounded from the south. A bareheaded bonze with streaming garments came panting by them. When Chagan caught the latter's long sleeve to detain him, the priest tore himself loose and ran on with half his coat left in the Tatar's hand.


  The street was nearly deserted by now and Khlit motioned Chagan to resume their course to the stable. Like the Tatar, he felt the need of a horse between his legs, for he was not used to fighting on foot. They had not gone a dozen paces, however, when a group of horsemen came galloping toward them. They barely had time to jump aside into a doorway before the riders swept past like a torrent, several gorgeously robed mandarins in their midst.


  “They go like men who want to save their skins,” growled Chagan. “Ha!”


  He pointed after the horsemen. In the center of the alley a short distance away lay a quivering heap of silk. The bonze had not been quick to jump aside.


  New crowds hurrying down to the junks barred the way to the stable and the two were forced to turn back to the candlemaker's shop. They found Wen Shu with his wife and daughter in their best robes sitting quietly in the closed shop. With a hurried question, Chagan left the candlemaker and followed Khlit to their room.


  “To eat,” said Khlit calmly, suiting the action to the word. “The walls of the town are strong. Li Jusong will have a hard time breaking in.”


  Chagan shook his head moodily at this, but, observing that Khlit was making away with the best portions of the rice and fish, he fell to eating with the Cossack. That done, Chagan stretched full length on the floor and was soon asleep. Khlit watched by the window.


  It was impossible now to leave the city by the walls. And Khlit was loath to join the mad rush for the junks. He waited for darkness, when it might be possible to venture abroad and learn more of what was happening. The sound of musketry presently ceased. The pandemonium in the street was quieter. Khlit heard the beat of horses' hoofs.


  Looking out, he saw a troop of riders in blue coats with banners trotting down the street in good order, four abreast. The sight reassured him somewhat, and he shook Chagan into wakefulness.


  “These are better warriors than the others we have seen,” he observed to the Tatar.


  “Aye, your eye is keen, master,” chuckled Chagan; “those are some of Li Jusong's Leo Tung men.”


  He disappeared down the stairs leading to the shop, returning after a moment. Stretching his giant arms wide, he gave a huge yawn and shook himself like a dog.


  “It was a good sleep,” he growled. “Come, Khlit, lord, we had best be stirring or we will be smoked out like dead fish. Wen Shu says that the city has fallen. Some of the infantry held the southern gate for a while, but the followers of the Lily treacherously opened the eastern gate to Li Jusong's cavalry. It will be an evil night for Shankiang and you and I will have work for our swords.”


  Khlit buckled his belt tighter and filled his pipe with tobacco. When the pipe was lighted to his satisfaction he turned to Chagan.


  “What kind of men are these, Chagan?” he said, sweeping his arm in the direction of the city. “The walls could have kept Li Jusong out for a year—”


  “In Tatary, yes, master. But in China there is always a traitor and a back door. Also a dagger in the kidneys of a true fighter. Come, I will show you proof of what has happened.”


  Khlit followed Chagan down to the shop, where the Tatar paused, pointing grimly to where Wen Shu sat cross-legged on the floor, bowing back and forth in grief. All the candles and lanterns of the shop had been lighted. Incense burned at the ancestral shrine. Flowers were arranged in the vases.


  Clearly outlined in the many-colored glow, Khlit saw the figures of the wife and daughter of Wen Shu. Dressed in their dainty garments, the two women hung from a rafter over the head of the candlemaker. Silken cords were around their white throats, and fastened to the rafter.


  “He will wait there until a Han sword severs his neck also,” explained Chagan. “These people allow themselves to be slain like sheep once a city is taken. Still, Wen Shu has the satisfaction of seeing his women dead before the warriors of Li Jusong get here. I know, for I have carved up many like him.”


  With that Chagan led the way into the street and Khlit followed silently. Evening was falling, but the sky was lighted by the glow of numerous fires. The smell of smoke was in the air. Khlit led Chagan into another street on the way to the stable. Here bodies were lying.


  Chagan took no notice of them, but Khlit stooped at the first one and, drawing his curved sword, dipped it into the pool of blood beside the body, which was that of a child. The Tatar, seeing this, did likewise, with a grin.


  “Better to be thought wolves than sheep, Chagan,” said Khlit grimly.


  The prospect of danger had brought a light to his eyes and a flush to his lean cheeks. With bared swords the two passed on, keeping close together, in the direction of their horses. As they went they saw new evidence of the coming of Li Jusong.


  By a many-storied pagoda which was blazing to its summit they saw a heap of bodies. The unfortunates who had taken refuge in the temple had been forced by the flames to come out, only to meet the swords of the Han warriors. So much Khlit read in the sight of the bodies, for he was old in the ways of warfare. He had stooped over the forms, when one of them, a slender girl, struggled upright and faced him.


  The child was wild-eyed with fright, and her trembling hands gripped her throat. She stared blindly at Khlit, plainly expecting his sword to descend on her. Chagan took her by the shoulder and pulled her to her feet with rough good nature.


  “Get you into that alley, dollface,” he bellowed, pointing to a dark opening at one side of the burning building, “or Li Jusong's butchers will sharpen their blades—ha! Watch, Khlit, lord!”


  A group of pikemen had run into the open space from another street and approached them. Chagan gave the girl a hasty shove, as if to cast her down among the bodies again. But instead of obeying him she pulled the form of a small boy to his feet beside her. The infant seemed to be wounded, for he was dripping blood. Holding the boy close to her, the girl remained motionless.


  The pikemen had come up to them, and one of them questioned Chagan roughly. The sword-bearer made no reply, not understanding what the other said. Before Khlit realized what had happened one of the pikemen had thrust his weapon into the girl's side. She sank to her knees with a low moan.


  The boy gave a cry of anguish and clutched the hand of the soldier. With a laugh the pikeman wrenched his spear loose from the girl and wiped it clean on the boy's garments. His half-dozen companions closed threateningly around Khlit and Chagan.


  At the same instant Khlit's curved sword flashed up. It whirled swiftly against the throat of the pikeman. The soldier dropped beside the girl, his head hanging from his shoulder by a strip of flesh.


  The spears of the others were lifted at Khlit, who had slashed the face of a second man with the same stroke that slew the murderer of the girl. He sprang back, only to see three of the menacing pikes knocked to the ground by a stroke of Chagan's huge sword, with its foot-wide blade. He warded off the stroke of the fourth man, drawing a pistol at the same time.


  Khlit discharged his pistol at the waist of the man who had struck at him, and turned to Chagan. His sword was lifted for a second stroke, but he stayed his hand. Chagan's blade, falling again, had dashed two of the men to earth with split heads. The survivor had dropped his pike and taken to his heels. He did not go far, however.


  With an oath Chagan caught up one of the pikes at his feet. Dropping his heavy sword for an instant, he poised the spear and hurled it after the fugitive with all the strength of his long arm.


  The weapon caught the man in the small of the back and he dropped to his knees.


  “The hunting had begun, Chagan,” cried Khlit, “but other dogs are coming. Follow me!”


  With a backward glance at groups of Chinese who were running toward them from each end of the street Khlit turned and dived into the alley that Chagan had pointed out to the girl. The sword-bearer pounded at his heels.


  



  VII


  The alley was shut off from the light from the burning pagoda, but the sky was bright with the general conflagration of the city. Khlit saw that he was running down a passage between large buildings. He caught sight of an opening at his right and turned aside. Two dim objects about the height of a man confronted him. These he recognized as the stone drums of the city, now deserted.


  He had been that way before, and with a flash of memory he swerved into a gateway that led him to a flight of steps. Up these he climbed, with the watchful Tatar at his heels. The steps led to a jade and stone gateway of the central Buddhist temple.


  A cry from below told him that the pursuers had caught sight of them from the street. Chagan gave a curse, but Khlit drew him silently into the temple. It was deserted. The long hall that led to the giant bronze figure of Buddha was empty of worshipers. There was no place of concealment in the hall, and Khlit, perforce, ran to the figure of the cross-legged god.


  At the very feet of the image stretched a white form. One of the priests had been slain in his sanctuary, for a red line blurred the white of the robe from throat to waist. Khlit wasted no time, but sought along the wall for the doors he knew must be there, opening into the priests' apartments. A silken curtain covered the wall, but when Chagan thrust at it with his sword, it yielded and they pushed under it, finding themselves in an ebony and lacquer chamber, lighted by red lanterns.


  A white robe flitted away down a passage that led from the priests' chamber and Khlit sprang after it, panting with the effort he was making. The fleeing priest, who must have imagined that death stalked him, led them down the passage and through a narrow door out onto a terrace on the farther side of the building.


  The wretched man had flung himself imploringly on the ground before them. Khlit stepped over his prostrate form, and Chagan followed him, bestowing a hearty kick on the priest as he did so. They were now in a cherry garden belonging to the temple. A few minutes more and they had reached the edge of the garden, unseen by their pursuers, who had stopped to slay the priest.


  A stone wall confronted them, but this problem Chagan easily solved. Sheathing his sword, the Tatar swung himself up to the summit of the wall. Reaching down a powerful hand, he drew Khlit beside him. They dropped to the farther side and walked down the alley in which they found themselves.


  It opened out into a wide square filled with moving bands of soldiers. Khlit realized that hesitation would mean disaster for them. Motioning to Chagan to follow, he stepped out among the Chinese. The latter, seeing their crimson swords, took no further notice of them. When they had put a safe distance between them and the temple garden, Khlit halted, leaning on his sword to recover breath.


  He saw that they stood in a square one side of which was bordered by the city wall. The scene was outlined by flames behind them, and Khlit made out a tower opposite, rising against the wall and above it to a considerable height.


  The Chinese around them were discharging arrows at the summit of the tower. Others were crowding around the door, which was already nearly blocked with dead. On the summit of the tower were several defenders who were replying to the arrows of the besiegers. Khlit could see the helmets of the men on the tower appear at the edge of the rampart to let fly an arrow and then draw back. They had already taken heavy toll of the attackers.


  Chagan, who had been scanning the tower closely, pointed up at it.


  “The Tower of the Five Falcons, master,” he whispered. “I see the archer, Arslan, up there. His men shoot like devils. We had best go elsewhere or our friend Arslan will settle his score with me with one of his shafts.”


  The streets leading from the square were nearly deserted by the Holangs, and the two were able to avoid wandering bands of Li Jusong's men. Khlit traced his way back to the merchants' quarter, and eventually they came to the stable where their horses had been left. The beasts were gone.


  Chagan flung himself down on a heap of straw with an oath and Khlit seated himself beside the sword-bearer. Drawing bread and meat from a wallet at his belt, the Cossack began to eat calmly, sharing his food with Chagan. Khlit was too old a warrior to be disturbed by the slaughter that was going on around them throughout the city of Shankiang.


  “We will wait here until daylight,” he told Chagan. “Tomorrow we may find a place in the ranks of Li Jusong.”


  Chagan paused in the act of swallowing a mouthful of meat and stared at his companion curiously. He started to speak, then thought better of it. But for the remainder of the night, which was hideous with the sound of slaying and pillage, he kept silence. More than once Khlit found the giant looking at him moodily.


  When the sun was well up the two went out of the stable. Stopping only to take a long drink at the well in the yard, they returned to the streets of the stricken city. Quiet prevailed. Nothing was to be seen save the bodies that filled the gutters and the doorways of houses. Smoke rose densely from several quarters of the town.


  The quiet did not deceive Khlit. He had no need to ask Chagan to know that the sack of Shankiang was not ended; that it had only begun.


  



  VIII


  On turning into one of the main streets, lined with shopkeepers' painted signs, Khlit and Chagan came face to face with a procession of Holang prisoners. They were marching in single file, escorted by a party of Han men, and were tied together by a long rope.


  “Like a string of pearls,” Chagan said.


  The party was led by an officer of great height and imposing appearance. This man halted the procession as Khlit and Chagan came abreast him, and scanned them closely. Chagan returned his gaze with an impudent stare. Khlit essayed a word of greeting in the Uigur tongue to which the officer did not reply.


  “What is your name and business, graybeard?” the Chinese asked finally. “You wear strange clothes.”


  “A traveling chess player, sir,” responded Khlit quickly, “with my servant. Can you direct us to Li Jusong?”


  “The general of the Son of Heaven is out inspecting the streets, Uigur,” answered the officer. “He would welcome you if you are truly a chess player, for the game is his distinguished delight. Your servant is big of bone. I am weary of killing these swine. We will have some sport. Len Shi!”


  He struck his fan sharply against his leg, and a giant Chinaman made his appearance from among the troops with a low bow. The officer spoke to him sharply and gave a command to his men. Two of them went into a shop and returned with a chair in which he seated himself. Two others brought a square silk of the width of five paces which they spread in the street. The prisoners watched apathetically. “Your man is a wrestler,” said the officer to Khlit. “Len Shi is also a wrestler, a rascal of strength and skill. We will see which is the better man.”


  When Khlit interpreted this to Chagan, who did not understand the Uigur tongue, the Tatar cast a calculating glance at Len Shi. Big as Chagan was, the Chinaman was broader at the shoulders and heavier by fifty pounds. When Len Shi had doffed his quilted coat and undertunic, two massive arms showed, topped by a bull neck.


  Chagan followed the example of his adversary promptly. He seemed no whit afraid, although he wore a scowl.


  “I know not this wrestling sport,” he whispered to Khlit as he stripped off his shirt. “But there is no man in China who can overmatch me at handgrips. Let this fat bullock look to his back, for I will break it for him.”


  Khlit watched his comrade with a troubled glance. Chagan was as powerful a man as he had ever seen, but Len Shi was weightier and moved with assurance, like one who had no doubt of his skill. Strong as the Tatar was, he might be no match for the Chinaman at the latter's game.


  The Cossack took the two-handed sword from Chagan, allowing no one else to touch it, in spite of the fact that two of the soldiers offered readily to do so. The rest crowded around the silk square, talking eagerly with Len Shi, who made no response, but stared at Chagan, hands on his knees and slant eyes narrowed.


  Khlit watched the two men as they faced each other on the silk, and glanced at the bland countenance of the officer. The latter showed no sign of interest in the bout, but Khlit felt that he had arranged it with a purpose.


  The next instant the two wrestlers had locked arms and were swaying over the square. Len Shi's great face turned mottled with the effort he was making, and he roared with anger. Chagan made no sound, foiling the attempts of his adversary to trip him to the ground, where Len Shi's greater weight would tell.


  The soldiers crowded close to the two men, whose hot breaths rose in vapor through the cold air. The officer stroked his fan gently. Apparently he was not interested in the wrestlers, but Khlit saw that he watched them keenly. Len Shi had shifted his first hold to one more to his satisfaction, about the waist of Chagan, who had locked the other's head in his mighty arms.


  Len Shi, however, was a master of his craft. Twisting his head free from Chagan's grip, he swung the Tatar free of the ground.


  Following up his advantage, he put forth his strength and tossed Chagan clear of the silk. The Tatar fell heavily on his back. A shout went up from the soldiers.


  Chagan, however, was on his feet in an instant, snarling with rage. He sprang at Len Shi, only to be caught by the waist in the same grip that had thrown him off his feet before. Chagan, however, was not one to be tricked twice in the same manner.


  As before, Len Shi swung the sword-bearer from his feet as if he had been a child. Khlit wondered at the smooth skill of the wrestler who could handle Chagan in this manner. Blood was running from the latter's mouth, for the fall had been a heavy one. Len Shi's wide chest was panting from his efforts and he was shouting shrilly in triumph.


  Khlit saw Len Shi turn with the quickness of a cat and catch Chagan on his back. The Tatar was now athwart his opponent's broad shoulders, behind his neck in a horizontal position, with Len Shi's arms grasping his legs on one side and his neck on the other.


  “See,” said the officer to Khlit, “your man is like a trussed sheep. He is bleeding already, and he is helpless. Len Shi will presently cast him down and fall upon him. I have seen a dozen men crippled in this fashion. Len Shi is a master wrestler.”


  In truth, Chagan's arms were fumbling about Len Shi's bulllike head in seeming helplessness. Slowly the Chinaman began to turn with his burden as if to gain momentum for the effort that would hurl Chagan to the earth. The Tatar, however, was watching every move of his adversary.


  With a shout Len Shi whirled. His arm about Chagan's legs shifted to the latter's neck with lightning quickness. His muscles bulged as he strained for the throw. At the same instant Khlit saw Chagan fling both arms under Len Shi's chin. As the latter flung the Tatar from him, Chagan's powerful arms twisted Len Shi's chin to one side.


  Chagan flew through the air, wrenched loose from his hold. Len Shi had thrown his foe. But Chagan had caught Len Shi's head, so that his full weight had jerked upon the Chinaman's spine. Len Shi's neck was broken.


  “A clever trick, Uigur,” the officer smiled blandly. “Len Shi has wrestled his last bout. But it was a Tatar trick. I suspected you and your follower. It will not be long before Len Shi is avenged.”


  The officer called sharply to his men, who were staring in wonder at the lifeless form of their comrade. Khlit had not been unprepared for such a move. He cast a quick glance around. They were in the middle of the street. The prisoners with the guard filled the street at one end. From the other side a group of horsemen were advancing. Escape by either end was cut off.


  The doors of nearby buildings stood open, after the pillage of the night before. It might have been possible for Khlit to have gained one of the doorways while the soldiers were advancing on him. But Chagan was still on his knees, bleeding and dizzy from his fall and ignorant of the discovery of the officer. Khlit would not leave him.


  Stepping to the side of the Tatar, he pulled him roughly to his feet and thrust the great sword into his hand.


  “Stand, Chagan,” he cried, “we are attacked!”


  The Tatar grasped his weapon in both sinewy hands. But he was reeling from fatigue and dizziness. Khlit placed his back to Chagan and waited the onset of the Chinese with drawn sword. A grim smile twisted his white mustache. Truly, the odds were heavy. Twoscore against an old man and a tired warrior. Chagan, too, was naked of all protection, having doffed his quilted coat to wrestle. They had been cleverly tricked by the Chinese officer.


  Khlit was facing the foot soldiers, who were advancing from the prisoners. Chagan was facing the horsemen, who had pulled up barely in time to keep from running them down. He saw that the men in front of him spread out to surround Chagan and himself. This done, they waited.


  Khlit gripped his sword impatiently. He would have preferred a quick onset to this. Then he caught sight of the Chinese officer and caught his breath in surprise. The man was down on his knees in the street, with his head bowed nearly to the earth.


  Khlit cast a quick glance over his shoulder. Directly in front of Chagan was a horseman. His mount was caparisoned in silk with jade pendants. He wore a shining robe on which a dragon was embroidered. No armor was visible and his only weapon was a small sword with a jeweled hilt. The man was of lean build with a hawk-like face, nearly as dark as his black eyes.


  Behind him a score of mailed lancers were drawn up, with a banner at their head. The banner bore a dragon. The man's hand was lifted as if to arrest the foot soldiers who were around Khlit. As Khlit watched him he spoke quickly to the officer who was on his knees. Khlit could not understand what they said, but presently the rider turned to him.


  “So we have a chess player who is a Tatar here,” he said in a smooth voice. “I did not know the Tatars played the favorite game of the Dragon Emperor. A rare jewel I have found. Too precious to be thrown to these dogs of mine. Will you sheathe your sword and come with Li Jusong, general of Wan Li, of the Dragon Throne?”


  



  IX


  Khlit looked long into Li Jusong's impassive countenance. He was face to face at last with the famous general who had led victorious armies against the men of Japan and the Manchus in Korea. He pondered the latter's words. Khlit knew nothing of chess-play. He had taken the role as a safeguard in case he was questioned. What Li Jusong's purpose might be in sparing him he did not know.


  It might be only a respite, but a respite was better than speedy death at the lances of the mailed riders. Khlit could see no course but to yield. He put little trust in the word of Li Jusong, but he preferred the society of the latter to the comrades of the dead Len Shi.


  “Believe him not,” whispered Chagan, “he has the tongue of a poisonous snake. Keep your sword, master. You and I will take many souls with us to the courts of Hades, as good Tatars should.”


  Khlit shook his head. He could see no good in resisting.


  “Have I your word,” he asked Li Jusong, “that I and my companion may keep our swords? And that we will be spared?”


  “Aye, stranger,” smiled Li Jusong, “so long as you are a chess player.”


  In spite of Chagan's protest, Khlit sheathed his weapon. The Tatar scowled blackly at this. Khlit wondered as he saw the man lift his great sword and bring it down across his knee with all the strength of his arms. Chagan's two-handed sword snapped in twain and the giant cast the pieces from him.


  “No other shall have this,” he growled. “Lord, you have done ill.”


  Li Jusong regarded the sword-bearer curiously as Chagan stood beside Khlit with folded arms. His glance strayed to the curved sword of the Cossack and he frowned as if in an effort of memory. He motioned to two of his men to dismount.


  “Ride with me,” he directed Khlit briefly, “you and your man.”


  With that Li Jusong spurred forward his horse. The kneeling officer barely had time to spring to one side. The other riders closed in about them. They went onward through the bloodstained streets of Shankiang.


  Chagan kept close to Khlit's side. Only once did he speak. “You have done ill, lord,” he repeated surlily.


  Khlit made no response and the two said no further word.


  Even when Li Jusong left them at the gate of the governor's palace, which he had taken for his own quarters, and the horsemen led them to apartments in the rear where they sat down to a sumptuous meal plundered from the palace larder, Chagan did not rouse from his reverie.


  The soldiers left them here, with guards. Khlit sought out a bench and stretched full length upon it, for he was weary. In a moment he was asleep. Chagan, however, had not followed his example. The Tatar paced back and forth through the chamber, eyeing Khlit and the guards. His scarred face was black with anger.


  



  X



  In spite of tempest or drought or evil demons, the word of a wise man will come true.


  Chinese proverb


  



  That night was the eighth night of the second moon, according to the chronicle of the Kang Mu, and Li Jusong had put to the sword many thousands of the populace of Shankiang. For two nights and a day his men had sacked the city. Thus, says the Kang Mu, the words of Li Chan Ko, the magician from the Imperial Throne, came to pass.



  That night Khlit learned of the strange prophecy of Li Chan Ko. He had slept for several hours when his guards wakened him, and took him with Chagan to the presence of Li Jusong.


  The general of Wan Li had spent the early part of the night in drinking with his followers in the courtroom of the palace, an ornamented chamber, lacquered and tapestried, which had been spared pillage. Li Jusong was a man who trusted no one save Li Chan Ko, whom he held in great esteem. Consequently the two were alone with a few attendants when Khlit and Chagan were led to the long table where they sat. Four candles on the table lighted the room.


  Li Jusong looked up at their entrance. His hard face was flushed from drinking and his black eyes seemed sunk in his head. He motioned Khlit to a seat on the other side of the table and scanned him covertly.


  “The dogs and vultures are feasting high tonight in Shankiang, Tatar,” he murmured, “for the city has felt the weight of the Dragon's claw. Like candles in the wind, the lives of its people are going out. Truly, it is as blind Li Chan Ko, in his wisdom, has said. Before we left the Great Wall he had foretold the destruction of the city. Harken, Tatar, and hear the words of wisdom.”


  The general turned to Li Chan Ko, a shriveled man in a scholar's dress, who wore the insignia of high caste. Khlit waited silently for what was to come.


  “Li Chan Ko will repeat his prophecy,” explained Li Jusong, sipping his wine, “and I will translate his golden phrases into your language.”


  The blind sage lifted his eyes and murmured. Khlit noted that the guards who stood beside Chagan bowed their heads as if at the words of a priest.


  “This is the prophecy, O Tatar,” resumed Li Jusong. “All unworthy, I shall try to repeat it for you.


  “The wind whistles through the long night, where ghosts of the unburied dead wander in the gloom. The fading moon twinkles on the fallen snow. The fosses of the walls are frozen with blood, and the beards of the dead are stiff with ice. Each arrow is sped; every bowstring broken, and the strength of the war horse is gone. Thus is the city of Shankiang on the coming of the Dragon Host.”


  “These words, Tatar,” explained Li Jusong, “were written on the mind of the magician Li Chan Ko during sleep. Great is the wisdom of the magician!”


  He emptied his wine cup and stared at Khlit from reddened eyes. The scholar sat with folded hands, paying no heed to what went on. Khlit, from the corner of his eye, observed that two spearmen were close behind him. Plainly, Li Jusong remembered that Khlit still had his sword. The general clapped his hands and called to one of the attendants. The man disappeared and presently returned with an ivory chessboard inlaid with gold, which he set on the table between Khlit and Li Jusong.


  “Now we will have a game, Tatar, you and I,” smiled the Chinese. “It is a pretty set of chessmen, this, for it belonged to the governor himself before my men tied a silk bracelet around his neck and he sped to join his worthy ancestors.”


  Khlit did not look at the board. He had no knowledge of the game. He was watching Li Jusong. Was the man serious, or was he playing with his captives?


  “Come, Tatar,” said Li Jusong, “this is the pastime of kings. And here is wine. Drink, for wine is justly named the sweeper-away-of-care. Come, you are no common Tatar. I knew as much when I saw your sword drawn today.”


  Chagan gave a growl at this, but the general heeded him not. His glance challenged Khlit over the wine cup, as the Cossack drank deeply. A smile played over his thin lips. Khlit set down his cup and motioned for more. The act gave him a chance to think. Li Jusong was playing with him. It was a game of wits, and Khlit had played at such many times. He smiled in answer to Li Jusong and drank again.


  “You have good eyes, Li Jusong,” he growled. “But this game of ivory puppets is not to my liking. It is a devil's pastime.”


  “Nevertheless,” responded the general softly, “few can play it. Are you one of the few? I seem to doubt it. A wolf does not sport with toys.”


  Khlit looked up quickly. The other's face was expressionless, but the black eyes gleamed. It must have been chance that led Li Jusong to mention a wolf, the name that men applied to Khlit.


  “You have called it the sport of kings, Li Jusong,” he said slowly. “Yet kings play with greater stakes. Such as lives, and armies—”


  “True!” The Chinese laughed quickly. “I am in a mood to humor you tonight, Tatar. We will play another game, with higher stakes. I knew that you were not a common man. That was why I spared you today.”


  With a sudden move he swept the chessmen from the board. The ivory images rolled scattering about the floor.


  “That is how I scatter my enemies,” he smiled, “wherever I meet them.”


  He called to his attendants. One of the men left the room, and in a moment a door opened and several men came into the chamber, bowing before Li Jusong.


  One or two were soldiers of rank but the others wore the robes of ceremony that stamped them as courtiers. The leader of the party halted close to the table with another bow. Something in the man's broad yellow face stirred Khlit's memory. He heard an exclamation from Chagan. The man was Cho Kien, the eunuch who had come to the Tatar khans as envoy.


  “I see you know our visitor already,” observed Li Jusong. “Cho Kien is high in favor at the Dragon Throne. He once bore you a message which was not delivered in full, owing to the presence of your undesirable companions. Cho Kien with his comrades of the Lily returned to Shankiang, following my instructions, and he recognized you while he was passing through the streets in a sedan.”


  Khlit recalled the meeting between himself and Chagan and the official of the Lily in a curtained vehicle. He made no reply, waiting for what was to come.


  “Cho Kien, who was kind enough to open one of the gates to my cavalry,” went on Li Jusong, “told me of your presence in the city, and I issued orders that you were to be spared and brought to me. For it was the wish of the Dragon Emperor, who is lofty as the clouds of heaven, that the message be delivered to you.”


  



  XI


  Cho Kien stepped forward at a sign from the general.


  “It is written,” he said in his high voice, “to kill not the ox that tills your garden. The World-Honored One, in his graciousness, has received knowledge of Khlit, the strange warrior who defeated Hang-Hi. Nevertheless, not he but the Tatar khans are the enemies of the Dragon Throne. Khlit, who bears the name of the Wolf, is not a Tatar by birth. He is a wanderer of great skill in warfare, from a distant country. His curved sword is a charm that brings victory to the side on which he fights.”


  The eunuch paused to glance keenly at Khlit. The latter was not surprised at this information, for it had been revealed to the councilors of Hang-Hi, some of whom must have escaped the massacre that followed the defeat of his army.


  “The part of my message which was written on the paper I bore, and which was for the ear of Khlit alone, is this,” pursued Cho Kien. “The paper was taken from me by one of the khans, but I remember its wording. The Gracious Emperor, Wan Li, convinced that only magic of high quality could have defeated so brave a man as Hang-Hi, has been pleased, on the advice of his wise men, to offer pardon to the warrior Khlit if he will use his magical power on the side of Wan Li against the rebel khans.”


  Li Jusong cast a shrewd glance at Khlit.


  “It is the wish of Wan Li, whom may long life and honor bless, that you be given a high command under me and hereditary rank. You are not born a Tatar. The cause of the khans is lost. The sun of Wan Li rises bright over all China.” He paused to empty his cup. “You will do well to accept the offer that will give you life.”


  “And what if I refuse?” asked Khlit slowly.


  “Then to my sorrow I shall be forced to have you beaten to death as a traitor with split bamboos in seven days, when the sack of Shankiang is ended. It would be brainless to choose death. I have seen the writing on your sword which signifies high descent. You have seen the power of the Dragon. The khans expect me to attack them at the Kerulon. But I shall wait here until they quarrel among themselves and the horde disbands. Spies have told me that the khans are on ill terms with each other.”


  Cho Kien nodded confirmation to this. Khlit stared at the scattered chessmen on the floor in silence. Li Jusong was a shrewd general. He had discovered the weak point of the Jun-gar Horde. United, the warlike khans might offer stern resistance. Separately, they could be cut down. Khlit was a wanderer, who had fought with many armies. He was not a Tatar, although of Tatar blood. Allied with Li Jusong he might win high favor from the Dragon.


  He filled his cup and drank deep. Li Jusong took this as a good omen and did likewise, bidding Cho Kien and the men of the Lily be seated.


  “These are the men, O Khlit,” he smiled, “who are sworn to carry fire and sword into Tatary. If you refuse our offer they will see that you die slowly. Think well!”


  At this the aged scholar, Li Chan Ko, leaned forward and placed under Li Jusong's eyes a paper on which he had been tracing characters with a brush.


  “The blind man of wisdom has a word for you,” said the general, holding a candlestick over the paper, for the light was dim. “He reminds you of the words of the Dragon Emperor to the khans, the saying—With the slayer of his kin a man may not live under the same sky.”


  Khlit wondered as he watched the bland face of the blind man what the latter had meant by the sentence. Later he was to know more of the wisdom of Li Chan Ko. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Chagan standing by the door with drooping head. The sword-bearer had heard what had passed. Khlit remembered that the latter had chosen to die rather than to trust Li Jusong.


  He had only to say a word of agreement and he would be safe. Chagan doubtless would be slain with dispatch, and there would be no Tatar witness to his decision. The khans had refused Khlit his rightful rank among them. Jealous and intolerant of each other, they seemed bound to fall before Li Jusong's sword.


  With Li Jusong he would hold a high rank. Weary of wandering alone, Khlit would have honor and a place of command. If he chose, he might not need to face the Tatars—might go into another part of China.


  As he meditated his glance fell on his sword. The curved sword that had been his companion through life bore the inscription of Kaidu, the White Khan. The blood of the White Khans ran in Khlit's veins. Moreover, he had fought with the khans of the Kerulon—had shared their bread and wine. They had followed him in battle.


  “Li Jusong,” he said slowly, “tell me this thing. Is the man who betrays another to be trusted?”


  “Nay, but you will betray no one. The khans have given you no place with them.”


  “Then,” Khlit responded, “how is he to be trusted who asks one man to betray another?”


  The old scholar, Li Chan Ko, turned his blind eyes to Khlit. He smiled approvingly, as if he had understood. Cho Kien spoke, his voice heavy with distrust.


  “Your answer—what is it to be?”


  Khlit stood up. The others did likewise, save Li Chan Ko. The dim light from the four candles showed Chagan's burning glance fixed on him from among the guards at the door. Khlit pointed to him.


  “I would speak with the Tatar first,” he said firmly.


  Li Jusong and Cho Kien glanced at each other briefly. The former nodded.


  “Bring the Tatar to the table,” he called to the guards. “He will be safer here.”


  The guards escorted Chagan forward, leaving the door vacant. The two behind Khlit stepped to his side watchfully. The men of the Lily muttered, and drew closer.


  Chagan's questioning glance was on Khlit as the latter stepped close to his side.


  “I give Chagan a farewell word,” said Khlit briefly.


  For a long moment he leaned close to the sword-bearer's ear and whispered. The latter's sullen eyes opened wide in astonishment. Cho Kien motioned to the guards impatiently, but Khlit stepped back to the table, resting both hands on it. He smiled grimly.


  “This is my answer, Li Jusong,” he said slowly. His hands tightened on the table. “Aye, my blood is noble—it is that of the White Khans. I keep faith with my blood—thus!”


  A heave of his lean arms, and the table crashed over on its side. The candles fell with the flagon of wine and the goblets. The spilled wine extinguished the candles. A shout went up from the Chinese. The chamber was in darkness.


  “The door, Chagan!” Khlit's voice rang out.


  He heard the sword-bearer's answering shout, and the crash of bodies on the floor. A heavy weight descended on his head, and he sank forward over the table. A haze fell upon his mind.


  



  XII


  When consciousness returned to Khlit he found himself chained to a pillar by the arms in a lacquered chamber. Beside him were white-robed bodies of dead Buddhist priests. He was in the room in the rear of the temple through which he had passed before.


  Daylight showed Khlit the interior of the chamber. Narrow windows high in the wall at his back let in the light. The walls were of black ebony and teakwood. The single door was also of teakwood, and very strong.


  The place seemed to have been a council room for the monks of the temple. It was littered with discarded robes, books, and chairs. The cold was piercing, but it served to lessen the stench of the bodies. And for seven days Khlit endured the cold and hunger of the place, for Cho Kien, who tended him, gave him only rice and water.


  Khlit knew that the massacre was still going on in the streets of Shankiang, for at intervals shots and cries reached his ears. Footsteps passed in the adjoining corridors, but no one entered the chamber. Only Cho Kien came, to mock him.


  The eunuch told him nothing of the fate of Chagan. He forced captive priests in white robes to minister to Khlit, at the point of the sword. Even if the sword-bearer had escaped from the palace there was little chance of winning free from the walled city where the swords of Li Jusong were reaping a deadly harvest. For a week the sound of slaying continued.


  Khlit's situation gave him small food for hope. His arms long since had become numb from the cold and the ropes. He could sleep only at intervals, sitting against the pillar. His sword had disappeared from his belt, but he saw it strapped to Cho Kien.


  The first night had convinced him that there was no loosening his bonds. And Cho Kien's vigilance prevented his speaking to the priests, even if they could have understood him. There was nothing to do but struggle to keep his blood stirring under the grip of the cold, and ward off with his boots the rats that came to gnaw the dead bodies.


  The Cossack had long ceased to count the days. He was weak from hardships and lack of food. He had spoken no word for a week. His eyes were sunken in his head and his chest burned with fever. The rats had nearly finished the meat from the bodies in the corner and were becoming bolder in their attacks on him. Especially when he slept did they torment him.


  Khlit's memory suffered from the week of imprisonment. Two things, however, were clear in his mind. He longed to regain possession of his curved sword. And he desired to slay Cho Kien, who openly rejoiced in his ownership of the valuable weapon.


  It did not occur to Khlit to beg for mercy of his captor or to alter his decision concerning the missive of Wan Li. The Cossack had never asked mercy of men, and his pride was invincible.


  It was late on the seventh night—he had seen the glimmer of a pale moon on the floor at his feet—when Khlit came face to face with Li Chan Ko, the magician. That night he beheld something of the strange power of the man whose wisdom was feared by Li Jusong and by Wan Li, the Dragon Emperor.


  So quietly had Li Chan Ko come into the chamber that Khlit was not aware of him until the blind man moved into the square of moonlight that lay beneath one of the windows. The teak door had not opened, and Khlit knew that Cho Kien had the only key to it, yet he saw the yellow robe of the scholar advancing toward him.


  Khlit shook his head savagely, for he thought the fever was tricking him. He saw that Li Chan Ko's eyes were closed and that he moved slowly, leaning on his staff. The wizened face of the old man was calm. He had come from the corner where the dead men lay, but when he came abreast of Khlit he paused. Li Chan Ko turned directly to him and Khlit shuddered as he saw the eyes of the blind man open, as if seeking him.


  “Once,” said Li Chan Ko, “I heard you answer a question, strange warrior whom men call Khlit. It was wisely answered as if the spirit of Confucius himself had told you what to say. A noble mind is the highest form of virtue. Little do we take with us into the world of things that are not, yet a noble spirit is with us in our last hour.”


  The words of the scholar, in Tatar, were soft and he spoke as if he saw Khlit. A shudder went through the Cossack.


  “The city of Shankiang is an evil place,” went on the magician, “and those who do not know say that hobgoblins and ill-omened foxes infest the citadel. Li Jusong is one of these, for he slew fifty thousand in the houses that my prophecy might be fulfilled. Yet in my dream of stricken Shankiang I saw snow over the streets and there has been no snow. The prophecy is not yet fulfilled.” Khlit spoke in a voice harsh from suffering. “Li Chan Ko,” he asked, “how did you come here?”


  “I came,” said the blind man, “because I dreamed last night that the Rakchas took the soul of a man in this room, and that he ascended on the dragon. I heard them say that you were kept here, and that Cho Kien would come tonight to beat you with a bamboo cudgel until your body was broken. I would help you if I could.”


  “Then loosen my bonds,” whispered Khlit eagerly, “and put a sword in my hand.”


  Li Chan Ko shook his head with a slow smile.


  “What is to be, will be,” he responded, “and who am I to interfere with the workings of Heaven? Nay, I came through a corridor that leads to the closet behind the bodies of the dead men. Cho Kien had told me of the place, which he learned from his slaves, the priests of the temple. Cho Kien has profaned the temple with murder, which is ill.”


  Khlit mastered his disappointment with an effort.


  “Was Chagan, my follower, slain?” he inquired, for the blind man seemed to have heard all that took place.


  “Nay, I think not,” Li Chan Ko shook his head slowly. “That night your man broke through his guards and escaped. I think he must have left the city, for Li Jusong said that Chagan had been seen in the Tower of the Five Falcons with the archer who still holds the tower.”


  Khlit pondered this. Chagan had escaped, without knowing what had happened to his master. The Tatar might have made every effort to find him; but how was he to do so? Probably he had concluded that Khlit was already dead. If what Li Chan Ko said was true, his life was to be taken that night. Cho Kien was prepared to end his imprisonment.


  “Will you give me a sword?” he said. “Or break against the pillar the blade of the curved sword the eunuch wears? Better that than to be sullied by the hands of Cho Kien.”


  Again the blind man shook his head gently.


  “I am not a meddler with fate. What I have foretold will come to pass. I have not strength to break the sword or to take it from Cho Kien. Harken, here is Cho Kien, with his men, at the door.” The blind man turned his head as if listening to sounds which Khlit could not hear. For the second time the Cossack shuddered. Li Chan Ko seemed to him to be one of the Rakchas themselves— evil spirits of purgatory. When he looked up again, the magician had drawn back against the wall. He was nearly concealed now by the shadows.


  Khlit heard the familiar sound of the door grating on its hinges. He caught a glimpse of several spearmen who bore torches outside the door. Cho Kien with one priest advanced into the room and closed the heavy door upon his attendants. In his hand the eunuch held a steel-tipped flail of bamboo.


  The priest carried a torch.


  



  


  XIII


  Old Li Chan Ko had drawn farther from the pillar and Cho Kien did not see him as he stepped in front of Khlit, his narrow eyes gleaming, the curved sword at his fat middle. The priest stood near, watching them. The man's face stirred Khlit's memory.


  “Li Jusong has said,” Cho Kien whispered, “that your death must come this night. His men are weary of slaying, and I have come with the flail, to carry out the command of my master, Wan Li. Soon you will no longer kick away the rats.”


  “I saved your life at the Tatar camp, Cho Kien,” said Khlit grimly, “and you have this in payment for me. If you were a true man you would free me and give me my sword. I am weak and you would risk little. Should a man of noble blood be beaten to death like a servant?”


  “Nay,” grinned the eunuch, “I have heard tales of that sword of yours. I shall wear it, for it bears the inscription of a Tatar hero.”


  At Cho Kien's command the priest stepped nearer with the torch. The Cossack eyed his sword longingly. Truly, Chagan had been wise when he said it was better to face the Chinese weapons than trust to their good faith.


  “Are you going to leave me tied to the pillar?” he said. “Aye, the devil has planted fear in your heart, Cho Kien. Before your birth you were a woman, and when you are born again, it will be as a jackal.”


  The eunuch snarled angrily, the whites of his eyes showing. He laid aside his long robe and stepped close to Khlit, who laughed in his face.


  “Dog,” mocked the Cossack, “one without honor! Aye, the name of dog is too good for you, for a dog is faithful—”


  “To his master,” cried the eunuch shrilly. “It is the word of Wan Li, monarch of the earth and dispenser of life and death that I am obeying. You shall die more slowly for those words. The torch will burn the soles of your feet until you bellow like a dying ox!”


  “The torture will not make me cry, jackal. But to die at the hand of such as you—I would that I had let the Tatars drive home the nails into your ears. Then they would be less apt for spying.”


  Cho Kien held the flail before Khlit.


  “Your head shall be sent to the Tatar camp, Khlit,” he cried. “With a tale of how you whimpered under the lash and begged Cho Kien to let you live as a slave. I searched for you long, Tatar Wolf, in the city after I saw you in the crowd. I learned that you had been seen at the house of Wen Shu, the candle-maker, and I went thither. You had gone, so I exacted penalty on the family of the candlemaker.”


  “Nay, Cho Kien, they were dead.”


  The eunuch laughed shrilly.


  “We tore their jewels from their clothes and cut down the bodies of the women, for Wen Shu had fled. Then we threw them into the street, to be food for dogs, and offal under horses' feet!”


  Khlit heard a sound behind Cho Kien, and thought that Li Chan Ko had spoken. The magician, however, was silent in the shadows. The eunuch turned to the priest with a snarl and took the torch, which he waved in front of the Cossack's face. The priest stepped nearer as if to see what was to happen.


  As he did so Khlit had a good glimpse of the man's face. In spite of the shaven head and the white robe, he knew that he had seen the man. The latter was breathing heavily as if from excitement. He stretched out his hand toward Cho Kien.


  Khlit closed his eyes for an instant as the torch singed his face. As he opened them he caught the gleam of steel. He saw the priest withdraw the sword from the scabbard at Cho Kien's side. He read burning hatred in the man's convulsed face.


  Then the blade swung aloft and descended upon the eunuch's neck.


  The evil eyes of Cho Kien opened wide with pain. He wavered on his feet for an instant. Then the torch dropped to the floor. With a shudder Cho Kien sank to his knees. The priest hacked and stabbed at his frame as if possessed of a demon. Then Khlit remembered where he had seen the man before. It was Wen Shu, in the dress of a Buddhist monk.


  There had been no sound save the fall of the torch, and the guards had not been alarmed. Khlit's heart gave a bound as he saw the dead Cho Kien. He whispered to Wen Shu to free him. He raised his voice, but the candlemaker was standing over the slain eunuch, with eyes for nothing but the blood which spotted Cho Kien's elegant dress. It had been an evil moment when Cho Kien had boasted of his visit to the shop of Wen Shu.


  Then the form of Li Chan Ko made its appearance beside Wen Shu. The candlemaker started back in alarm as he saw the blind man. He made no move to attack the other, however. All his rage had been spent on the eunuch.


  “Where is Cho Kien?” asked the magician of Khlit.


  “Dead,” said Khlit grimly. “Your dream has come true, Li Chan Ko.”


  The blind man closed his eyes as if in thought. Then he stretched out his hand toward Khlit. He spoke softly to Wen Shu, and the latter unbound the Cossack's arms.


  “One man is dead,” said Li Chan Ko to Khlit, “and you need not remain, now that the prophecy is fulfilled. Lead me out by the closet door.”


  Khlit groaned with the effort of moving his arms. With the assistance of Wen Shu, he buckled his belt around his waist and replaced the sword in its sheath. The candlemaker, who was now trembling with fear of what he had done, took up the torch and by its light Khlit was able to lead Li Chan Ko to the narrow door through which the magician had come. As he passed from the gloomy chamber he heard the scurrying of many tiny feet over the floor. The rats were hurrying toward the body of Cho Kien.


  



  XIV


  The wind is swift, but swifter is a Tatar horse. A fool will ask thee why, but the wise man knows that it is because a Tatar wears no spurs. His horse is one with himself.


  From the Kang Mu Chronicles


  



  Arslan the archer nodded with sleep. He was weary with watching on the summit of the Tower of the Five Falcons. Since the last of his comrades had been slain by musket shots from the wall below, Arslan had had little sleep. He lay prone on the battlements of the tower, where he could make out in the moonlight sentries moving back and forth on the wall below him, out of reach of his arrows.



  The Tower of the Five Falcons was the highest in the city of Shankiang. It topped the city wall against which it was built by some thirty feet. It had been designed as a watchtower, and was a scant dozen feet in width, with a narrow door opening on the ground, and slits for windows on each of its five stories.


  Had the tower been built against the wall Arslan might have escaped before this by a rope made from the coats of his dead comrades. But the distance of five times a man's height separated wall and tower, and the Manchu archer had chosen to remain in his stronghold rather than run the gantlet of the watchers who were posted around, waiting for starvation to bring him forth.


  Arslan nodded with sleep. But even as he heard a sound below him he wakened and fitted arrow to bowstring. He had sent many Chinese speeding to their ancestors and his enemies had prudently left him unmolested for the past week, but Arslan was wary and vigilant. Moreover, although the other defenders of the tower were dead, a half-dozen helmets showed around the battlements of the summit. At intervals these helmets and spearpoints which were a target for arrows of the besiegers changed their positions.


  The moon was bright overhead, and Arslan yawned, stroking his black mustache. All at once he sat up alertly. He had heard footsteps in the square underneath, and a shout. In an instant he was peering over the side, with raised bow. He saw a figure run from the shadows of the buildings into the clear space under the tower. The figure approached the door of the tower, climbing over the dead men, and Arslan wondered. For it was a single, tall man, sword in hand, who did not look like a Chinese. As it reached the door the figure called up to him.


  “A Tatar comes to the tower, Arslan,” it growled. “Let me in, for I am followed.”


  Suspicious of treachery, Arslan scanned the newcomer, arrow poised. Truly, the man looked like a Tatar. And Arslan saw arrows flicker out of the shadows, to rattle against the stones of the tower.


  “What is your name, Tatar?” he cried.


  “Khlit, the chess player, of the southern gate. Do you remember Chagan, the wrestler—”


  Arslan cast down his bow.


  “Aye, Tatar,” he called cheerily, “Chagan was a true man. He said he would live to fling my carcass over the wall. Instead of that he flung over his own. Climb in the door. It is blocked by stinking bodies and a heap of masonry, but there is an opening at the top that leads in, over the pile—”


  Khlit dived within the door as a new volley of arrows sought him out. Arslan discharged a shaft or two at the shadows and a cry told him that he had aimed well.


  The arrows ceased. Presently he heard the sound of steps on the stone stairs that led to the summit, and a shadow emerged that became the figure of the tall Cossack.


  “Bend that tall head of yours, uncle,” grunted Arslan, “or it will be a rare target for the sly cutthroats yonder. Welcome to the Tower of the Five Falcons. Did I not say it was proof against the host of Li Jusong! Chagan was here a few days ago, but he said you were kept in the gilt bird cage of Li Jusong's palace.”


  Khlit dropped to the stone flags, breathing heavily, and moving his cramped arms painfully. He caught sight of the dozen silent watchers of the tower and pointed to them inquiringly. Arslan chuckled under his mustache.


  “My good warriors, uncle,” he whispered. “Such warriors have never been seen before. Their flesh is the coats of my dead comrades; their bones are spears. Arrows harm them not—and give me more shafts for my bow. Although I collect plenty from the quivers of the dogs lying at the door. And they ask not for food— although I saw to it before I took command of the tower that it was well stocked with wine and dried meat. Ho! I am glad to have a comrade. It had been ill watching alone.”


  Khlit scanned the archer keenly. Arslan's eyes were haggard. His helmet was dented by a crossbow bolt, the leather gauntlet on the left arm was stained with blood. But his hardy spirit shone in his black eyes. Khlit's heart leaped at being with a comrade again and out in the clear air, after the fetid room of the temple. A swallow of wine, drunk from Arslan's helmet, and a mouthful of meat sent the blood stirring in his veins again.


  “They will be after you presently, uncle,” grinned Arslan, eyeing the shadows. “Li Jusong will hear of your arrival at the tower, and will whip his dogs to the attack. My warriors will not aid us much, I fear. Aye, it will be warm work. Chagan told me that Cho Kien was sharpening his knife for you.”


  Khlit drew his curved sword and ran his thumb along its edge lovingly.


  “Cho Kien is food for the rats,” he said grimly. “How did you meet with Chagan?” Arslan peered over the rampart cautiously. A musket shot greeted his appearance.


  “Ho! The dogs are giving tongue,” he cried; “soon they will run in for the kill. Why, Chagan came to me as you did, but without his great sword. He was eager to be over the walls, and so like a fool he leaped to the wall from the tower. It was a desperate chance. The night was dark and the sentries saw him not. He had my twisted rope around his middle. One end of it I held here while he lowered himself down on the outside of the wall. But my rope parted and he fell.


  “I think his leg was broken, for he limped as he rose after his fall. No one but an iron brute such as he could have done it. He must have got free the next morning. Many horses were loose on the plain and he may have caught one.”


  The archer gave a warning hiss and caught Khlit by the shoulder.


  “The dogs are astir, uncle,” he whispered. “Go you and stand at the top of the stone heap inside the door. If any of the vermin escape my shafts, shave their skulls for them with that long sword of yours.”


  Khlit hastened down the narrow stairs to the lower story, where he took up his stand on the summit of the pile of stones that Arslan and his comrades had torn from the floors above to form a rampart behind the door.


  He saw at a glance the strength of the place, which had enabled a few men to stand off the attacks of many. The door was scarce a yard in width, and the stones formed a barrier inside to the height of a tall man. The entrance was choked with bodies, and barely wide enough to permit two men to come in at a time.


  He placed himself where he could see through the door. A thin stream of moonlight came in, but the top of the stone heap where he stood was in darkness. Khlit was weary, but the prospect of battle refreshed him. He sat down calmly, lighting his pipe, and waited. A sound from the top of the tower caught his ear.


  It was the soft note of a lute. A second later he heard Arslan's voice lifted in song.


  



  Where the Fox athwart is lying,


  And the moonbeams hang,


  They hunt—the pack is dying—


  These men of Wang.


  



  He heard arrows strike against the stone of the tower, but the song did not falter.


  



  A sound of music lulls them,


  To the Serpent’s fang.


  Alas! The sweet lute gulls them


  My men of Wang.


  



  The next moment footsteps pattered across the square in front of the tower. Khlit heard a cry of pain, and a heavy fall. He sprang to his feet and peered down at the entrance. He saw a man fall bodily into it, and lie writhing, an arrow sticking from his shoulders. A hand appeared and jerked the body aside.


  Khlit saw a Chinese warrior clamber through the door and start up the heap of stones. The man held a pike before him, and peered anxiously ahead of him. He did not see Khlit, who stepped to one side softly, avoiding the pike.


  The next instant the man fell prone. A stroke of the curved sword had severed his head cleanly from his body. Khlit caught the pike as it was sliding down the stones. With it he pushed the body back into the door. A second man appeared, climbing over the body of the first.


  Khlit shortened the pike and waited until the man was up to him. A quick thrust and the second warrior followed the first. He heard Arslan's voice above the clamor outside.


  



  To my chant they sing the chorus,


  And woe they sang.


  They fall in their blood before us—


  Dead men of Wang!


  



  Two of the attackers essayed the entrance together, crowding each other and helpless in the dark. Khlit's spear felled one of the two, and the other crawled back hastily. The door was now choked with bodies. No further effort was made to clear it.


  For some time there were shouts outside and on the wall beside the tower. Khlit waited with ears strained. The shouts died away and he could hear men running from the tower. Silence followed, broken by Arslan's shout of triumph.


  “Ho, there, uncle of the curved sword! Come to the tower. The hunt has ended for tonight.”


  



  XV


  Khlit found Arslan filling his helmet at the wine cask on the roof of the tower. The Manchu was spitting blood from a cut through his cheek where an arrow had glanced, but he grinned as he saw the Cossack. He pointed to where dawn was showing in the east. A cold wind whipped across the tower, and a few snowflakes fell between them.


  “A warm skirmish, and a cold dawn, uncle,” said the Manchu, wiping his mouth after the wine, and offering his helmet to Khlit.


  “How liked you my song? I play my lute day and night for these dogs of ours—and to keep awake. It brings me a rare harvest of arrows. Would that Chagan was here to see that skirmish. He was a rare drinker of wine. The cask is near empty.”


  Khlit seated himself and wrapped his coat close about him. The snowflakes were the beginning of a storm which presently began to whiten the tower. There was little satisfaction in Khlit's heart. A second attack on the tower with ladders might prove successful. Two men could not hold it long against odds. And there was no escape. He could not hope to leap thirty feet to the wall as Chagan had done, even if there had been a second rope. “Where went Chagan?” he asked shortly.


  “To his people, no doubt,” responded Arslan indifferently, sitting close to Khlit and wrapping himself in his fur cloak. “We can rest for a while, uncle. The men of Wang may leave us in peace now, for the troops are drunk with pillage. You and I are too small game for them to bother about. Aye, the Tatar was in a hurry to carry some message he bore. His mission here was ended.”


  “How was that?” growled Khlit. “Speak, minstrel without wits!”


  “Nay,” objected Arslan, “my song was witty indeed. Why was his mission ended? Well, it is a long tale in the telling. Chagan was sent after you by the Tatar khans when they found you were leaving the camp. It seems they trusted you not.”


  Khlit looked up impatiently, and something in his eye made Arslan hasten on, more seriously.


  “I meant no offense, comrade. Chagan told me the tale, and it is not in the brute to lie. It seems that a certain fat eunuch, Cho Kien, upon whom may the rats hold high festival, came to the khans with a missive from Wan Li, demanding your person. So much he read. The rest the khans read for themselves, for Cho Kien left the script behind him in his haste to get away with a whole skin.


  “Wan Li offered you a post in his army, and high honor. When you left secretly, refusing aid and escort from the khans, some were suspicious. So Chagan was sent to accompany you and leave you not on penalty of having his hide ripped.”


  Khlit made no reply. He recalled the first meeting with the sword-bearer and how he had thought it strange that the man had left Hotai Khan, his master. So the jealousy of the khans had followed him into China.


  “If you yielded to Li Jusong,” went on Arslan, “and took the place that was offered you, Chagan was to slay you and stick your head on a spear in front of your tent. If you did not bargain with the Chinese, and remained true to the Tatars, who seemed to think you one of them in blood— although you look not like a Tatar to me— Chagan was to serve you faithfully and bring the news to the khans. I know not why they take such an interest in you.”


  Khlit smiled grimly as he thought of the kurultai in the forest. Truly, the khans had debated much about him. Chagan had not told Arslan of Khlit's rank, or of the curved sword of Kaidu.


  “Was that all the tale?” he asked.


  “That was all—save that Chagan said the khans had assembled this side of the Kerulon to watch the movements of Li Jusong. They have all of their power there, with additional parties of Tungusi and Manchus—my comrades. Would I were at the Kerulon camp, four days' march from here, and not on top of this cursed tower. You have the bearing and speech of one accustomed to command, uncle. What is your name and people?”


  “I am Khlit of the Cossacks.”


  “A Cossack? I have not heard of that horde. Chagan must have lied when he said you were a Tatar. At all events, you fight well, and that is enough.”


  Khlit, who had been pondering, turned to Arslan moodily.


  “Think you the khans will march east?” he asked.


  “Nay,” Arslan growled sleepily, “how do I know? They will quarrel among themselves, more like, and waste their power in feuds. Such is their way. When they have a leader as they had at Altai Haiten, they are invincible—”


  “Li Jusong is a shrewd general,” debated Khlit. “He will not move from Shankiang to attack the khans, for he knows that they will quarrel.”


  Khlit's head dropped on his chest. He was well content to have the khans know from Chagan of the reply he had made to Li Jusong. Since they had sent a man to watch him, it was well that they should know he had been faithful to them—to the blood of his ancestor. He recalled Chagan's misgivings when he had come to Shankiang with grim amusement. Truly, the sword-bearer had had some grounds for his suspicion.


  A movement on the part of Arslan caused Khlit to turn suddenly. The archer was wide awake now, and in his face was a look of wonder. His hand was stretched out toward Khlit's sword, fingers touching the hilt. Instinctively the Cossack struck down the archer's hand. Arslan drew back, but there was no anger in his face.


  “Pardon,” he said, “I did not mean ill. The sun is up—and I saw the hilt of your sword for the first time. It is like the sword of the White Khans. Does it—is it yours? Was it your father's?”


  He remained sunk in musing, but Arslan arose presently. Removing his cloak, the Manchu laid it over Khlit, propping it against the stone rampart so as to keep the snow from him. When Khlit looked up at this, Arslan bent down on one knee.


  “You need sleep, master, for you are weary. I will watch.” He looked up anxiously. “If my tongue has given offense, slay me. I spoke in folly, not knowing who you were.”


  So Arslan took up his watch on the Tower of the Five Falcons. And presently, through the falling snow he saw the figure of a mounted man opposite the walls. The rider was some distance away, only partly visible in the storm. Other horsemen appeared beside him.


  Arslan knew that parties of Li Jusong's men were scattered over the outlying districts in pillage. But these were different. He could see their pointed helmets and lances behind their backs. As he watched they wheeled their horses and vanished.


  



  XVI


  Khlit slept soundly. Worn out from his week in the temple he lay quiet while the snow piled up on the tower. Little by little, however, he began to be aware of an increasing clamor under him. His dreams were disturbed by the sound of horses galloping, and trumpets. He stirred and sat up, pushing aside the fur cloak that Arslan had stretched over him.


  By the position of the sun he saw that he had slept away half the day. The snow had ceased and the plain around Shankiang with the roads and outlying houses visible from the top of the tower were carpeted with white. Khlit groaned as he set up, for his body ached from cold. He saw Arslan sitting near him, stringing his bow and sorting out his arrows. The archer was humming to himself.


  



  The swords will be a-shining


  And bowstrings twang,


  Where the banners are entwining


  These men of Wang.


  



  Khlit sprang to his feet and looked down at the walls of Shankiang. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes with an oath. Surely a change had taken place in the city. Across the square under the tower squadrons of horse were galloping in haste. An uproar resounded in the streets. Chinese infantry were running up the stone steps leading to the summit of the walls and taking their stations along the battlements.


  “What is this?” growled Khlit. “Why did you not waken me?”


  “Sleep was best, Lord,” responded the Manchu, “for soon we shall need all our wits. Aye, the Dragon is rousing itself from its drunken sleep of the past week. Look!”


  He pointed to the northern gate, which was visible at some distance from the tower. A horde of horsemen were rushing through the doors, a motley crowd of soldiers, along the road where Khlit and Chagan had come to the city. As Khlit watched, he saw the massive gates close, shutting out the fugitives. A wail arose from the horsemen barred from the city.


  What did this mean? The city was alarmed, and the Chinese were assembling on the walls. They had closed the gates hastily, shutting out some of their own men. Khlit cast a keen glance over the streets. He saw that confusion reigned.


  



  The sentinels were dozing.


  To arms they sprang!


  The toils are fast enclosing


  Our men of Wang!


  



  Thus Arslan chanted. As he did so he pointed out over the plains. Khlit drew in his breath sharply. In the distance a dark mass was moving toward Shankiang. Spears glinted in the sun. Along the highroad a second mass was advancing at rapid pace. By the bank of a river a third body was moving. Over a hill to the west still another dark line was flooding down the slope toward the walls. Banners were to be seen in the midst of the oncoming hordes, which were composed of horsemen. Even at the distance he recognized the banners.


  “The khans have left the Kerulon,” he said to Arslan. “They must have met and defeated the detachments of Li Jusong which were out in the country.”


  “Aye,” responded the archer with a chuckle, “now we will see, you and I, Lord, the Dragon penned in its lair. The hunters are the hunted. Either a miracle has come to pass, or the khans have learned how Li Jusong's men were scattered in pillage and have come to strike before the Dragon can prepare to defend the city.”


  



  XVII


  Old in the ways of the battle, Khlit noted the events that took place within the walls with a critical eye. During the next few hours he saw every detail of the tableau that was spread before him. And he wondered at what he saw.


  The Chinese had been taken by surprise. Plainly the Tatars had succeeded, as was their custom, in cutting off the outlying troops before warning could reach the city. The mounted columns of the khans had not paused in their advance, and Li Jusong had barely had time to close the gates of Shankiang and order his men to the walls. The snowstorm had formed a screen for the movements of the khans during the last few hours. And the Chinese forces were disorganized by the sack of Shankiang.


  So much Khlit reasoned to himself. He saw, however, that the walls of the city were high, and that cannon were ranged at intervals between the towers. The defenders were hurrying to the ramparts and crowding around the cannon. The uproar was incessant.


  “It will take weeks for cannon to breach these walls,” he shouted to Arslan above the confusion. “And there are no traitors in the city to open a gate, as when Li Jusong besieged the place.”


  Arslan paused in sorting his arrows long enough to stare curiously at Khlit.


  “Have you ever seen your khans storm a city, lord? Nay, I think not. They have little use for cannon. From the time of Genghis Khan they have attacked a walled city in one way and one way only. Soon you will see how it is done. The Chinese know the manner of it. See—they are squealing about the cannon like a herd of cattle.”


  Khlit leaned on the battlement of the tower and surveyed the Tatar forces which had advanced within easy gunshot of the walls. The foremost columns had paused to wait for the others to reach their line. The troops were mainly horsemen, with bowmen and others clinging to their stirrups.


  The column directly opposite the Tower of the Five Falcons was headed by the banner of the Chakars. That advancing by the highway bore the Kallmark standard. Khlit thought that the horsemen by the river carried the Hoshot banner, of Chepe Buga, the lean veteran of a hundred battles. There were other banners which he could not make out, but which were familiar to Arslan.


  “Look!” cried the archer. “There is the Tungusi standard—from the mountains of the North. Aye, and there is the banner of my brother Manchu archers, from the highlands of Manchuria. Now there will be rare arrow work. Li Jusong will be begging a happy omen from Li Chan Ko, his magician, for here is all the Tatar power.”


  Khlit made no response. He was spellbound by the sight before him. The Tatar host was greater than the army he had seen at the Kerulon. Each column must have contained twenty thousand warriors. There were five columns. The strength of Li Jusong, Khlit had heard, consisted of two hundred thousand men. But a good portion of these had been slain in the sack of the city. More had been caught beyond the walls. He saw the crowd of men outside the gate clamoring for admittance. In the face of the Tatar host the Chinese dared not open the gate to their comrades.


  What had brought the Tatars to Shankiang? How had they buried the quarrels of the khans? Who was leading them to the attack?


  Khlit felt his heart swell with pride. The hosts in front of him were of his blood. They were the finest warriors of Asia or Europe. They were the men whose standard he had carried at Altai Haiten. He longed to be in their ranks, with a horse under him.


  A blast of trumpets interrupted his thoughts. He heard a shout arise from the Chinese on the walls. At the same instant, at the sound of the nacars the Tatar array started into movement. Every column was in motion toward the walls. The reports of cannon sounded from the city. But the pieces were ill aimed and little harm was done.


  “Now you will see how the khans storm a city, uncle,” roared Arslan, in a fever of excitement.


  The ranks of horsemen were moving faster now, to the sound of the nacars. A roar went up from thousands of throats. Over the entire plain in front of Shankiang the Tatar army spread, from the river to the hills on the west. Like a torrent they rushed toward the walls.


  Khlit watched them with troubled eye. He had never seen such a thing as this. An army of cavalry was storming the high walls of a city, without cannon, without engines of siege, or preparation of any kind.


  



  XVIII


  The attack on Shankiang, says the Chinese history the Kang Mu, lasted for five hours, from noon to the setting of the sun. And for five hours there was no pause in the fury of the assault, or the slaughter on both sides.


  Khlit, watching keenly, saw the first rank of horsemen gain the space below the walls, where the cannon of the defenders could not reach them. Then he saw that each of the leading horsemen bore a long ladder. No sooner had they reached the walls than a thousand ladders were raised, from the ground or from the backs of horses which were trained to remain still while this was done. Up these ladders swarmed the footmen who had been clinging to the stirrups of the riders.


  Other ranks joined them and as fast as ladders were cast down others were raised. The sound of the nacars continued without ceasing, accompanied by the roar of the Tatar hordes, who struggled to gain a place under the walls. The archers and musketmen dropped back a short interval and covered the summit of the walls with a shower of arrows and bullets. The Manchu bowmen were skillful and their shafts exacted a heavy toll among the Chinese, who returned their fire desperately, striking down numbers of the attackers.


  The unfortunate Chinese who had been caught without the gates were cut down to a man. Their bodies, with those of dead Tatars, were flung under the walls to form a rampart for the ladders. Not for a minute did the Tatars, utterly brave and reckless of loss, cease their efforts. As the piles of bodies grew, added to by slain horses, groups of ladders were raised at a time, fastened together by ropes, and these were not cast down.


  Tatar swordsmen swarming up them grappled with the Chinese on the walls. At places Khlit saw the pointed helmets of the Tatars spread over the summit of the walls. At such times bodies of Chinese held in reserve hurried up the steps to the walls and engaged the besiegers. After stubborn fighting the walls would be cleared, only to be assaulted again by fresh men of the khans.


  Although the attacking horsemen fought recklessly, Khlit noted that they carried on the assault in perfect order, and that the men followed their leaders with blind obedience. The Chinese, on the other hand, although well armed and skillful fighters, gave way at times to panic and rapidly lost all semblance of order.


  Arslan, who had been plying his bow unsparingly at the Chinese on the wall under him, who had no opportunity to defend themselves against him, gave a shout and pointed to the wall on the west.


  “Ho, uncle!” he cried, “we gain the wall yonder. A strip of it is bare of the Chinese dogs!”


  Khlit saw that what the archer said was true. The Tatars had cleared a space of defenders and were fighting savagely to force the Chinese farther along the walls. Other ladders disgorged helmeted swordsmen to swell their ranks. A party of Chinese under a man in the uniform of a high officer were raking the Tatars with musket fire from nearby housetops. A cannon on one of the towers cut swathes in their ranks, but still the swordsmen swarmed to the assault.


  “Those are the Ordus of Hotai Khan, Arslan,” he cried in response, “but yonder are the men of Chepe Buga. There is where the Dragon will be struck.


  “Hide of the devil!” swore Arslan in glee. “May the demons of purgatory devour me, but the Tatars are swimming the river.” Li Jusong had placed his men in junks there, but the speed of the Tatar attack had not given them time to tie the boats together. The horsemen were climbing from their mounts and swarming over the banks of the river. Some, in scows, had boarded the junks and turned the cannon of the vessels against the other junks.


  Chepe Buga, crafty in battle, had struck the city in its weakest place—the river. Already his men had demoralized the crews of the junks and gained the bank. Khlit saw horsemen rushing through the streets of Shankiang toward the river quarter, led by Chinese mandarins.


  Directly under the Tower of the Five Falcons a regiment of cavalry was crossing the square, led by Li Jusong himself. They galloped in good order with lances in their hands.


  Khlit saw the general of Wan Li sitting quietly on his horse, watching the cavalry pass. At his side among his followers was the blind Li Chan Ko, his face tranquil amid the uproar.


  



  XIX


  Arslan pointed at the cavalry. “Leo Tung men, and good soldiers all,” he muttered. “Li Jusong has saved them to strike at any who entered the walls. Ho! What is that?”


  From the western wall a loud cry echoed which ran from tower to tower. Arslan listened attentively, and turned to Khlit, a grim light in his eye.


  “The western gate is forced, lord,” he said. “The Tatar horsemen are in the streets. Soon they will be at the rear of Li Jusong's men. Look!”


  Li Jusong had forced his horse into the ranks of horsemen, motioning them back from their course. Even the general, however, could not check the regiments of cavalry in full gallop. Some hundreds halted. Those who had passed continued on their way toward the river. The news that the western gate had fallen spread panic among the defenders of the wall under the Tower of the Five Falcons.


  The Chinese turned and fled down the steps to the streets. A torrent of Tatars poured after them. A swift glance showed Khlit that where the Ordus had been fighting the cannon was silenced and the musketeers had vanished from the housetops. Chepe Buga's men still swarmed against the riverbank.


  Li Jusong with his handful of cavalry turned back to the menaced western quarter. But few of the infantry followed them. The streets leading to the south, on which side the Tatars had not attacked, were filled with a panic-stricken throng of Chinese. A wail went up that drowned the clamor of the nacars.


  The sun was touching the horizon on the east. The dark mass of Tatar horsemen that had been outside the walls was flooding into the doomed city by the northern and the western gates. The cannon on the walls were silent. In the streets of the city a hideous tumult arose.


  Khlit caught sight of a score of horsemen galloping recklessly back through the square under the tower. It was Li Jusong, returning with what was left of his men. The general halted at sight of the oncoming Tatars and wheeled his horse into a street leading to the south. His followers formed around him, trampling down the fugitives on foot. Like a hurricane they swept through the street and vanished.


  Arslan unstrung his bow. Khlit nodded understandingly.


  “The city has fallen,” he said, absently. His gaze was fixed on one face among the corpses in the snow, and the dead horses. The first gleam of moonlight had shown him this face—Li Chan Ko's. The magician's prophecy had come to pass.


  



  


  XX


  It was after the sun had set, and the pale moonlight had flooded the snow-covered streets of Shankiang, lighting the dark stains that spread over the snow, when a group of riders with torches arrived before the entrance to the Tower of the Five Falcons. The tall form of Chepe Buga and a younger man led the horsemen, who halted before the entrance. The khan of the Hoshots was bleeding from a sword cut over the forehead, and Berang, the younger man, bore a broken spear as his only weapon. Behind the two followed Chagan, his face drawn with pain from his broken leg. The two gazed curiously at the ring of stiff bodies that lay around the door of the tower. It was here, they had learned from Chagan, that Khlit had been seen during the assault.


  Chepe Buga started and wiped the blood from his eyes as he saw a tall figure emerge from the narrow door, pushing aside the bodies that checked it. Another followed, but it was Khlit who drew the eyes of the Tatars. He stood with folded arms before the tower. Chepe Buga and Berang dismounted from their horses.


  “Lord,” said Chepe Buga, and there was respect in his deep voice, “we heard that you had lived through the battle and were in this tower. We came, as soon as we could leave our men, to seek you.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit.


  “Hotai Khan, eldest of the lords of Tatary, was slain on the wall,” continued Chepe Buga, “and Togachar died in the city. Many faces will be missing from the kurultai of the khans tonight. Lord, will you come to take your rightful place in the kurultai? The khans are waiting.”


  Khlit's glance searched the face of Chepe Buga.


  “Have I a place,” he asked slowly, “among the khans?”


  “Nay,” the voice of the Tatar rang out proudly, “not among the khans. When Chagan brought the message you whispered to him in the hall of Li Jusong, that the Chinese forces were scattered and disorganized by pillage; and that Shankiang might be taken by surprise, there were some in the kurultai by the Kerulon who doubted. But when Chagan told of your answer to the offer of Cho Kien, we knew that you spoke in wisdom, and in loyalty to the khans. Nay, your rank is Kha Khan, White Khan of the Jun-gar.”


  “Your message, lord,” added Berang, “brought us victory. Without your wisdom we are a flock without a shepherd. Glad were we when we saw you on the tower, for we knew then that you had not been slain.”


  Quickly Berang raised his right hand, and carried it to his spear. Chepe Buga did likewise. A shout went up from the horsemen, in which Arslan joined. Khlit was silent, but his heart was big within him. Khlit, the wanderer, the man called the Wolf, had found honor and a home.


  Arslan, the archer, lifted his voice in song.


  



  They sing no more the chorus


  That once they sang.


  They are—see their ghosts before us—


  Dead men of Wang.


  


  [image: 07]



  Older than the five sons of Alan Toa; older than the god Natagai or the sword of the hero Afrasiab is the hunting-ground of the Dead World.


  Skillful must the hunter be—wary, and mindful of the guiding star—or he will not come back from the Dead World.


  Aye, he will join the thing that he hunts. And the game he seeks has been dead for ten thousand moons.


  
    

  


  When the rising sun shone on the blue waters of Changa Nor, in the Year of Our Lord sixteen hundred and seven, Gurd the hunter set forth on his Summer hunt. He left the castle of Changa in a small boat which took him to the shore of the lake. On the shore he found his reindeer waiting.



  By Gurd's reckoning it was the Year of the Lion according to the Tatar calendar. Although the summits of the Khantai Khan mountains around Lake Nor were capped with snow, the sun still held its Midsummer warmth, and Gurd knew that the way to the Dead World, above Lake Baikal, was open.


  Gurd was clean-limbed and massive of shoulder. He had the black hair, high cheekbones and sparkling black eyes of the Siberian Buriate Tatar. His head was shaved in front, allowing a long tress to fall back over one shoulder. His clear eyes, somewhat slant, and white teeth bespoke youth.


  He wore a reindeer jerkin, girded about the waist, with a quiver at his side. His baggy trousers of nankeen were tucked into horsehide boots. Although Gurd was young he looked to the saddling of his reindeer with the skill of an old hunter. His hands, veined and corded, revealed great physical strength. Without these two qualities Gurd could not have gone as he had done for the past five years into the northern hunting-ground and returned alive.


  Gurd was not a hunter of sables or ermine. Nor did he follow the reindeer herds of the Baikal region. He was one of the few hardy spirits that went after the treasure of the Dead World, up the bank of the Lena to the Frozen Sea.


  Taking a firm grasp on his staff, the brown-faced Tatar sprang nimbly into the saddle on the shoulders of one of the reindeer. At once the beast was in motion, the pack-reindeer following. The cloven hoofs of the animals made a clattering sound as they trotted with their peculiar swinging motion over the hard ground up the trail into the mountains.


  When he had reached the pass where he had a last view of Changa and the lake, Gurd halted his mount and looked back. He caught the white flutter of a scarf waving from the battlements. A soft light came into his shrewd black eyes as he lifted his hand in answer before taking up his journey.


  Gurd did not delay. He knew that he was late in starting on his hunt. The barriers of frost and snow would descend on the entrance to the Dead World within two months, and before that time he must be on his way home. By the time the sun had climbed the mountain summits he had vanished into the passes leading to the North.


  But if he could have looked back at Changa he would have seen the white scarf still waving at intervals to speed him on his way.


  



  II


  The setting sun that day lighted the encampment of the Jun-gar Tatars by the Tula River, not far from Lake Baikal. Sunset was the signal for gathering the kurultai council. But no nacars were needed to summon the khans. For the encampment was small, and the council consisted of a scant half-dozen of the lords of Tatary—a remnant of the warriors who had held dominion over China, Tibet, Sogdiana, and Persia for centuries.


  The council assembled in the pavilion of the Kha Khan, or White Khan, of the Jun-gar. This was a felt-covered tent erected on a large wagon. As the warriors entered they seated themselves, after greeting the Kha Khan, on bearskins ranged around the fire. Behind them the walls of the pavilion were hung with weapons and trophies of their recent victory—the last of its kind—over the Chinese at Shankiang.


  Opposite the entrance to the tent sat the Kha Khan, a whitehaired Cossack, keen-eyed and scarred of face, known to his enemies as the Wolf. Over Khlit's knees lay the curved sword of Kaidu which had earned him his right to leadership of the khans.


  On Khlit's left sat Chepé Buga, a swarthy veteran of fifty battles, and a man quick of wit with tongue or sword.


  On the right of the Kha Khan was Berang, the young khan of the Ordu horde. The khans of the Hoshot and Torgot tribes completed the circle. Opposite Khlit sat Lhon Otai, a shaman and leader of the priest-conjurers. By the entrance lounged the giant figure of Chagan, sword-bearer of the Kha Khan.


  Grim men they were, hard riders and fighters. With the Kallmarks, their powerful neighbors, they formed the last of the race of Genghis Khan, conqueror of Asia. But today their faces were sullen and downcast. Chepé Buga puffed silently at his pipe, while Berang fumbled uneasily with his sword.


  “We are like a herd of horned cattle, Khlit, lord,” spoke Chepé Buga at length, twisting his mustache, “with flocks of sheep pressing in on our pasture on all sides. Hey, soon there will not be room on the Tatar steppe for our horses' dung!”


  “Aye, that is true,” nodded Berang. “The tidings we have received today are that the Kallmarks are driving their herds over our southwest boundaries, near Khamil. And there are many horsemen in the Kallmark horde. Now they are quarrelsome, being more numerous than we are.”


  “The Mings and Manchus,” added another khan, “have driven us from the dorok graves of our fathers by the great desert of Gobi, to the river Kerulon and the Khantai Khan Mountains. They have killed many of us.”


  “We can go no further north, Khlit, lord,” agreed Chepé Buga moodily, “for the frozen rivers of Baikal are near us, and the cattle cannot graze in the snow.”


  Khlit smoked his black pipe silently, scanning the faces of his companions shrewdly. He understood their anger. The Tatar of the steppe must have freedom to rove, without tie of home or god; no intruder can take their lands. They looked to him for protection of their boundaries. He had aided them twice to defeat Chinese invaders of the steppe. But since then the strength of the khans had been diminished by the loss of the powerful Kallmark horde.


  “Our lands,” he said slowly, “the lands of the Jun-gar which stretch from the desert of Gobi to Muscovy and from the white regions of the North to the Thian Shan Mountains, are the richest in the world for grazing and for hunting. I know, for I have seen the steppe of Russia, the fertile valleys of Persia, and the hinterland of Cathay. So long as we keep these lands we shall have large herds and plenty of food.”


  “That may be, Khlit, lord,” spoke Berang respectfully. “But how shall we keep them, when the Keraits are driving their sheep over our boundary to the south, and the Muscovy soldiers and traders are at Tomsk? By the god Meik who watches over the forests we must give these Kallmark men a taste of sharp swords.”


  “Aye,” growled another khan approvingly, “we will take their herds that have come over the boundary, and their widows will seek new husbands.”


  “Our swords grow rusty, O Kha Khan,” broke in the mighty Chagan from the door. “Come, let us whet them up a bit with bones and blood.”


  Khlit made no answer. He knew better than his companions the strength of the Kallmarks, whose territory was the heart of Asia. Furthermore they were allied to the men of Muscovy who were as numerous as the sands of the great desert. War with the Kallmarks must be avoided at all cost. But how was he to keep the lands of the Jun-gar from invasion?


  To gain time to think, he addressed Lhon Otai, the shaman, who had not yet spoken.


  “What is your word, Lhon Otai?” he asked. “Do you also counsel war?”


  The shaman's shrewd eyes swept the circle. He was an old man and stout. The khans declared that he had the craft to coax a fish from a river. He was a leader of the shamans who played the double role of physician and priest to the tribes of central Asia.


  “A shaman does not counsel war or peace, Khlit, lord,” he responded with a bow. “Truly we can heal the sick, or drive out unclean spirits by the aid of the god Natagai, as our fathers have done, or prophesy events that will come to pass—”


  “Prophesy then, Lhon Otai,” demanded Chepé Buga, who was lacking in reverence, “how we may be rid of this plague of invaders. Come, give us a good prophecy!”


  The khans muttered agreement. A frown passed swiftly over the shaman's smooth brow. He stood up by the fire in his long fur robe ornamented with rabbits' ears and walrus teeth.


  “A prophecy!” chorused the khans, with the exception of Khlit. “Read us the future, O wise shepherd of the spirits.”


  Lhon Otai made no response. He doffed his fur coat. Advancing to the half-circle of chiefs, he drew a long cord from his girdle. One end of this he gave to a khan. Then he passed the cord in a loop around his neck under the chin.


  For a moment Lhon Otai stared mutely at the ridgepole of the tent. While the khans watched intently, he lay down full length on the ground. The remaining end of the cord, which was still around his neck, he tossed to Chagan, who took it gingerly. Lhon Otai now lay on his back, both arms extended wide.


  Berang, who had witnessed many manifestations of the shaman, took the fur coat and laid it over the prostrate figure, which was now concealed except for the extended hands. The khans fell silent. The heavy breathing of Lhon Otai raised and lowered the coat. The exposed hands clenched as if in suffering.


  “See,” whispered Berang to Khlit, “the shaman is visiting the forest of Meik in spirit, where he learns wisdom of the king of the ravens. That is why his face is hidden—that we may not read his thoughts, whether good or ill. The ancient raven knows all that has happened, or will happen.”


  The hands of Lhon Otai dug themselves into the rugs on the floor of the tent, and the shaman groaned. Chepé Buga watched the proceedings with a half-smile hidden under his black mustache, but the smile faded at a groan from the conjurer.


  “That is the signal!” cried Berang. “Pull on the cord.”


  Chagan and the khan who held the other end both tugged quickly on the cord. The rope appeared from under the coat, taut and whole. A sigh of amazement came from Berang, for the hands of the conjurer had not been lost to sight. The young khan rose and drew off the fur coat. Lhon Otai lay as if asleep, and his yellow face was pale.


  “Presently,” whispered Berang again, “he will return from the spirit forest and will tell us the wisdom he has learned. Truly, he must have been among the spirits in the radiance of Begli the moon, for the cord cut through his neck.”


  Khlit made no response and before long Lhon Otai sat erect, his eyes half closed.


  “I have heard the words of the raven,” he chanted, “by the pine trees of Meik. The raven that has talked with Genghis Khan, of the Golden Horde, and with the five sons of Alan Goa. I have heard the sacred magpie fluttering in the trees by the tomb of Genghis Khan, the conqueror of the world. I bring a wisdom from the spirit world of Begli to the living paladins of Tatary. This is the wisdom.”


  Lhon Otai paused, while the khans bent closer, and Chagan stared from the shaman to the cord.


  “The land of the khans,” resumed Lhon Otai, “has been entered by strangers. But there is a way to drive them from the land of the Jun-gar. A day's ride to the south from Lake Baikal, from the three gods of Dianda, is the lake of Changa Nor. In the castle which stands in the middle of the lake there is a treasure. The khans must seize the castle, with its treasure. Then they can pay the Kallmarks to leave the land of the bowmen, and their boundaries shall be as before.”


  Silence greeted the words of the shaman, broken by Berang. “Aye, Lhon Otai,” he said respectfully, “there is a ruined castle that stands on some rocks in the waters of Changa Nor. I have heard it belongs to an ivory hunter. But I heard nothing of a treasure therein.”


  “That may be,” broke in Chepé Buga, “for I have heard a similar tale. My father told it. There was a powerful kingdom to the south, ruled by a rich Gur-Khan in the time of Genghis Khan. The Gur-Khan was slain in a battle. But his treasure was not found. He had kept it in one of the castles. Speak, O gossiper with magpies and ravens, is this the treasure you would have us seek?”


  Lhon Otai scowled, for Chepé Buga, who was one of the most powerful of the Tatars, treated him with scant reverence.


  “You have seen, Chepé Buga, how true are the words of wisdom. Aye, this is the hoard of the Gur-Khan, watched over by a hunter named Gurd who is a solitary fellow of dark pursuits. He has gone on a hunt to the North and Changa castle may be easily seized. But the wisdom told me that it was guarded by evil spirits.”


  “No doubt,” retorted Chepé Buga grimly, “it is well guarded or you would have had your claws in it before now.”


  Lhon Otai pulled his fur robe about him and rose to his feet. The khans drew back at the dark glance he threw Chepé Buga. He bowed before Khlit.


  “Go to Changa Nor, O Kha Khan,” he said firmly. “There you will find the aid you seek.”


  Khlit, who was stroking the sword on his knees, did not look up.


  “They are evil folk, I hear,” put in Berang. Unbuckling his gold-chased girdle, the khan tossed it to Lhon Otai. “Take this, Shaman. There will be other rewards, of jewels when we find the treasure.”


  “Aye,” muttered Chepé Buga, rising and stretching like a dog, “and there will be split bamboos for the soles of your fat feet if we do not find it, Shaman.”


  With that the kurultai broke up. But Khlit remained in his tent in thought. The words of the shaman had touched a chord of memory. In his Cossack days he had heard of a kingdom like that of the Gur-Khan and a treasure. There had been tales of a rich monarch in Asia whose wealth had escaped search. But he could recall neither name nor place.


  Khlit dismissed the matter from his mind with a grunt, resolved that Changa Nor should tell him the truth, if there were truth, in the tale.


  



  III


  The second sun was high when Khlit, followed by Chagan and the khans with two hundred picked horsemen from the encampment, reached the summit of the hills around Changa Nor. Lhon Otai, at Chepé Buga's request, had accompanied them.


  They saw a blue lake, a scant half-mile in width, with a castle a short distance from the opposite shore. The castle, a square, massive structure, stood upon a stone foundation which rose a few feet above the surface of the lake sheer with the walls. There was no sign of a gateway, although narrow slits pierced the walls and the single tower.


  A small boat was moored beside the castle, showing how the occupants gained the shore. But there was no sign of life about the place. The battlements of the keep and tower were in ruins, although the walls seemed solid enough.


  “Hey, here is a fair stronghold to which you have brought us, Lhon Otai,” growled Chepé Buga. “Methinks it would take an army of sea serpents to seize it, or a regiment of harpies. Did the ancient raven croak to you how we were to take it, if perchance its people refuse surrender?”


  “Nay, that is your business, not mine,” muttered the shaman. “Said I not, it was guarded by evil spirits?”


  As the riders surveyed the scene its desolation impressed them. The snow-capped mountains in the background cast their reflection into the still waters of the lake. The shores were a wooded wilderness. The boat was the only indication of human beings about the place.


  “It will take more than spirits, evil or otherwise,” retorted the Tatar, “to keep me out, if I choose to enter. By the same token, only a devil's brood would infest such a place, where there are no horses or pastures.”


  When they had gained the shore nearest the castle Khlit directed Berang to swim his horse out the short distance to the castle and demand that the place be opened to them and the boat sent ashore.


  The young khan carried out his orders eagerly. He spurred his mount into the water and steered him toward the black bulk of the castle. The watchers saw him linger under the walls for a moment, his face turned up to the openings overhead. Then Berang slid from his saddle and swam alongside his horse back to shore.


  The khan swaggered up to the group of horsemen, happy in the display he had made of his mount.


  “Strange folk are those, Khlit, lord,” he made report. “I told them your word, but they answered that the castle would not yield. Then I swore that we would storm it, and the voice within cried that many who had tried to do that had died.”


  “We have warned them,” said Khlit, “now we will take the castle.”


  Berang cast a doubtful glance at the lake. He had seen no foothold in the smooth walls, slippery with moss, nor any door. Cannon would batter the place into submission, but the khans had no cannon. The walls were within long bow-shot. Yet there were no defenders visible to shoot at.


  Khlit, however, soon showed how he meant to set about the attack. Under his direction the Tatars were divided into two parties. One, commanded by Chepé Buga, set about cutting down large pine trees with the axes they always carried at their saddles. The other party trimmed the fallen trees and rolled them to the water's edge.


  In a short time a sufficient number of pine trunks were assembled to bind together with strong vines and fibers into a raft, twenty paces square.


  Not content with this, Khlit saw to it that certain trunks, tall and slender, were fastened in pairs and laid on the raft. The sun was low by the time this was done, so the Cossack ordered his followers to make camp for the night.


  The men were veterans at warfare and lost no time in picketing their horses for the night. Fires were lighted and the warriors were soon toasting pieces of meat they had brought in their saddle bags at the flames, and sampling arak in high good humor at the prospect of an engagement on the morrow. Khlit meanwhile took Chepé Buga and Berang aside and gave them instructions.


  Seventy picked men, he said, were to go on the raft at dawn and paddle to the castle, using branches as oars. The trimmed pines on the raft they were to raise against the battlements after the manner of storming ladders. Berang would have command of the raft.


  The best archers under Chepé Buga were to line the heights along the shore and direct a flight of arrows against the battlements while the makeshift ladders were raised and the attackers swarmed up them.


  The plan promised well, and fell in with the Tatars' mood. They were awake before daybreak, armed and ready for the onset. The walls of the castle showed dark. Even when the raft was pushed out from shore and steered toward the castle there were no signs of life among the defenders.


  Silently the raft was propelled nearer its object. It reached the rock foundation of the castle. Still there had been no sound from the walls. Khlit with his bowmen on the shore scanned the dark bulk of the keep against the crimson of sunrise but saw nothing at which to direct their arrows. For the first time Khlit felt a pang of foreboding; he would have been better pleased if the walls had been manned with defenders.


  Khlit was a Christian after the manner of the Cossacks and he had not been inclined to credit the shaman's talk of evil spirits, or the warning from the castle of Changa. But he frowned as he watched the raft come to rest under the menacing walls, and the tree trunks raised against the battlements. Another moment and the Tatars would have been swarming up the improvised ladders. And then he saw a glint of light in one of the slits in the walls.


  At the same instant a shout came from the men on the raft. The point of light grew to a strange flare. The watchers on the shore saw a weird thing. From the slit in the wall a curtain of fire descended on the raft. Flame and smoke cascaded down the raised tree trunks and ran along the surface of the raft.


  The shout changed to a wild yell of pain. Khlit saw figures of men leaping from the raft into the water, and the tree trunks falling back into the lake. In a moment the raft was empty, save for the flickering flames and curling smoke.


  At Khlit's command a volley of arrows sped against the castle, only to rattle from the wall harmlessly. The flame torrent from the slit ceased, and he saw his men swimming toward shore. Using the tree trunks to keep them afloat, they were making their way slowly toward him. The walls of Changa showed dark and silent as before.


  “Nay, Khlit, lord,” Berang stood before him, armor and clothing drenched, “it was death to stay on the raft. The flames caught even on green wood and leather garment. By the white falcon of Kaidu, we were near death! Some were burned but saved their lives by leaping in the lake. If it had not been for the tree trunks, we in armor would not have lived.”


  “You did right to come back, Berang,” said Khlit, seeing the young khan's shame at his retreat. “You could not guard against flames.”


  Lhon Otai, the shaman, approached them with a triumphant smile.


  “Said I not the place was infested with evil spirits, Khlit, lord?” he bowed. “The words of the raven were true.”


  “Nay, Lhon Otai,” growled Chepé Buga, who had been watching the proceedings closely, “that was not demon-work, but fire. The stuff is made by Chinese fire-makers. I have seen it used before, in siege work.”


  “Nevertheless,” retorted the shaman, “my prophecy was true. And you have not yet taken Changa Nor, in spite of your loud-tongued boasting.”


  “Peace!” growled Khlit, seeing Chepé Buga flush dangerously. “Before we act further, we must know if there be truly a treasure in this hold.”


  Chepé Buga stroked his mustache thoughtfully.


  “Last night, O Kha Khan,” he said gruffly, “the old fellows among my men told me more of the tale of the Gur-Khan. When they heard we were to attack Changa Nor they were eager for the onset, because of the story of treasure. Many minstrels have sung of the Gur-Khan on their dombras—the Gur-Khan who was the friend of Genghis Khan.”


  Berang and his dripping warriors crowded close about the khans as Chepé Buga spoke, forgetful of their wet garments.


  “The Gur-Khan,” resumed the veteran chief, “was a follower of a strange faith. He did not pour libations to Natagai or Meik of the forest, nor did he pray in the temple of Fo. So runs the tale. His daughter, who was also of his faith, married a strong warrior who kept the treasure safe. This treasure they cherished because it belonged to their god.”


  “An evil demon,” amended Lhon Otai.


  “Evil or not, the treasure was great. The grandfather of one of my minstrels has seen robes set with jewels of Persia, pearls and sapphires. And crowns of heavy gold with rubies. And the tale tells of a scepter of pure emeralds as large as a small sword. The empire of the Gur-Khan has been scattered as the dust before the wind. But the treasure has been kept by his children.”


  “The grandfather of my minstrel,” continued Chepé Buga carelessly, “swears that the treasure was last seen in the hands of the sixth in descent from the Gur-Khan, at a place which is called the Lake of Stones, by the Sea of Sand, north of the Thian Shan Mountains.”


  “There is the lake!” cried Berang, pointing to the blue waters of Changa.


  “And the Sea of Sand must be the great desert which lies not far from here,” added another warrior eagerly.


  “It may be,” nodded Chepé Buga. “The minstrels tell of strange animals belonging to the Gur-Khan, of tame stags and gyrfalcons that needed no training to bring down herons for their masters. Also of beasts of the forest that once guarded the treasure.


  “I care not for such tales; but here is wind of a goodly treasure. Moreover, there is Gurd, the hunter who brings sledloads of costly ivory to trade at Irkutsk, on Lake Baikal. Gurd lives at Changa Nor. Where does he get the ivory? Aye, by Afrasiab's sword, I have a mind to see the vaults of Chang! I scent plunder here.”


  “Nay, we have great need of such treasure,” put in Berang seriously. “For we must ransom our lands from the Kallmarks, with their Kerait and Muscovy rascals. We must take Changa Nor.”


  “A hard lair to crack open!” Chepé Buga stroked his scarred chin thoughtfully. “We must assemble not one but four rafts, light smoke fires against the walls to blind the defenders and attack with all our strength.”


  Khlit shook his shaggy head.


  “That would cost us many lives—needlessly,” he objected. “Changa Nor may be taken in another way.”


  The khans watched him expectantly. They had seen Khlit overthrow two Chinese generals by strategy, and they had firm confidence in the craft of the veteran Cossack.


  “In two months it will be the time of frost and snow,” explained Khlit. “And the waters of Changa will be frozen. When the ice is thick enough to bear our men we can attack unseen in the dark or in a snowstorm and take the castle by surprise. We have too few horsemen to waste lives.”


  Berang and Chepé Buga nodded in understanding. Truly, Khlit was a wise leader.


  “But the Kallmarks,” objected Berang. “They will be advancing into our choicest grazing lands.”


  “We will send an envoy to them, asking them to go back to the boundaries in peace. If they refuse, we will assemble our horsemen from the Jun-gar hordes. We will meet—all of our tribes—by the shore of Baikal. Then we will march south, taking Changa by surprise on the way, for the lake will then be frozen.”


  “Ha, a good word, O Kha Khan,” grunted Chepé Buga, tapping his sword. “And the treasure of Changa Nor—”


  A shout of approval greeted this, in which Berang joined heartily. The two magic words of treasure and battle spread through the assembled ranks of horsemen and made them forget their mishap of the morning. Once again Khlit had wrought a change of heart through his leadership.


  But Khlit did not smile. He had little hope that the powerful Kallmarks would accept his offer of peace.


  For the second time the memory of the Gur-Khan story troubled him. In Russia he had heard the tale of a treasure guarded by animals, belonging to a monarch who was a priest. Almost he recalled the name of the king—the words “Prester John” rose in his mind. He felt, however, that Lhon Otai, who knew the secrets of central Asia from the widespread shaman cult, could supply him with the name he sought.


  Lhon Otai pushed through the throng.


  “Wisely have you spoken, O Kha Khan,” he bowed, a smile on his thick lips. “But would it not be well to capture the hunter Gurd? He knows the secret of Changa Nor. Two days ago I have heard he left here for the North. He must pass through Irkutsk, and he may be followed from there to the Dead World where he can be traced in the snow.”


  “I will go after him,” ventured Berang quickly.


  “Nay, Berang,” Khlit looked fondly on his youngest khan. “You must assemble the men of the Ordus for me.”


  “Then I will bring you the demon hunter,” offered Chepé Buga, “bound and trussed to the reindeer they say he rides, like a sack of meal to a camel.”


  A chorus of voices announced the willingness of the other horsemen to go in quest of the hunter who had a dark name in Tatary. But Khlit waved them aside.


  “I have heard,” he said grimly, “that the hunter Gurd is in league with the powers of evil. You and I, men of the Jun-gar, do not fear the Rakchas or the demons of the icy caves of the dead. But we will send after Gurd a man who can meet his wiles with enchantments. This man shall pick a score of fleet horsemen. Lhon Otai will go.”


  The shaman started and the glance he threw at Khlit was far from kindly. He protested that he was not a warrior, that his bulk would break the back of a horse. Berang and some of the Tatars objected that the shaman must remain with them. But Khlit was not to be moved. Lhon Otai and no other, he declared, must go after Gurd.


  Chepé Buga, who was well pleased with the plight of the revered shaman, added his word to that of Khlit. So, when the khans left the shore of Changa Nor, they went in two parties. One returned to their encampment; the other, headed by Lhon Otai, wound into the passes leading to the North, in the tracks of Gurd, the hunter.


  But as they entered the mountains one of the riders selected by Lhon Otai turned off, unseen by the others, to the south.


  



  IV


  For the second time in one day Gurd the hunter was puzzled. Halting his little cavalcade of reindeer at the summit of a pass, he looked back the way he had come. He saw no one, heard no one. The rocky waste of the tundras of the Dead World lay behind him and on all sides. Barren hills thrust their summits through the scarred plain. But a mile behind him some rooks were circling over the pass he had taken. Not so long before, he had startled the rooks into flight. They had settled down again in the firs after his departure. Now they were again in flight.


  There was nothing unusual in the flight of rooks. Save early that morning Gurd had looked back and seen some mountain goats bounding from their rocks an hour after he had passed. It was not likely that other hunters were passing that way, for it was near the bank of the Lena where few sables and lynxes were to be found.


  Gurd cast a speculative glance at the tracks his reindeer made. The splay-footed beasts left clear prints in the moss and dirt. A clever hunter might easily follow such tracks. But why should anyone follow him?


  A week before Gurd had left the three Dianda rocks on Lake Baikal and struck into the tundras which would lead him to the Lena. Already the silence and chill of the Dead World had closed around him. Until today he had thought he was alone in the nearby tundras. He urged on his reindeer thoughtfully. From time to time he stopped to change his saddle to another beast, to make better speed. And as he did so, he looked back. He saw nothing save the fir clumps and moss valleys of the waste land. By nightfall he was convinced that he had been mistaken in thinking others were near him.


  Gurd was afoot an hour before sunrise. The sky to the north was aflicker with the reflection of the Northern Lights, the sparks from the anvil of the Cheooki gods, as the Yakut fur hunters had told him.


  The cold stirred Gurd's appetite but he contented himself with chewing a handful of cheese and drawn beef which he drew from his saddlebags. For the cold reminded him that he was still two days' travel from his hunting-ground and Autumn with its heavy snowfall was at hand. Already the messengers of frost were in the air.


  Before noon that day the waters of the Lena appeared before him. Without hesitation Gurd drove the reindeer into the icy river, steeling himself against the chill of the water which came to his waist. Some seals which were sporting about the film of ice on the further bank dived into the water at his approach.


  “Live well, brothers,” Gurd called to them gaily as he left the river. “It is not your pelts I seek.”


  Humming to himself he sought the farther edge of the firs. Before plunging into the tundras again he looked back. He drew in his breath sharply.


  Swimming the Lena at the point where he had crossed he saw a score of horsemen. From their caps he made out that they were Tatars, not Yakuts. He waited to see if they would attempt to kill the tempting seals which were swimming near. They paid no attention to the animals.


  Gurd's keen black eyes scanned them as they disappeared into the firs. Here were Tatars who had not the bearing of hunters. Moreover they seemed to be following in his tracks.


  After a moment's deliberation, Gurd turned the head of his reindeer aside into the firs and took up another course. His impassive olive face betrayed no surprise at what he had seen. A life of battling with cold and hunger, with the relentless forces of the Dead World, and with the hatred of men had steeled him to hardship and tempered his courage.


  On the summit of a hillock some distance on, he looked back. The riders had come to the point where he turned aside. After a moment's delay, he saw them take the course he had followed. He knew now that they were after him.


  Gurd wasted no time in wondering why he was pursued. All his life the hand of other Tatars had been against him. Against him and the others of Changa Nor.


  He urged his reindeer to greater speed, at the same time realizing how hard it would be to outdistance the horsemen. The reindeer could go no faster than their swinging trot, and the pack animals must be whipped on continually.


  At the edge of a clearing he looked back and saw that his pursuers were a scant half-mile behind. Moreover they had sighted him now, and were heading straight for him. But Gurd saw that the shadows were lengthening and the Northern night was at hand.


  He drew his reindeer farther into the firs where the ground showed tracks less easily and where he was lost to sight. He could hear the horsemen crashing through the underbrush and guessed that they had divided in seeking him.


  Gurd was now in his own hunting-ground, which was familiar to him, and he was able to dodge the riders until twilight had veiled his tracks. The sound of pursuit lessened and he guessed that the others had assembled. He led the reindeer a short distance further to avoid the chance of being found by accident in the night, and tied them fast. Then he sat down and made a hearty meal—not before he had seen that his beasts were fed and their packs removed. With a grunt of satisfaction he caught sight of a gleam of fire back in the woods.


  When the Northern Lights began flickering in the sky Gurd left his reindeer and advanced cautiously in the direction of the fire. Slipping from fir to fir silently he soon arrived outside the circle of firelight.


  Here he crouched and watched. He saw a dozen Tatars stretched out asleep in their cloaks. Others were sitting by the blaze drinking arak and tossing dice. Apart from the rest was a fat man in a costly fur robe adorned with bears' claws. Him Gurd scanned thoughtfully.


  The Tatars paid no heed to him, and he could have shot arrows into the group from the bow at his back with impunity. But such was not Gurd's plan. He waited until others of the men had dropped off to sleep.


  Placing his hands to his mouth Gurd made a peculiar croaking sound. A second time he did this. One of the men raised his head sleepily.


  “Go yonder, Lhon Otai,” the Tatar chuckled, “your brother the raven calls you into the forest. Perhaps he will tell you where the rascal Gurd is hiding.”


  The shaman made no response. But again came the croaking summons from the forest. Lhon Otai turned his heavy head and scanned the trees from slant eyes. He saw nothing. At a third summons, he got to his feet with a sigh and made his way into the wood.


  Gurd watched his coming intently. Drawing a heavy knife from his girdle he crept into the path of the shaman and waited. Lhon Otai halted and he repeated the raven's croak very softly. Lhon Otai stepped forward.


  As he did so a dark figure rose up before him. He felt himself gripped by the shoulders and something cold pressed against his sleek throat under the chin. His squeal of alarm ended in a gurgle.


  “Be silent, Shaman,” a voice hissed in his ear, “and come with me. If you make a sound, my brothers the wolves will feast well from your carcass.”


  The shaman shivered. He threw a longing glance in the direction of the fire. Then, impelled by whisper and dagger's prick, he stepped forward, feeling his way slowly through the pines in the direction Gurd indicated.


  When they came to the reindeer, the hunter released Lhon Otai for a moment. He returned with a stout cord. With this he bound the shaman to a tree trunk.


  “Harken, Shaman,” he whispered, “you came to find a raven and you found a man who has no love for you or your kind. You are afraid of me now. Presently you shall fear more. Watch.”


  Gurd crouched beside his prisoner. Placing his hands to his mouth he uttered a shrill wail. He repeated the call and waited.


  Lhon Otai watched him as well as he could by the flickering lights in the sky. Then Lhon Otai grunted with terror.


  A pair of green eyes gleamed from the darkness in front of him. The eyes stared at him, unblinkingly. He heard the reindeer scuffling in fright. Gurd laughed.


  “That is my cousin, the lynx, Lhon Otai,” he whispered. “He has learned to come to me for meat. He would find rare picking in your fat carcass.”


  The shaman shivered, and strained against his bonds. But Gurd laughed softly and tossed a piece of meat from his bags toward the eyes. There was a soft pad-pad of feet in the darkness and the lynx disappeared.


  “You are crafty, Lhon Otai,” cautioned the hunter, “but loosen not your cords. Or my cousin yonder will be upon your back.” The shaman needed no further warning to remain passive, even after Gurd had vanished in the shadows. He did not doubt that Gurd held power over the beasts of the tundras. He had heard tales of the hunter of the Dead World, who rode upon reindeer. He cursed the drunkenness of his men, and Khlit, who had sent him on this quest.


  It was near daybreak when Gurd returned. Lhon Otai heard the trampling of a large beast accompanying the hunter and he shivered anew. But Gurd's speech relieved him.


  “Here is a horse for you to ride, Shaman,” he grunted. “You would break the back of my reindeer. I will tie you to the saddle. Hey, if you try to flee I will bury the feathers of an arrow in your kidneys. Come!”


  When the shaman was mounted and the hunter had loosened his reindeer the two set off in the half-light of dawn through the forest. Lhon Otai cast a vengeful glance in the direction of the Tatar encampment.


  “Your fellows will not follow us, Shaman,” laughed Gurd, who had caught the glance. “For their horses are well on the way to the Lena, and they cannot catch us afoot. I have seen to it.”


  Lhon Otai smothered a curse. Truly this hunter was in league with the evil spirits of the forest, if not with Meik himself. For, single-handed and armed only with a bow and knife, he had outwitted a score of horsemen of the khans.


  



  


  V


  “And now, Lhon Otai—if that be your name—you can tell me whence you and your men come, and why you follow me into the Dead World.”


  As Gurd spoke, his clear black eyes scanned the shaman thoughtfully. They were camped for the night well beyond reach of the dismounted Tatars, in a grotto by a small stream in the waste country. Around them reared a nest of rocky hillocks, barren even of firs. The cold wind of the North searched the ravine where they were and fanned the fire Gurd had lighted. The hunter, however, seemed to know his way. He had led them without hesitation to the grotto. Lhon Otai bethought him swiftly.


  “We came, I and my men,” he explained, “from the khans of the Jun-gar. Khlit, the Kha Khan, ordered that you be brought to him. He has heard tales of your hunting.”


  Gurd, busy toasting meat on a wooden spit, made no response. “I did as the Kha Khan bade me,” went on Lhon Otai. “We learned the course you had taken from the hamlet of Irkutsk. Then hunters told us you had been seen heading for the Lena. Before long my men found the trail of your reindeer.”


  Still Gurd was silent.


  “We heard you had left Changa Nor,” the shaman said uneasily. “But we meant not to harm you.”


  Gurd bared his teeth, but he did not laugh.


  “My cousin the lynx, O Shaman,” he said softly, “has followed us, unseen by you. He is near by, in the rocks, sniffing at the roasting meat. Shall I call him? Or will you tell me truth instead of lies? In a month I would return to Irkutsk with ivory. The Kha Khan could have found me then. Why did he send after me to the North? What were you doing near Changa Nor?”


  The shaman threw a fearful look at the rocks behind him. “What do I know of the will of the khans?” he whined. “Did I come willingly to the North? Nay, Khlit has a mind to Changa Nor and what it hides. He has been there with his horsemen—” A change came over the impassive face of the hunter. His eyes narrowed in anger, and his heavy hand clutched the spit.


  “Who brought the khans to Changa Nor?” he cried. “Come, speak—”


  “They attacked the castle, Gurd,” ventured Lhon Otai shrewdly, “and because of the accursed fires that drove them away, Khlit set a price on your head. Aye, and he bade me seek you, thinking that I might die thereby.”


  “The fires,” quoth Gurd with a laugh, “guard well Changa castle and what is within. Truly then, this Khlit loves you not, Lhon Otai?”


  The shaman's thick lips twisted in a snarl. Memory of the long feud between himself and the Cossack rankled. In his anger he spoke what he had long kept secret. Yet he spoke not unknowingly, for he was shrewd and Gurd might serve him.


  “Aye,” he responded, “the Kha Khan is my foe. Once I saw the gold cross he carried on a chain about his neck. The khans know it not, but he is a caphar, a Christian. He is hated of the god Natagai whose priest I am.”


  “A Christian?” Gurd surveyed his companion thoughtfully. “You know it?”


  “Aye. But so great is Khlit's skill in war that the blind fools of the Jun-gar hold him in awe.”


  Gurd turned his spit slowly, while Lhon Otai watched.


  “Men have told me, Lhon Otai, that Khlit is a paladin among warriors. Yet he did not come to Changa Nor to sport with fire. Why, therefore?”


  The shaman leaned closer.


  “Khlit has wind of the treasure of Changa Nor, Gurd—such a treasure as Tatary knows not. He has heard the old tale of the Gur-Khan. I, too, have heard the tale, through my priests. Harken, hunter. You know what truth there is in the story. Tell me what you know. I can reward you.”


  Gurd's level brow darkened, and he ceased turning the spit.


  “Open the door of Changa castle to me,” pursued Lhon Otai, “when I come with my friends, and you will not lack for jewels, hunter. It is better that I should have the treasure than the caphar, Khlit.”


  “So you have friends, Lhon Otai?” Gurd asked softly. “Berang and Chepé Buga? The khan of the dark face is second to Khlit in power.”


  “Nay, Chepé Buga's wit lies in his sword. He is an honest dolt—”


  The shaman broke off. Gurd had shown no liking for his words. He strove in vain to read the expressionless face of the hunter. But Gurd kept silence while they ate. Afterward, he bound Lhon Otai.


  “Tomorrow, Lhon Otai,” the hunter said, “you will see a hunt in the Dead World.”


  Again, Lhon Otai wondered. What manner of hunt was this, in the waste of tundras? He slept little that night. When he looked beyond the circle of fire he saw green eyes staring at him unblinkingly and remembered that Gurd's cousin had had no meat that night.


  Gurd set out early the next day afoot, leading the three pack-reindeer. Lhon Otai followed him curiously. The hunter had his bow slung over his back, and he walked carelessly, looking about him as if seeking for landmarks. Never had Lhon Otai seen a hunt begin as this one.


  The place, too, was barren of game. A keen-eyed falcon could not have spied a rabbit or wild mountain sheep. It was desolate of vegetation, save for stunted larches and the dry moss that the reindeer fed upon. Lhon Otai panted as he stumbled over the rocks, but Gurd walked swiftly ahead, casting anxious glances at the overcast sky which foretold snowfall.


  As they advanced Lhon Otai became aware of a peculiar odor. Dry and stringent, it resembled the smell of dead things. Gurd paid no heed to it, but pressed on. The odor grew, and Lhon Otai shivered, for he liked it not.


  At the side of a nest of rocks Gurd paused and tied the reindeer. He pointed beyond the rocks.


  “Here is the hunting-ground of the Dead World, Lhon Otai,” he said grimly. “And the game of ten thousand moons.”


  Urged by his curiosity the shaman advanced beyond the rocks. Then he halted in amazement.


  Before him stretched a plain. It was void of vegetation. But in the ground were heaps of white bones. And the bones were gigantic. He made out skulls measuring the height of a man in width.


  The strange odor assailed him more strongly. It went up his nostrils to his brain, and Lhon Otai shivered. For the bones he saw were not those of ordinary animals. They were many times the size of a horse. A single jawbone at his feet was too heavy for him to lift. Tusks projected from the half-buried skulls to twice the height of a man.


  “The bones of elephants!” he cried to Gurd, who was watching him.


  The hunter shook his head.


  “Nay, saw you elephants with tusks like those? These beasts belong to another time. I heard the story in Irkutsk of giant tusks along the frozen rivers and years ago I found this spot. Here is ivory without end. It is yellow with age. But it is choice, and more valuable than that of the Asia elephants. See.”


  He advanced to a nearby skeleton. With the heavy hatchet he carried he cut at the socket of one of the tusks. A few moments' wielding of the ax loosened the tusk, and Gurd brought it back to the shaman. It was seared with age, but of massive ivory, and weighty.


  “These are the mamuts, Lhon Otai,” said Gurd gravely. “The beasts that lived before the time of Genghis Khan, or the Christian prophets. A herd of them must have died here, perhaps frozen to death in the ice.”


  Lhon Otai touched the tusk gingerly, muttering a charm as he did so against evil spirits. He knew now where Gurd got his ivory that he sold at Irkutsk. But his fear of the hunter was not diminished. Here was a man who entered unafraid the burial-place of the past and held communion with beasts of the forest. Surely he must be guided by evil spirits, or he would be afraid.


  Gurd wasted no more time in talk. By hard work he had enough of the tusks to load the three pack-reindeer by noon. A cold wind had sprung up and scattering flakes of snow were falling. Knowing the danger of being caught in these regions by the Autumn snow, Lhon Otai helped the hunter break camp and take up the journey to the south. More than once, however, he cast uneasy glances at the giant tusks which he held to be things of ill omen and hateful to Meik, the deity of the forests.


  The next day they were well on their way back to the Lena's bank. The first snowfall had whitened the ground, but the day was clear. So clear that Lhon Otai made out a score of dark figures crossing a plain in front of them, heading not toward the south, but west. These, he knew, were his late companions, now seeking their way homeward afoot.


  Gurd halted his reindeer when he sighted them.


  “They have lost their way,” cried Lhon Otai, with a swift glance at Gurd. “If they follow their course they will go further into the Dead World and perish at the hands of the Cheooki gods. Warn them to turn south.”


  “How may that be done?” Gurd's black eyes held no sympathy. “They would send an arrow through my jerkin if I came near enough to speak to them. And the sun will guide them.”


  “Nay, Gurd,” objected Lhon Otai, “the sun is veiled by the clouds. The cold grows daily. The wolf packs will begin to hunt soon. They will die if you do not warn them to go back and follow the river south.”


  Gurd hesitated.


  “You will be safe on the reindeer,” urged the shaman. “And they will not dare to shoot at you for fear of hitting me.”


  Gurd set the reindeer in motion toward the men reluctantly. The Tatars had seen them, and halted.


  Tatar song.


  Unnoticed by Gurd the shaman drew his horse behind the mount of the hunter. The men were coming toward them eagerly. Gurd could see their faces, drawn with hunger. He halted a good distance away.


  “This will do,” he said. “Do you call to them, and waste no breath.”


  The shaman waved his hand to attract the attention of the men, whom Gurd was watching keenly for signs of an arrow fitted to bow. Apparently without intent the shaman urged his horse beside the hunter.


  Then, seizing a moment when Gurd was not watching him, Lhon Otai flung his great bulk from his horse upon Gurd. The weight of the shaman and Gurd's sudden twist in the saddle as he turned too late to avoid the other sent the reindeer stumbling to its knees. Hunter and shaman rolled to the snow.


  A shout went up from the Tatars, who broke into a run when they saw what had happened. They were still some two hundred paces away, but Gurd was helpless under the weight of his foe. His bow had slipped from his back in the fall, and he was unable to reach his knife.


  Abruptly, Lhon Otai felt Gurd go limp in his grasp. A shrill wail echoed from the hunter's lips. Lhon Otai had heard such a call before and in sudden alarm he glanced over his shoulder.


  From some rocks a few feet away bounded the gray form of a lean lynx. Gurd's friend of the tundras had heard the call which meant food to him, and he had not eaten for three days. Lhon Otai shivered with terror, for the Tatars were still too far away to aid him. Loosening his grip of the hunter he sprang to his feet, grasping at the stirrup of his horse, which was dancing in terror.


  At once Gurd was on his feet. A swift glance at the approaching men warned him of his peril. He leaped into the saddle of the reindeer which had recovered its balance while the two men were on the ground.


  “That was an ill deed, Lhon Otai,” he growled, “and I will not forget.”


  Wheeling his mount he bent low to avoid the arrows which the Tatars sped after him. The reindeer trotted swiftly out of range, but the pack animals, which tried to follow, fell under the arrows. The gray lynx hesitated, snarling. Then it bounded after Gurd, and in a moment hunter, reindeer and lynx were lost to sight in the firs.


  



  VI


  What is the measure of a warrior?



  Is it the strong sword, with finely jeweled hilt; or the well-balanced spear with gleaming point that can shear through silvered mail? Is it the war horse that spurns the earth and pants in eagerness for battle?


  Is it the chased armor, spoils from slain enemies, renowned in minstrel’s song? Or the crafty brain, quick to devise stratagems of war?


  Nay, it is the heart beneath the mail!


  Tartar song


  



  Khlit, the Kha Khan, surnamed the Wolf, followed far the chase over the snow-covered ground. A pair of leopards with dragging leash sped before him, their black noses close over the tracks of a deer. Khlit had left the other horsemen behind and galloped close after the leopards, through the pine forest of Khantai Khan, near Changa Nor.


  But the eyes of the Cossack were not on the trained leopards. The reins hung loose on the neck of his horse, which followed the beasts from habit. He paid no heed to an unhooded falcon which clutched the glove on his wrist and flapped encouragement to the leopards.


  Khlit's mind was heavy with care. Nearly two months had passed since he had left Changa Nor after the unsuccessful assault. His envoy had returned from the invading Kallmarks with the reply he expected—an insolent refusal to leave the lands of the Jun-gar.


  Chepé Buga and Berang had been exerting every effort to gather the fighting men of the hordes together. But they had been strangely unsuccessful. The warriors told them that the Winter season was at hand, when their flocks and herds must be guarded against the wandering wolf packs that came south in the track of the reindeer herds. The men of the Ordus and Chakars seemed to have lost heart for fighting. Khlit had never known them to hold back before when a battle was in the wind. Vainly his shrewd mind sought for the cause.


  The encampment at Lake Baikal numbered fewer fighting men than in the Summer. And the Kallmarks were advancing, driving their herds and taking possession of the stores of hay and grain the Jun-gar Tatars had laid up for the Winter.


  The shamans who held great power among the Tatars were loath to help Khlit assemble his regiments because he had sent Lhon Otai to the North, whence the leader of the conjurers had not yet returned.


  Although the ice was forming over Changa Lake, Khlit had not dared to venture the assault of the castle until he had more men under his command. The few who had been held together by Chepé Buga, Berang, and the mighty Chagan had been filled with stories of the treasure they were to seize at Changa Nor. Khlit dared not fail of taking the castle. He dreaded to think that it might not hold the wealth they suspected. Yet evidence had been flowing in from all quarters of the treasure. Fishermen on Changa Lake had heard of it. Old men had seen caskets carried there.


  Khlit was aroused from his reverie by a whimper of eagerness from the leopards. The lithe beasts had swung into a fast run that pressed his horse to keep up. Khlit, searching the tracks they were following, thought that he noticed a difference in them. The next moment he reined in his horse sharply.


  From behind the trunks of two giant trees in front of him, a rider had stepped out. Khlit saw a tall man, closely wrapped in a malitza of lynx skin, with the hood drawn over his head. The face was veiled by the hood, but Khlit saw a firm mouth and a pair of steady, dark eyes. He noted that the man carried no weapon save a large hunting knife, and that he appeared careless of the leopards which had drawn back, snarling when they scented the man.


  The stranger was mounted on a reindeer, and Khlit guessed swiftly that the leopards had been following the latter, having changed from the tracks of the deer to fresher scent. He uttered a sharp word of command to the crouching beasts, and walked his horse forward slowly, his hand on the hilt of his sword.


  The brown-faced man raised a mittened hand, the fringe of his glove ornamented with reindeer ears. Khlit waited.


  “My name is Gurd, the hunter,” the stranger spoke in a deep voice.


  “I am Khlit, called by my enemies the Wolf,” answered the Kha Khan at once.


  “Aye,” said Gurd, “I saw you lead the hunt and crossed the tracks of your quarry, for you were alone.”


  Khlit's shrewd glance swept the near-forest for signs of a possible ambush and rested, reassured, on the hunter. The two men measured each other with frank curiosity. Gurd marked the rich sable cloak of the Kha Khan, the copper and silver chasing of his saddle, and his deep-set eyes under tufted brows. He appreciated the ease with which the old Cossack sat his horse, the smooth play of his broad shoulders.


  On his part Khlit scanned the frank face of the hunter, his simple attire, and noted the boldness of his bearing. Being armed, he had Gurd at his mercy. Silently he waited for the other to speak.


  “I have come unarmed,” began Gurd in his deep voice, “to take you to Changa Nor. There is one at Changa Nor who must see the Kha Khan of the Jun-gar. Your men have hunted me through the Dead World. Yet I have come unarmed to bear you this message.” Khlit's mustache twitched in a hard smile.


  “Does a wolf put his head into the noose of a trap, hunter?”


  “No harm will come to you, Khlit. Would I risk my life to speak to you if the need were not great? Nay, if you do not come, your sorrow will be greater than that of one who has killed his father by mischance, or broken his sword in dishonor.”


  “Hey, that is strange!” Khlit regarded his companion curiously. “Who is the one who sent you?”


  Gurd hesitated.


  “The master of Changa Nor, O Kha Khan. By the token around your neck, he said that you would come.”


  Khlit put his hand to his throat. Under the svitza he felt the outline of the gold cross he always wore. Was this the token? There were few who knew Khlit was a Christian. Who was the master of Changa Nor? He was eager to know, and to see the inside of the lonely castle.


  “Lead on, rider of stags,” he laughed lightly. “To the devil himself——”


  



  VII


  At one of the embrasures of Changa Nor stood a young girl. She was slender and straight, with round, strong arms and twin braids of red-gold hair bound at her forehead by a fillet of pearl. Her dark eyes were fixed on the shore. Her skin was olive, deepened by the sun's touch.


  She leaned anxiously against the heavy stones of the embrasure, her delicate face thrust into the opening, peering out to the pines. At times she turned and glanced with a pretty, impatient frown at the sand clock in the chamber. Once a high voice from another room startled her. She listened a moment, and then, as if satisfied, returned to her watch.


  The shadows were long from the pines on the shore when she made out two dark figures that rode down to the shore. Dismounting, the two men advanced out on the ice toward the castle. Pausing a moment to make sure that she was not mistaken in them, she left the embrasure and turned to the wall of the chamber.


  Her fingers feeling deftly over the stone of the wall moved two sturdy iron bars from their rest with the ease of habit. These she laid aside. Clutching an iron lever that projected from the stone, she hung the weight of her slender body on this, moving it downward. At once two stone blocks to the height of a man swung inward, leaving space for a person to enter with difficulty.


  The opening was blocked by a human form and in another moment Gurd the hunter stood within the chamber. He looked at her quickly and nodded as if in answer to an unspoken question. She flushed with pleasure and watched the tall figure of Khlit enter the room.


  The Cossack glanced about him curiously, his hand on his sword. He looked only casually at the girl in spite of her beauty. She turned away at once, readjusted the stone blocks. The heavy bars, however, she did not replace, in her hurry to follow the men.


  The three, led by Gurd, went from the chamber which acted as an anteroom into the long hall of the castle. An old servant in a faded leather jerkin bowed before them.


  “Tell Atagon,” commanded Gurd of the man, “that the Kha Khan is here.”


  Khlit glanced at the empty hall, with its faded tapestries and heavy furniture. The place had an air of antiquity, heightened by its silence. The hall stretched the entire length of the castle, and was lighted only by the narrow embrasures under which a gallery ran, as if for archers to stand, by the openings. The Cossack knew that the castle dated from many generations ago.


  “A lonely place!” he grunted. “Where are the demons who tipped hell-fire on my men?”


  Gurd smiled and pointed after the old servant.


  “There is one of the demons, Gutchluk, the ancient,” he said, “and here is the other—Chinsi, the granddaughter of Atagon. When I am away from Changa Nor these two guard the castle, as you have seen.”


  Khlit glanced from Gurd to the slender, golden-haired girl.


  “Devil take the place!” he swore. “A bed-ridden slave and a half-weaned girl! Nay, that cannot be.”


  “It is so, lord,” the girl's musical voice made answer. “Gurd has taught us to prepare and cast the Chinese fire from the window slits. Atagon brought the fire here for our protection, but he is too old—”


  Gurd held up his hand for silence. He stepped to the side of the hall and drew back the tapestry that concealed another chamber.


  “Here, O Kha Khan,” he said slowly, “you shall learn the secret of Changa Nor. Truly, the secret belongs to you, as well as to us. Come.”


  Curiously, Khlit glanced from Gurd to Chinsi. The hunter's face was impassive, but the girl's eyes were alight with eagerness, and a kind of fear. Without hesitation Khlit stepped under the tapestry. He halted abruptly within the chamber.


  It was a narrow room, scarcely illumined by the embrasure. A long table ran across the chamber in front of him. A single candle and a parchment were on the table.


  By the candle Khlit saw the figure of an old man, in a long robe of white camel's-hair. The hood of the robe was thrown back, and he had a full view of the face of the man. He saw a high forehead, fringed with snowy hair, a pair of steadfast eyes, and a pale, lined countenance. A long beard, pure white in color, fell over the robe to the black girdle around the waist.


  A rush of memory took Khlit back to the Cossack camp he had quitted many years ago. He had seen men like these, at the monastery of the Holy Spirit.


  For a long moment the eyes of the Kha Khan and the man in the white robe challenged each other. The fierce gaze of the Cossack was fairly met by the mild light in Atagon's deep-set eyes.


  “Welcome, Christian warrior—” Atagon raised a withered hand in greeting—“Changa Nor. Long has Atagon, of Changa, been waiting your coming. God, through his servant Gurd, has led you to our gate, in the time of our need.”


  Incredulity and belief struggled in Khlit's mind. Atagon had spoken as a priest, haltingly as if using a language long unfamiliar. And Khlit had not revealed the fact that he was a Christian. But his gesture was that of a batko, a father-priest of the Orthodox Church.


  “I am Atagon,” the calm voice of the priest went on, “and so the Christians of my little flock call me. But I was baptized under the name of John, and I am presbyter of the church.”


  The two words stirred anew Khlit's memory. Presbyter John. Where had he heard that phrase before? The answer to his question came to him in a flash.


  “Presbyter John!” he cried. “Prester John, of Asia. The king who was sought by missionaries! The guardian of hidden treasure, and the keeper of strange beasts—”


  He had remembered the name of the king he had forgotten. The story of Prester John and the treasure had spread through Europe centuries ago. But the mythical king had never been seen. Was the aged Atagon the true descendant of Prester John? The monarch of the hidden treasure?


  Atagon shook his head solemnly.


  “Not Prester John, my son. But Presbyter. Your words are strange. I know nothing of treasure, or of beasts. I am the guardian of the Christian shrine of Cathay, beside the Sea of Sand.”


  Again Khlit was stirred. The Sea of Sand! Chepé Buga had mentioned that. And the Lake of Stones, which must be Changa Nor. Here was the place that the legend had named. Surely Atagon was Prester John!


  “I see you are troubled with doubt, my son,” smiled the patriarch. “Come, I will show you proof. You speak of treasure. There is no pagan gold on Changa Nor, but a treasure more precious. See.”


  Getting to his feet Atagon took up a staff which was fashioned like a shepherd's crook. He walked slowly to another door of the chamber which he pushed open, motioning for Khlit to follow. A light from the interior shone on his majestic face.


  Khlit stepped beside the patriarch, and caught his breath in amazement. He stood in a shrine of the Christian church. In front of him candles glowed before an icon, a painting of Christ and the Virgin Mary; myriad gems sparkled from the frame of the icon. Below the painting stood a small cross. Khlit saw that it was a single stone, an emerald which shone with a soft light. He thought of the emerald scepter that the Tatars had said was in Changa Nor.


  On a table in front of the icon were several jeweled caskets of lapis lazuli set with rubies. The candlesticks were gold, with jade blocks for their bases. Silk vestments hung from the walls, embroidered with gold and silver thread. Also a girdle with a clasp brilliant with diamonds.


  The patriarch crossed himself. Khlit, in obedience to an old impulse, removed his fur cap.


  “The treasure of the Gur-Khan,” he muttered. “Aye, the legend was true.”


  



  VIII


  A quick frown crossed Atagon's tranquil features.


  “Nay, my son,” he corrected, “the shrine of God in a pagan land. These riches are the offerings of the Gur-Khan to God, and their contents are the true treasures. The painting comes from Constantinople. The caskets shelter a portion of the garment of St. Paul, the wanderer, and a finger with a lock of hair of the blessed St. Thomas.”


  He motioned for Khlit to approach the shrine. The Cossack did so fearlessly. At the same time, his heart was heavy. Here was indeed a treasure, such as the khans were seeking. But it was a treasure of the church. And Khlit was a Christian.


  “Harken, Kha Khan,” spoke Gurd from the doorway, “said I not you must come to Changa Nor? The Tatars have wind of these riches and they plan to despoil the shrine of Atagon. They are pagans and care naught for the sacred relics, or for the holy cross. That was why I sought you, at the hunt. You can protect Changa Nor.”


  Khlit was silent, under the eyes of the three Christians. He had promised his men the treasure of Changa Nor. Khlit's life as a Cossack was past. He was now the leader of the khans. They had fought with him. His word was law in the horde. And he had promised them the riches of Changa Nor.


  “Tell me,” he said slowly, “is this truly the treasure of the Gur-Khan?”


  Chinsi stepped forward.


  “Father Atagon,” she said, “knows the story of the treasure. But he does not know what the Tatars say of the legend. Gurd has told me. The Tatars say that centuries ago a Gur-Khan hid his treasure where it could not be found, by a sea of sand and a river of stones. They say it is guarded by fierce beasts.”


  “Aye,” assented Khlit grimly, “that is what they told me.”


  The patriarch bowed his head in thought, stroking his beard gently.


  “I will give you the answer you seek to your questions, my children,” he observed at length. “Truly, I have heard the story of the beasts. The first presbyter told it to his successor. Considering it in the light of the holy word, I think it means that the beasts of the forest might, by the power of God, seek to guard the chosen ones of the true faith. Was it not so with Daniel and the lions?


  “As to the story of the Gur-Khan,” he went on, “it is true. The first Gur-Khan was converted by a presbyter from Europe— Olopan, who came from Judea. Obeying the mandates of a higher will, he turned his pagan treasures into offerings to God—as you see.” He waved a white hand at the shrine and the table. “And so the treasure became hidden from the evil ones who sought it. The Gur-Khan was killed, and his empire broken up, in battle. But his daughter, who was a Christian, survived and hid in the castle of Changa Nor, with the treasure of the church, accompanied by the presbyter and a few knights. Before the presbyter died, he ordained the most worthy of the knights to be his successor. And that patriarch in turn selected one to succeed him.”


  Atagon took the hand of the girl fondly.


  “Behold, Kha Khan, the last princess of the line of the Gur-Khan, Chinsi, the golden-haired. And I, Atagon, am the last of the patriarchs. Truly my flock is small. For save Gurd, who ministers to our needs, there are only a few wandering Nestorians from Hsi'en-fu, in Shensi, who visit Changa Nor. It is they who spread the story of a treasure.”


  “Aye, Father,” grunted Khlit, “your fame is great, although you know it not. For you are the one men have sought by the name of Prester John. But the Tatars of the Jun-gar do not bow to the name of God. Their shamans say that Gurd is a hunter guided by an evil spirit; and that Changa Nor is a refuge of the devil himself, with all his brimstone.”


  “Nay, Kha Khan,” Gurd showed his white teeth in a smile. “That is because I fetch mamut tusks from the Dead World, where Tatar hunters go not. And the shamans call this a haunt of the devil, for they have tried for many years to take our treasure. Lhon Otai's palms itch for these jewels.”


  “That is not all, O Kha Khan,” cried the girl defiantly. “Gurd, who brings us candles and firewood with food and drink, has fought for his life against the shamans more than once. He brought you here at peril of death, for the Tatar warriors have been told he is a son of the werewolves, an evil spirit.”


  “No matter, Chinsi,” laughed Gurd lightly, “now that I have brought you a better protector. Khlit, the Kha Khan, will guard us, for he is also a Christian.”


  The eyes of the patriarch sought Khlit shrewdly. Pride was in his glance, and hope, but also uncertainty. Khlit raised his head. “Harken,” he said; his keen ears had caught a sound without the castle.


  Footsteps pattered to the door of the shrine. Gutchluk appeared. “Riders are coming over the lake, Father,” he cried. “They are coming very swiftly.”


  Chinsi gave a startled cry. Atagon and Gurd turned to her in surprise.


  “The door!” she whispered. “I forgot to put up the bars. It can be opened from without.”


  Gurd sprang to the door. Then he halted. The sound of many boots echoed on the stone floor of the hall. The hunter glared at Khlit.


  “What is this? You knew—”


  “I know not,” growled Khlit.


  As he spoke he remembered that his companions must have followed in his tracks, seeking the end of the hunt. The footsteps grew louder without. A shout rang through the castle. Atagon took up his staff and stepped to the door. Gurd drew his knife and placed himself before the priest.


  “Fool!” hissed Gurd to the trembling Gutchluk. “Why did you not see to the door? Hush! They may not find the entrance under the tapestry.”


  “I left it open, lord,” muttered the servant. “How could men enter Changa Nor?”


  A cry announced that the men without had found the opening into the adjoining chamber. There was a quick tread of feet. Khlit's hand went to his sword. Then it fell to his side.


  In the entrance to the shrine appeared the giant form of a man in armor. Chagan the sword-bearer entered, dragging back with all his strength at the leash which held the two straining leopards. Behind the hunting beasts appeared Chepé Buga's swarthy countenance. A shaman and a half-dozen warriors blocked the door behind the khan.


  Chepé Buga threw a keen glance at the group in the shrine.


  “Ha, Khlit, lord,” he growled, “we followed the leopards which were by the horses at the edge of the lake to the wall of Changa. When we pushed against the stones where they smelt, the wall gave in, by cursed witchcraft. Glad am I to see you alive. We thought the devils of Changa had borne you off to Satan's bonfire.”


  Chagan gave a cry and pointed to the treasures of the shrine. Chepé Buga's eye lighted gleefully.


  “By the mighty beard of Afrasiab!” he swore. “Here is a pretty sight. Nay, the Wolf has led us as he promised without bloodshed to the treasure of Changa Nor.”


  His glance fell on Gurd and Chinsi, and he gave a hearty laugh. “What! Here is the devil-hunter, ripe for the torture, and a maid, for our sport. By Satan's cloven hoof, that was well done, Khlit, lord!”


  Their eyes aflame with greed, the Tatars echoed their khan's words with a shout that rang through the castle of Changa, and caused the leopards to snarl.


  



  IX


  A poisonous vine hanging upon a strong cedar—such is a traitor at the gate of a king.


  Chinese proverb


  



  Gurd had been reared in the forest, among animals quick to slay. He had had all men for his enemies, save the few at Changa Nor. So, while he possessed the patience of the animals he hunted, he had also their fierce anger. Chepé Buga's mocking words brought a flush to his brown cheeks, and before any one could move he had drawn the knife at his girdle.



  The Tatar khan had no time to lift his sword. Gurd was upon him with gleaming knife, when Atagon, who had anticipated the hunter's movement, thrust his staff against the latter's chest. Held away from his enemy, Gurd glared at Chepé Buga with blazing eyes. The Tatar returned his gaze with cool insolence. Atagon placed his hand on his companion's shoulder.


  “Peace, my son,” he said quietly. “It is not fitting that blood should flow because of a hasty word. We must not quarrel in the shrine of God. Let me speak to this man.”


  Chepé Buga eyed the patriarch in astonishment, which deepened into disgust. The proud words of the priest had no effect on him. “Who are you, Graybeard?” he growled. “And who is the girl?”


  Khlit spoke for the first time. “This is Atagon,” he said, “master of Changa Nor. And the woman is Chinsi, daughter of a Gur-Khan.”


  Chepé Buga stared at the girl's delicate face and ruddy hair in open approval. Gurd ground his teeth as he caught the glance, but the hand of Atagon restrained him.


  “Aye, she bears herself like a princess, Khlit, lord,” assented the Tatar carelessly. “She is worthy of a better master than this thin-blooded priest, or yon scowling hunter. I will give up my share of the jewels for her. Hey, there is a pretty emerald!”


  He walked to the cross and balanced it tentatively in his hand. Atagon lifted his hand in protest.


  “Take the caskets,” cried the shaman from the door; “they are priceless!”


  “Nay,” cried Atagon, “touch them not. They hold sacred relics.” Some of the Tatars drew back from the door at this. But Chepé Buga did not move.


  “A curse upon your quaverings, dogs,” he growled. “String the old man up by his thumbs, and take the knife from the hunter. He is overquick to use it.”


  “Nay,” Atagon responded at once. “There is no charm, save the wrath of God upon the despoiler. But have a care what you do, Tatar. There is one whom you may offend.”


  “Where?” The khan glanced idly about the chamber. “I see him not, unless you mean yon Gurd of the scowling brow. He will make good eating for the leopards, Chagan.”


  “Not he,” responded Atagon. The patriarch pointed to Khlit who was watching moodily. “The Kha Khan has not said that you may take these things. They belong not to me, but to God. Have a fear what you do, Khan, for your master knows the name of God.”


  All eyes were fixed on Khlit. Gurd folded his arms and glanced at the intruders blackly. He had not forgotten it was his doing that they came here, in Khlit's tracks. The girl clasped her hands in silent appeal.


  Chepé Buga's face bore a look of sincere astonishment. He cared nothing for the deities of the shamans, or for others. It had not occurred to him that Khlit would hesitate to seize the treasure. Had the Kha Khan not promised he would do so?


  “Speak, Khlit, lord,” he cried, “and bid us close the mouth of this long-robed conjurer with a sword. Then he will trouble us no more.”


  But Khlit was silent. It had been long since he had seen a cross other than the one he wore around his neck, or the candles burning before an icon. He had been a wanderer, far from the Church. Yet he knew that his faith was alive in his heart. To refuse Chepé Buga and his companions permission to take the treasure of Changa Nor would mean protest, discontent, a weakening of the small force of Tatars which was still at his command. It would be hard, even dangerous. He had given his word that the treasure of Changa Nor would be theirs before he knew its nature. How was he to do otherwise?


  “Remember your promise, O Kha Khan,” the voice of the shaman cried from the group at the door.


  Khlit whipped out his sword on the instant. “Bring me that knave!” he cried.


  The Tatar warriors turned, but the shaman had slipped away into the shadows of the outer chamber. They returned empty-handed after a hurried search through the castle.


  “Such words are spoken by cowards,” said Khlit grimly. “I love not to be told to keep my word. Did I not keep my promise when I led the khans against Hang-Hi at Altai Haiten? Was not my word true when I brought you to the army of Li Jusong? Speak!”


  “Aye, lord,” cried Chagan's deep voice. “It was true.”


  “What I have sworn,” said Khlit, “I will carry out.”


  He sheathed his sword. Stepping to Chepé Buga's side he replaced the emerald cross on the altar of the shrine. The Tatars watched him in silence. Atagon closed his eyes as if in prayer. Khlit faced his men, his back to the shrine. His shaggy brows were close knitted in thought.


  “Harken, warriors of the Jun-gar,” he growled. “What did I say to you by the shore of Changa Lake? I promised that the castle should be taken without bloodshed. Have we not done so? I said it would be ours when the lake was coated with ice. Is it not covered with ice today?”


  “Aye, but you promised us the treasure, Khlit, lord,” spoke one of the men respectfully.


  Khlit's keen eye flashed, and he tapped his sword angrily. “And is not the treasure ours?” he asked. Gurd made an angry movement, but Atagon motioned him back. “We have it in our hands. Nay, I will tell you more. It was decided in the kurultai that we would use the money to buy back our lands from the Kallmark invaders. That would not be wise. I thought so at the time, and now I will speak my reason. Who would buy back what is theirs—save a whipped slave? If we pay the treasure to the Kallmarks, they will be back next Summer for more.”


  “Aye, that is well said,” nodded Chepé Buga.


  “But what of the Kallmarks?” objected Chagan. “Riders have come to us in the last few days who say that the Kallmarks are riding north with two thousand men.”


  Khlit stroked the curved scabbard at his side thoughtfully. He knew as well as Chagan the numbers and strength of the Kallmarks who were bent on the destruction of the horde of the Jun-gar.


  “Have the hearts of the Jun-gar turned weak as women?” he made reply. “Nay, it is the Kallmarks who will pay for their invasion. We will keep the treasure of Changa Nor.”


  “Then let us take it to the camp by Lake Baikal,” broke in Chepé Buga, “where it will be in our hands.”


  “Is not the Kha Khan, Chepé Buga,” growled Khlit, “the one to say what we will do with the treasure? Nay, where is there a better place or one more secure than Changa Nor?”


  “We got into here,” protested the khan stubbornly, “by good hap, and the scent of our leopards. It is a hard nut to crack, this castle. Who knows whether we can get in again?”


  Khlit stroked his mustache and frowned. His purpose to safeguard the treasure of Atagon was hard to carry out.


  “We will leave a guard here over the treasure, Chepé Buga,” he said at length. “Chagan will stay. Gurd will come with us, so that the sword-bearer will have no foe within the castle. Then, when we return, we may decide about the treasure.”


  “And the pay for our horsemen?” cried one of the Tatars. “The money for powder and new weapons?”


  “We will take spoil from the Kallmarks.”


  Chagan nodded heavily.


  “But how may we turn them back? They are many, and strong!”


  “With this.” Khlit drew his sword with a quick motion and laid it on the table. “Aye, by the sword of Kaidu, the hero and guardian of the Jun-gar, we will drive back the Kallmarks, and take their herds.”


  The words and the act appealed to the war-like feelings of the Tatar throng. With one voice they gave a ringing shout of approval. Khlit smiled grimly. Without earning the ill will of the khans he had achieved what he wanted—time, and the safety of the shrine of Changa Nor.


  As he was about to pick up his sword, the group by the door parted. In strode the portly figure of the shaman, Lhon Otai, accompanied by the man who had fled a few minutes before.


  



  


  X


  The slant eyes of Lhon Otai glinted shrewdly as he surveyed the men in the shrine. His words came smoothly and softly from his thick lips.


  “Where are your wits, men of the Jun-gar?” he cried. “The evil spirits of Changa Nor have cast a spell over you. You are blinded by an unclean charm. It is well I came to save you from the dangers of this place.”


  The Tatars glanced uneasily at each other. The chief of the shamans knew well his power over them. He pointed angrily to Khlit.


  “Aye, the evil priest of the caphars has bewitched you. Know you not this man who calls himself the Kha Khan is a Christian? He will not give you the treasure. He has deceived you with lying words.”


  Chagan stared at Khlit blankly.


  “Nay, lord,” he protested, “tell them this is not so. How can a Kha Khan of the Jun-gar be a Christian?”


  A murmur of assent came from the warriors. Lhon Otai crossed his stout arms with a triumphant smile. His glance swept from Gurd to Khlit and back again.


  “It is so,” he said. “Your chief is a caphar, a brother in faith to yon dark hunter who is allied to evil spirits. The place here is accursed. I have come from the North, where I saw this hunter Gurd talk to a lynx of the forest as his brother, and summon ivory bones from the ground by a dark spell. By my power I overcame him and took the ivory. Then I hurried here to safeguard you against the caphars.”


  Gurd smiled scornfully, but the Tatars had eyes for no one but Khlit.


  “Speak, lord,” said Chagan again, “and tell us this is not true.”


  Khlit surveyed his followers moodily. He knew that they were superstitious, and under the influence of the shamans. He had only to deny his faith, and all would be well. Lhon Otai would be silenced.


  The shaman had long been Khlit's enemy, for he was jealous of the Cossack's power. Khlit wondered if Lhon Otai had seen the gold cross he carried under his svitza. The conjurer and his followers had spies everywhere and there was little in central Asia that they did not know.


  And Lhon Otai had chosen the moment well. Khlit had already risked his popularity with the khans by holding back the treasure of Changa Nor from their hands. Probably the shamans who accompanied Lhon Otai had told the latter what had passed in the shrine of Atagon. Khlit decided to make one more bid for favor with his followers.


  “Nay, Chagan,” he said slowly, “do you tell me this. Have I failed in my duty to the khans? Have the Jun-gar ever gone to defeat under my leadership? Let the kurultai of the Jun-gar decide. I will abide by their word. If they say that I have done ill, I will give over my command to Chepé Buga.”


  “He speaks with a double tongue!” cried Lhon Otai, seizing his advantage cleverly. “For he has kept the treasure of Changa Nor for himself and the caphar priest. This treasure would buy your lands from the Kallmarks. He sent me to the Dead World, where the hunter Gurd tried to slay me—”


  “A lie!” cried Gurd. “I knew not the Kha Khan. It was Lhon Otai who followed me, and slew my reindeer by treachery.”


  “Nay, then,” put in the other shaman swiftly, “if Khlit knew you not, how comes he here, with the caphars, unknown to the khans?”


  Chepé Buga waved his heavy hand for silence. “Say one word, Khlit, lord,” he bellowed, “and we will boil this conjurer's tongue in oil.”


  Khlit glanced wearily from under shaggy brows at his comrade in arms. His pride was great, and he had no fear for himself, despite the hostility of Lhon Otai. But he feared for the shrine of Atagon.


  “Nay, Chepé Buga,” he said, “I am a Christian.”


  A stunned silence greeted this. A proud light shone in the eyes of Atagon. Lhon Otai was not slow to seize his advantage. His cunning was a match for Khlit's craft.


  “Come!” he cried, raising both arms. “You have heard. This is a place of evil. We will drive out the dark spirits in the manner of our fathers and their fathers before them. Come! A sword dance. We will purge the place.”


  He ran from the chamber, followed by the Tatar warriors and the other shaman. Chagan was next to go, dragging the two leopards with him. At a sign from Atagon, Gurd and the girl Chinsi accompanied the priest without. Khlit and Chepé Buga remained. The Cossack stretched out his hand to Chepé Buga.


  “Speak, anda, brother in arms,” he said gruffly, “what matters my faith to you? We have fought together and shared the same bed. Will you leave me for the fat conjurer?”


  The Tatar's handsome face twisted in vexation.


  “I swore to follow you, O Kha Khan,” he said slowly, “to be at the front in every battle, to bring the horses and spoil we captured to you, to beat the wild beasts for your hunting, to give you to eat of the game I took in hunting, and to guard you from danger with my sword. Christian or not, I remember my oath. Yet, we have need of the treasure of Changa Nor. Bid us take the treasure, that we may know your heart is with us.”


  Khlit turned away from the appeal in his friend's eyes. He made as if to speak; then his head dropped on his chest. He was silent. He heard the Tatar leave the shrine.


  When he looked up he saw that he was alone with the icon and the flickering candles on the altar.


  



  XI


  In the hall of Changa Nor, Lhon Otai mustered the Tatars for the sword dance. Two tall candles gave the only light in the long chamber, for it had grown dark outside the castle. When Khlit entered the hall, he saw that Atagon and the Christians had taken their places in the balcony. The Tatars, who had drawn their swords, occupied the floor. Lhon Otai faced them at the farther end.


  Even Chagan had taken his place with Chepé Buga in the ranks of the warriors, after tying his leopards fast to a pillar. The Tatars watched eagerly while Lhon Otai took from the pouch at his girdle a human skull fashioned into a drinking cup. Then he summoned the trembling Gutchluk to bring him wine. With this he filled the cup.


  Lhon Otai bent nine times in homage to the west, where the sun had set. The Tatars lifted their swords with a single shout.


  “Heigh!”


  The shaman's heavy face was alight with triumph. He placed his girdle across his shoulders and poured out a little wine from the cup to the floor.


  “Precious wine I pour to Natagai,” he chanted, “I give the tarasun to the god Natagai.”


  The warriors swung their swords overhead.


  “Heigh!”


  Lhon Otai tipped the cup again.


  “An offering I pour to Meik,” he sang, “to Meik, guardian of the forest.”


  “Heigh!” cried the Tatars.


  They bent their bodies, lowering their swords. Then they came erect, swinging their shining blades above their heads. Khlit knew the fascination the sword dance held for them. Already they were breathing more quickly.


  “Wine I pour to the Cheooki gods, to the Cheooki gods of the North who light the sky with their fire.”


  “Heigh!”


  An echo of music sounded in the hall. The other shaman had drawn a dombra from under his cloak, and was striking upon it. As the sword dance, led by Lhon Otai, continued, the Tatars became more excited. They bent their bodies and circled three times. Then they raised their blades with a shout.


  “Heigh!”


  Lhon Otai now stood erect, his face raised to the rafters, his eyes closed. When the Tatars saw this their shout changed.


  “A wisdom!” they cried. “Our shaman sees the raven in the rafters. He is listening to the words of wisdom!”


  At this they ran to the sides of the hall, and returned, raising their swords in concert. To the strains of the dombra they circled, making their blades play about their heads. Sweat shone on their brows. Their teeth gleamed through their mustaches.


  Khlit watched impassively. He saw that Lhon Otai was working the warriors to a pitch of excitement. It would be useless for him to interrupt the sword dance. Yet his fear was not so much for himself as for the group watching silently from the balcony.


  Then Lhon Otai raised his arms. The sound of the dombra ceased. The Tatars lowered their swords and waited, panting from their exertions.


  “A wisdom!” cried Lhon Otai in a high voice, his eyes still closed.


  “A wisdom!” echoed the warriors.


  “Tell us the word of the raven.” The shaman crossed his arms over his chest.


  “Danger is near the horde of the Jun-gar,” he chanted. “The soul of Genghis Khan mutters in his tomb, and the sun is darkened in night. The treasure of Changa Nor must be our safeguard. With it we will buy our homes and our pastures from the Kallmarks. We will send riders to the camp of the khan Berang by Lake Baikal and bid him disband the horde. Thus will the Kallmark chieftains know we mean friendship.”


  Khlit made a gesture of protest unheeded by the Tatars who were hanging on the words of the shaman.


  “Evil omens are afoot,” went on Lhon Otai. “Dead fish infest the ice of Baikal under the three Diandas. The great wolf pack of the North is hunting for its prey. Evil is the plight of the Jun-gar, owing to the false words of a Christian. Bind the arms of the Christian Kha Khan with stout ropes, that he may not harm us again. Him we must leave in Changa Nor. The shamans with the khan Chepé Buga and the sword-bearer Chagan must watch over the treasure until the army at the Baikal camp can be disbanded.”


  Khlit thrust out his arms in grim silence, to be bound, while Chepé Buga watched. The khan glanced at him uneasily while they tied his hands but avoided meeting Khlit's eye. Only once Khlit spoke.


  “These hands carried the standard of Genghis Khan,” he growled. “Who will lead the Jun-gar if I am bound? Yon fat toad?”


  Lhon Otai's broad face twisted in anger, and his eyes flew open. At a sign from him the shaman bound Khlit's arms close to his side.


  “Harken, Tatars!”


  The words, in a clear voice from the gallery made them look up. Gurd was leaning on the stone railing, his heavy hands clutching the barrier. His dark face was bent down. His eyes were glowing.


  “You know the legend of Changa Nor, Lhon Otai,” went on Gurd. “How is it that for ten lifetimes the treasure of Changa Nor has not been touched? Others have tried to take it. And they have died. No pagan has lived who put hand to the sanctuary of God, in Changa Nor. Nay, not one. Yet we have no swordsmen or archers here to defend the treasure. They have died from another cause.”


  “The Chinese fire!” cried the shaman contemptuously. “We can deal with such sorcery.”


  “Nay, it is not the fire, Lhon Otai. You know the legend. Changa Nor is guarded by a power greater than your swords. Death awaits you in the shadows of the castle. Tempt it not. I give you this warning. There is a curse upon the foe of Changa Nor, and upon his children and his herds. I have seen men die from this curse. Brave men.”


  “Kill me that rascal!” cried Lhon Otai to his followers.


  With the exception of Chepé Buga and Chagan the Tatars rushed for the stairway leading to the gallery.


  “I have seen you touch the treasure of the shrine,” Gurd called to Chepé Buga. Pointing at Lhon Otai he added, heedless of the rush of his enemies, “And I can see the mark of death on your forehead.”


  Chepé Buga laughed lightly, while the shaman glared at Gurd vindictively. The Tatar warriors had gained the gallery. They cut down the old Gutchluk who stood in their way and rushed toward Gurd.


  As their swords were lifted to strike him, the hunter sprang over the railing. Hanging by his hands an instant from the balcony, he leaped to the stone floor below. He landed lightly, for all his great size.


  Chagan drew his two-handed sword and stepped toward Gurd. The latter crouched and dodged the sweep of the sword. Grappling with the mighty sword-bearer he flung Chagan headlong to the floor. The Tatars were returning down the stairs, unwilling to take Gurd's daring leap from the gallery.


  The hunter darted swiftly toward the chamber where the door opened to the lake. His pursuers were after him in a moment, but he had vanished in the darkness. Chagan stumbled to his feet.


  “Back, fools!” he roared. “We will deal with the hunter as he deserves. He is unarmed. Watch.”


  While speaking, he loosed the two leopards. The beasts were infuriated by the excitement, and at Chagan's bidding they bounded after the man whom they had trailed earlier in the afternoon. The men in the hall listened, but no sound came from the lake without, where the trained leopards were already on Gurd's tracks.


  “They will feed well tonight,” laughed the sword-bearer. “May Satan roast me, if yon caphar will live to curse you more, Lhon Otai.”


  “He spoke words like the point of a sharp sword,” said Chepé Buga grimly, with a sidelong glance at where Chinsi crouched by Atagon in the gallery. “Nay, Lhon Otai, if the curse comes true I shall have good company. You and I will dance together in Satan's court. But until then, bethink yourself well, Conjurer, for I too am master here. Chagan obeys me.”


  As Lhon Otai was about to answer, his mouth fell open in sheer astonishment. His eyes widened, and he pointed to the door of the chamber whence Gurd had fled.


  Four spots of green light showed where the leopards were returning in the gloom. The animals issued into the hall. But they came slowly, crawling along the floor, their bellies dragging on the stone, and their tails limp underfoot. Every movement of their lithe bodies bespoke fear.


  When the Tatars had recovered from their surprise at the return of the leopards they searched the lake and the surrounding shore. They followed Gurd's tracks up one of the hills. But there tracks and hunter alike disappeared. Curd had gone into the mountains, and with him he had taken his entire herd of reindeer.


  



  XII


  From the summit of the tower of Changa Nor Chinsi and Khlit looked out over the frozen lake and the snow-clad hills. A cold wind nipped at their cheeks and stirred the girl's gold plaits of hair. Khlit watched her curiously as she stared at the hills, her smooth chin resting pensively on a strong, round hand.


  Two days they had been prisoners in Changa. All the Tatars except Chepé Buga and Chagan had left for the Baikal encampment, under Lhon Otai's orders. The shaman himself remained at Changa. The treasure, thanks to the vigilance of Chepé Buga and Chagan, was untouched.


  Chinsi and Atagon had not been further molested. Since Gutchluk's death, Chagan had attended to their wants after a fashion. The patriarch, however, had kept himself shut up in the shrine where he passed most of the time in prayer. Chepé Buga roamed restlessly over the castle, inspecting the apparatus for defense and visiting the treasure where he spent hours in fingering the jewels, which he took good care Lhon Otai did not disturb.


  Khlit touched the girl on the sleeve of her reindeer-skin parka. “Tell me, little sparrow,” he observed, “what is this curse Gurd called down upon Lhon Otai?”


  Chinsi glanced around to see if they were alone. It was some time before she answered.


  “The curse is part of the legend of Prester John, father. The legend runs that there were beasts that watched over the treasure long ago. It must be merely a fable; for how could that be true? Yet one thing I have seen. It was when I was a child. A band of robbers came to Changa when the lake was frozen over. It was in the night. We would not let them in. They tried to climb over the walls. Presently I heard them screaming. They were crying out, as if in pain.”


  “The Chinese fire, Chinsi,” suggested Khlit.


  “Nay, we had not used the fire. Gurd was in the castle when they came. Then he left. In the morning I saw their bodies. The men were horribly torn and mangled. The snow was red with their blood. They lay as if they had fallen while running from the castle. But I saw other tracks in the snow.”


  “They might have been horses, little sparrow,” grunted Khlit.


  “Nay, they were not horses' tracks. I was too young to know what they were. Gurd would not tell me. He has always watched over the castle.”


  Khlit puffed at his pipe in silence for a while.


  “Gurd is a brave man,” he said, “although he does not carry a sword as a warrior should. But I fear he cannot avail against the men who hold Changa Nor today. Lhon Otai is shrewd.”


  “Aye,” said the girl, tossing her curls proudly, “but Gurd is feared through all the Khantai Khan Mountains. Because his enemies cannot kill him, they say he is allied to the beasts.”


  “Your tongue betrays its secret, Chinsi,” smiled Khlit. “Devil take me, if you want not this stout fellow Gurd for a husband.” The girl flushed and lowered her gaze.


  “It is Atagon's will,” she said simply.


  “Aye, and yours too,” chuckled Khlit.


  The girl made haste to speak of another subject.


  “You spoke the name of Lhon Otai, father,” she said quickly. “Before he leaped from the gallery, Gurd whispered something to me. He bade me tell you to beware of the shaman. Not until now have I had a chance to tell you.”


  “Nay, I need no warning, little sparrow. Lhon Otai held power in the Jun-gar until I came. He has hated me since the day I joined the ranks of the khans. Not until now could he break my power in the Jun-gar. Yet Chepé Buga remains, who loves him not. Wherefore, I wonder that Lhon Otai bade the khan stay at Changa Nor. Nay, I fear not the conjuring dog. But your peril, little Chinsi, is greater.”


  “You were brave, father,” said the girl softly, “to speak your faith as you did. Atagon has mentioned you in his prayers to God.”


  “Let him pray for himself,” growled Khlit who was impatient of praise. “The batko stands near to death. I can do little more for him.”


  The girl was silent at this. Woman-like, she realized Khlit's rugged nature, that scorned weakness. At the same time she knew that the Cossack would defend the priest of his faith to the death. He craved no sympathy, and rebuked the advances of Atagon. He did not like to speak of his sacrifice for the patriarch. At the same time, she had seen him hold up his gold cross to be blessed by Atagon.


  “That is not all Gurd told me,” resumed the girl. “In the Northern forest when Lhon Otai was hunting him, he heard the shaman talk of his plans to the other Tatars. Lhon Otai said that they had sent one man south—”


  A step sounded behind the girl, and she broke off. At Khlit's exclamation, she put her finger to her lips.


  “Later, I will tell you, Khlit, father.”


  The lithe form of Chepé Buga appeared beside them. The khan, who had polished the metal ornaments of his costume and combed his black hair into sleek submission, stared at the slender girl with bold admiration.


  “By the mighty beard of Afrasiab,” he swore, “you are as hard to find as a live heron on a falcon's roost, Chinsi. The old priest guards you as he would his own life. May the devil mate with me but you are a likely girl!”


  Chinsi stamped her booted foot angrily.


  “Aye, I have heard you prowling through the castle, like a dog that fears to be seen. And Lhon Otai has stood and mocked Atagon at his prayer.”


  “Atagon has not much longer to pray, Chinsi,” responded the khan idly. “Lhon Otai has told me that when his men come to the castle there will be another sword dance and the blood of the old priest will be shed as an offering to Natagai.”


  The girl shivered. At this Chepé Buga stepped close to her, his dark eyes glowing. He caught her chin in a stalwart hand.


  “Nay, Chinsi, I would taste of your golden sweetness. Come, a kiss!”


  Khlit looked up. But at sight of the girl the Cossack paused. Chinsi's dark eyes were blazing with anger and her cheeks were scarlet.


  “Dog!” she whispered. “You are brave when Gurd is not here.”


  Sheer astonishment showed in the khan's handsome face, and his hand dropped as if he had touched a burning brand.


  “That swordless hunter!” He bared his teeth in a hard smile. “If your hero comes back to Changa I will tear out his throat for him with my hands—since he carries no weapon. Nay, Khlit, these be strange folk—never have I taken captives who were so stubborn. The old Atagon watches jealously when Lhon Otai fingers the jewels in the treasure chamber, although the shaman cherishes them like a mare with her first colt. And now the girl prates to me of the hunter who rides reindeer and tames wolves.”


  He shrugged his shoulders in chagrin.


  “I had forgotten the reason I sought you, Chinsi. I looked by chance into the arms chest where you kept the Chinese fire, and the iron flagons for preparing it. The chest was empty. Nay, you are beautiful as a Spring sunrise on the Kerulon, Chinsi, but I have no liking for a baptism of fire from your pretty hands some night when I walk under the gallery. Where have you put the contrivance?”


  Khlit glanced at the girl quickly. But she returned their look frankly.


  “I have not been near the chest,” she said coldly.


  Chepé Buga eyed her meditatively. “Your words have the ring of truth. And I searched your sleeping chamber before coming here. But Atagon?”


  “He knows or cares nothing about the fire.”


  Chepé Buga glanced instinctively at Khlit. Then he looked away in shame.


  “I meant not to doubt you, Khlit, lord,” he said gravely. “Come, let me cut away those ropes. It is not fitting that the Kha Khan be bound.”


  “Nay, Khan,” responded Khlit, “your shaman would put them back again. He has made us enemies, you and I, who fought together.”


  Before Chepé Buga could reply, a faint sound came to them over the hills.


  “The howl of wolves,” said Khlit.


  “It is well we are behind walls,” assented the khan. “I have seen some dark forms yonder in the pines, whether wolves or not.”


  The sound was heard by Chagan the sword-bearer, seated in the hall of the castle. He raised his head hastily. As he did so he caught sight of a figure moving along the wall toward the chamber of Atagon.


  Chagan half rose to his feet. Then he saw that it was Lhon Otai. The shaman paused when he perceived Chagan's glance on him, and retraced his steps, away from Atagon's door.


  Chagan caught a gleam of steel in the other's hand. But he shook his shoulders indifferently. It was none of his affair what Lhon Otai did.


  Again the howl of a wolf echoed through the castle. This time Lhon Otai turned toward the gallery. He looked long from a casement, over the hills. Then he slipped the dagger he carried back in his girdle. And Chagan wondered, for a smile wreathed the broad cheeks of the shaman.


  



  XIII


  If a warrior dies, how may his friend aid him?


  A man’s life goes out like a candle in the wind. His limbs are empty as the branches of a dead birch tree. But his friend may carry the body from the field of battle. Aye, so it may not be eaten by beasts.


  Tatar saying


  



  From the window of her sleeping chamber Chinsi the goldenhaired looked out over the snow, where Gurd had disappeared. It was the night after her talk with Khlit on the tower, and she had been crying. She still wore the reindeer coat for there were few fires in the castle of Changa, and at present a keen wind was sweeping through the rooms.



  Chinsi drew her parka close over her shoulders, wondering where the air could have entered the castle. The arrow slits were too small to create a draft. But what she saw without the window held her attention.


  In the shadow of the pines on the shore of the lake she observed a movement. A dark body passed from one tree trunk to another. She saw another body follow it and another.


  Her first thought was of Gurd. The hunter had been gone nearly three days. There had been no sign of his presence around the lake, although Chinsi had watched with the persistent hope of those who are in danger. She wondered if the moving forms could be the hunter's reindeer. Then she thought with a shudder of the wolf pack which passed that way from the North in the early Winter. Gurd had taught her to watch for the beasts which were ferocious from hunger and bold by reason of the numbers of the huge pack.


  What she saw among the pines made her press close to the window. She saw a man's figure, outlined against the snow, going from the castle toward the shore. Presently the man disappeared under the pines.


  So intent was she that she did not hear a stealthy step in the chamber, as Chepé Buga entered, closing the door noiselessly behind him. Before she had realized that another was in the room the Tatar had gained her side and thrown his arms around her. The girl's slender form stiffened in fright. A startled cry was cut short by Chepé Buga's hand over her lips.


  “The old Atagon is at his prayers, Chinsi, of the golden hair,” the Tatar whispered. “You would not like to disturb him. Nay, I have taken the songbird in her nest.”


  The girl twisted and turned in a vain struggle. The Tatar's powerful arms held her easily. He pressed his face against the sweet tangle of her hair.


  Chinsi's heart was beating heavily. She remembered Chepé Buga's admiring glances and the persistency with which the khan had followed her about the castle. She realized that it was hopeless to try to free herself from his hold.


  A sudden thought came to her, and she ceased her struggles.


  Chepé Buga cautiously lifted his hand from her mouth. Seeing that she was silent he laughed.


  “I am weary of waiting to slay your lover Gurd,” he said. “You are the fairest woman of the Khantai Khan Mountains—nay, of Tatary.”


  His hand passed over her hair eagerly, but he did not give up his grasp of her shoulders. The blood rushed to the girl's face under his touch. Although she was passive, her mind worked quickly.


  “You are fair as the pine flowers in Summer, Chinsi,” his voice was deep with passion. “You have quickened my blood with love.”


  His hand grasped her chin. But this time the girl tore herself free.


  “Look, Tatar,” she cried, “there are wolves around the castle. I have seen them from the window.”


  Chepé Buga laughed softly.


  “You are as full of words as the magpie of Lhon Otai, Chinsi. And as wayward as an unbroken horse. Nay—”


  “Fool!” stormed the girl. “Am I so witless as to try to deceive you? While you are prating of love, the castle may be in danger. I saw a man run from Changa to the shore. Who it was, I know not. Look, and you can see for yourself.”


  Doubtfully, Chepé Buga dragged her to the arrow slit. He looked long and keenly at the shore and the dark figures outlined in the snow.


  “Ha! Little Chinsi,” he whispered, “these may be wolves, but they have two legs and those two legs are wrapped around the barrels of horses.”


  He released the girl, without taking his eyes from the scene outside. What he saw roused his warrior's instincts. The dark forms under the pines were in motion now and moving toward the castle. Already they were out on the lake.


  “They do not bear themselves like true men,” meditated Chepé Buga aloud. “Unless my eyes deceive me yon strangers mean evil.”


  A cold breath of air touched the girl's shoulders where the parka had been loosened by her struggles. She recalled that the wind was blowing strangely through the castle. On a sudden impulse she turned toward the door of her chamber.


  “The wind!” she cried in quick alarm. “The outer door must be open.”


  Without waiting for Chepé Buga's response she darted from the room into the hall. A glance into the entrance chamber showed her that the door to the lake was open. A pale square of snow showed without.


  Chinsi knew that the dark figures she had seen on the lake could not be Gurd or his allies. The sight of the open door, which she had seen closed and barred earlier in the day by Chagan, filled her with sudden terror.


  She sprang to the wall and swung the heavy mass of stone back on its massive iron supports. Tugging with all her strength at the lever, she moved it slowly into place. Chepé Buga was beside her, fumbling in the dark for the iron bars.


  As Chinsi drew the lever up to its full length, the Tatar dropped the bars into place. As the iron fell into its sockets with a clang a heavy blow resounded on the door. They heard a muffled clamor on the surface of the lake.


  Chepé Buga sprang to the arrow slit. He stepped back immediately and Chinsi heard the clang of a steel weapon against the stone of the opening. A light appeared in the chamber behind them. Chagan stood in the room, bearing a torch in one hand and his sword in the other.


  “We are attacked, Chagan,” shouted the khan, above the tumult. “Come into the hall. The light betrays us here!”


  In the hall they found Khlit. In a few words Chepé Buga told his leader what had happened.


  “Are you sure it is not Berang with his men?” demanded Khlit, his keen eyes searching the three before him. “Who opened the door?”


  “Nay, Khlit, lord,” said Chepé Buga grimly, “would Berang give me a love pat with a spear point through the embrasure? We found the door open. Had Chinsi not been as quick as a fox to close it, we should have been taken like sheep in pasture.”


  “Father,” spoke Chinsi, “I saw a man not long since run from the gate to the shore—”


  “Where is Lhon Otai?” questioned Khlit.


  “Asleep among the jewels of the treasure chamber, without doubt,” grunted the khan. “Nay, I wonder if that fellow Gurd has not been at work here.”


  “If he had come I would have known it,” cried the girl angrily. “It was not Gurd.”


  “Then it must have been Satan himself or the long-bearded priest. Come, Khlit, lord, we will search the castle. Yon thick stones will keep out our visitors, I fancy. I suspect they knew something of Changa castle, for they came straight to the door, as a dog to his kennel.”


  “Lhon Otai is not in the treasure chamber, lords,” growled Chagan, who had left the group to investigate.


  “I will go to his room.” Chepé Buga ran to the stairs. “Do you waken the old priest, Khlit, if he is still here.”


  A moment served to show Khlit that Atagon was praying in his sleeping chamber, ignorant or careless of what had happened. Chepé Buga, however, returned with more important news.


  “The shaman is gone from his lair,” he informed them grimly. “There is not so much as a smell of him in the castle. That is not all. Under his pallet where I thought the fat master of mysteries might have betaken himself in fright I found the remains of Chinsi's fire device. The instruments were broken, and the powder, by the traces, cast from the window. My nose tells me the shaman has been working us ill.”


  “Ill!” Khlit's brows knit in thought. “Then it was Lhon Otai that Chinsi saw. But then he must be with the men without, whether prisoner or not. Did he know of their coming?”


  “Aye, lord,” said Chagan suddenly, “I saw him listening at the embrasures.”


  “Yet he has not taken one of the jewels,” put in Chepé Buga. “Hey, it is not like the fat toad to leave them untouched. He must think to gain them another way. I marked his eyes gleam upon them—”


  “Pardon, sirs,” Chinsi's musical voice broke in on them. The girl's eyes were bright and her breath came quickly. “On the tower, Father Khlit, I tried to tell you what I knew, but Chepé Buga came. Gurd warned me of what he heard during the hunt to the North. When he had Lhon Otai prisoner the shaman whispered to him that he should open the gate of Changa castle to the conjurers, not knowing that Gurd was a Christian. Nay more— before that, Gurd overheard Lhon Otai talking to his men by the fire at night where he thought he was safe from listeners in the woods. The shaman plans to leave the Kha Khan and Chepé Buga with the treasure of Changa Nor. But only so that he can take the two khans, who are his enemies, at the same time he seizes the treasure.”


  The Tatars exchanged glances. Chagan scowled blankly; but understanding dawned on Chepé Buga.


  “By its coiling track a serpent is known,” he said softly. “Lhon Otai saw to it that my horsemen who came here with me were sent to Baikal. And that the horde under Berang was dispersed. He has left us here with the gate open, like trussed fowls.”


  Khlit held out his bound hands in grim silence. In the excitement of the talk the others had not thought to cut loose the cords.


  “Aye,” he growled, “trussed. An evil day when the Jun-gar exchanged leaders. Being disowned I have not spoken what was in my mind. Nay, it was Lhon Otai who bound you also in his toils. He it was who destroyed the fire device that might guard Changa. And left open the gate tonight. Harken!”


  Muffled blows resounded on the stones of the door. Chepé Buga flushed. Whipping out his sword he deftly severed the cords around Khlit's wrists.


  “Such was not my doing, Khlit, lord,” he muttered. “I have sworn an oath to guard you with my sword from danger. So be it. By the winged steed to Kaidu, it warms my blood that we are to fight together! We are your men, O Kha Khan, Chagan and I.”


  “Aye,” roared the sword-bearer, “I scent a battle.”


  Khlit's somber eyes lighted as he studied his comrades. Their scarred countenances were cast in shamed appeal.


  “Say that we are one again, Khlit, lord,” begged Chepé Buga.”


  A reckless smile twitched the Cossack's gray mustache. He placed his hands on the sword hilts of the Tatars.


  “We are three men, O brothers in arms, but our enemies will find we are one.”


  “That is a good word, lord,” growled Chagan triumphantly. Chepé Buga's eyes were eloquent of satisfaction. He cleared his throat gruffly. Lacking words, he caught Khlit's hand in a binding clasp.


  “Nay,” cried Chinsi, “Lhon Otai and the men with him will suffer, because they have lifted their hands against the altar of God, in Changa Nor.”


  The assurance of her speech made the warriors smile. They were men of direct thought and took little stock in the legend. As the three Tatars glanced at each other, each knew that one idea was in the minds of his companions.


  It was Khlit who voiced this thought when the three stood on the tower of the castle at sunrise. The light showed them that the shores of the lake were filled with horsemen. Tents darkened the snow of the pine forests. Even beyond the forests, on the summits of the hills, the Tatars could see herds, and the wagon-yurts of a horde. Oxen and horses were tethered thickly throughout the encampment.


  It was an army of hundreds, with their herds. And it made the circuit of Changa Lake.


  “Lhon Otai,” said Khlit, when he had surveyed the scene, “has brought the Kallmarks to Changa. Aye, his messenger, whom he sent to the south, has brought them. And with the treasure, he has trapped the khans of the Jun-gar.”


  



  


  XIV


  That same sunrise showed the inhabitants of the Khantai Khan Mountains to the west a strange sight.


  By the headwaters of the Tunguska River, far from Changa Nor, the men of Khantai Khan saw a herd of reindeer passing through the forest at a swinging trot. The beasts were lean with hunger, yet they did not stop to browse on patches of moss or on birch tips.


  In the middle of the herd, mounted on a buck was the figure of a man. He was a tall man, wrapped in furs, with a dark face. As he rode he looked neither to right nor left. But the reindeer sniffed the wind as they paced along. Their muzzles were flecked with foam. Their eyes were starting from their sockets.


  And the men of Khantai Khan wondered. For they knew it was fear that drove the reindeer past them without stopping.


  



  XV


  The morning brought a parley from the Kallmarks around Changa Nor. Several of their khans rode up to the castle with Lhon Otai. They offered to spare the lives of those in Changa Nor, if the castle and the treasure were given up.


  Khlit's answer was brief.


  “How can we trust one who has already betrayed us?”


  To Chepé Buga and Chagan Khlit proposed that they take advantage of the Kallmarks' offer to gain safety. He would remain with Atagon to defend the Christian altar. Both Tatars replied with one voice that they would not leave him.


  “Let the dogs come,” growled Chagan, balancing his twohanded weapon, “they hunt in a large pack, but the killing will be easier for us. They will have a taste of our swords. Would that Berang knew of this!”


  “Lhon Otai has taken good care that he does not,” retorted Chepé Buga.


  Khlit occupied the morning in making a survey of the defenses of the castle. What they saw encouraged them. Changa castle had been built long before the days of cannon, and its stone walls were two yards in thickness. Save for the concealed door there was no entrance in the walls.


  There was no opening in the roof of the castle proper. In the round tower, at one corner of the structure, a small postern gave access to the roof. By gaining the roof, therefore, the Kallmarks would have no means of winning their way into the castle until they had forced the tower door.


  The summit of the tower was too high to be reached by ladders, and it commanded the roof of the castle proper. Arrow embrasures in the tower would permit the defenders to make things warm for any of their foes who climbed to the roof. The stone door to the lake was stout.


  Under Khlit's direction the Tatars, assisted by Chinsi, brought chests, heavy furniture, and logs of firewood to the entrance chamber. These they arranged to form a barricade in a half-circle around the door. This done, they ransacked the place for arms.


  The girl brought them many weapons which had belonged to old defenders of the castle. Sturdy bows, with sheaves of arrows, stiff but powerful; several long spears, rusted with age, one of which Chagan promptly appropriated. Khlit ordered the other spears left at the barricade behind the lake door. The arrows they carried to the tower summit.


  Chagan disappeared and presently returned, grinning, clad in a suit of linked Turkish mail that had belonged to the old Gutchluk. Chinsi brought Khlit a similar coat of mail left in the castle by Gurd. These were welcome, for the khans had arrived at Changa in hunting costume, unarmed save for their swords.


  Their preparations were nearly complete when they were startled by a footstep behind them. They saw the figure of a man in complete armor, hauberk, breastplate and greaves, engraved with costly gold. It was Atagon, his white beard hanging down over his mailed chest, and a light, triangular shield on which a cross was inscrolled, on his left arm. In his right he bore a long bow.


  The sudden appearance of the patriarch in his costume of a century ago startled the khans. Chagan gaped as if he had seen a spirit, while Khlit crossed himself with an oath.


  “I heard what has passed, my children,” said the patriarch's calm voice, “and my prayers are ended. It is our custom when a battle is on, for the presbyter to be with his knights. Our arms shall be strengthened by God.”


  “Ha!” laughed Chepé Buga. “There is a priest to my liking. Harken, old man, if you see the fat Lhon Otai in the throng, speed an arrow into his gizzard for me. If the curse of Changa Nor on its spoilers rings true, the arrow will go straight.”


  A sudden tumult on the ice outside drew the defenders to the tower top. They found that the expected attack was under way. Khlit had taken all his small force with him, leaving Chinsi to watch the door and warn them if it showed signs of giving way.


  A single glance showed the experienced warriors, veterans of fifty battles, the plan of their enemy. The tower was too high, and too far removed from the hills at the shore of the lake for effective arrow fire from that quarter. The dark-faced warriors of the Kallmarks tried a few shafts that rattled harmlessly against the stones, and gave it up.


  While a few score men advanced on foot against the lake door, bearing the stripped trunk of a giant pine, a hundred others circled the castle on horseback, discharging arrows at the tower top.


  This fire, however, was handicapped by the slippery footing of the snow-covered ice which caused the horses to flounder, and by the height of the tower. A few pistol shots, directed against the tower, went wide of the mark. Protected by the battlements, the defenders made good play with arrows. Atagon proved himself a master of the long bow, while Chepé Buga and Chagan shot more rapidly, although scarce less surely, with their short Tatar weapons.


  Especially when the ranks of Kallmarks around the pine trunk reached the door the defenders did murderous execution. The tower was nearly over the door, and the arrows, speeding from a height, went through furs, leather, and armor with ease. The space around the door was soon black with bodies.


  As fast as men fell, however, others took their places. Spurred on by trumpets on the shore, and by the multitude of watching Kallmarks, the attackers wielded the heavy trunk against the stones.


  “Look, lord!” cried Chagan. “Here come more of the dogs.”


  Kallmark warriors were appearing over the side of the castle furthest from the tower. Unseen and unmolested by the defenders, they had placed tree trunks against the walls, and now they easily gained the roof of the castle.


  Khlit and Chagan at once turned their bows on the newcomers, who were a bare twenty feet below them. The Kallmarks threw themselves vainly against the tower postern, while the arrows made play among them.


  “They will soon find their new nest well feathered,” chuckled Khlit, as he struck down a brown-coated spearman.


  The Kallmarks, finding that there was no direct entrance from the roof into the castle, beat a retreat to their ladders, leaving a score of dead and wounded on the summit of Changa.


  Khlit turned to find Chagan busily wielding one of the heavy spears against the battlements of the tower. Using the massive iron point as a crowbar, the sword-bearer was prying loose one of the stone blocks. Khlit lent his aid to the task, and in a moment Chagan had freed the stone enough to lift it from its resting place.


  Exerting all his strength, the giant sword-bearer raised the heavy block over his head. A warning cry went up from below, but the stone hurtled down, crushing three of the men about the pine trunk to the ice.


  With a cry of triumph Chagan looked around for another missile. His ambition was heightened by his success, and this time he sprang to the battlement where a solid block of granite, three yards square, formed a base for some ancient engine of war. Probably in past generations a ballista had cast its stone from the foundation of the granite. The spear was helpless to budge this weight, but Chagan disappeared down the tower stairs, presently returning with a heavy log of firewood, twice his own height, and one of the andirons from the hall grate.


  Working furiously, he wedged the haft of the andiron under the nearer side of the granite block, which was about a foot in thickness. Little by little he raised the massive block sufficiently to insert the end of the log under it. The granite flag stood on masonry which elevated it almost to the height of the battlement.


  Putting his shoulder under the log, Chagan dropped to his knees. Rising slowly, the powerful sword-bearer lifted the lever with him, his muscles bulging and quivering under the strain. Another second, and, with a grunt, he pushed granite and log over the battlement.


  The Kallmarks sprang back as it flew down on them. But the stone achieved a result as unexpected to Chagan as it was to the attackers. As it crashed upon the ice there was an ominous crackle.


  A series of sharp cracks followed and the men on the tower saw a section of the ice before the door give way, and vanish into dark water. Other sections caved in, once the surface of the lake had been broken, and the Kallmarks about the door, with their pine trunk, were soon floundering in icy water. Those in mail were pulled under by the weight of their clothing.


  Others on the outskirts of the breaking ice scrambled to safety, numbed and stunned by their plunge. The horsemen drew back on all sides, giving the castle a clear berth, for the break in the ice had weakened the whole surface.


  Chagan's stones had proved too much for the ice coating, already severely tried by the crowd of men bearing the heavy pine trunk.


  The sword-bearer eyed the destruction he had wrought with a surprised eye.


  “Now by Meik and the winged steed of Kaidu!” he swore. “That was a mighty blow. No less than fifty are dead, at one stroke. Would that Berang and our comrades could have seen it.”


  The brown-coated horsemen now drew beyond bow-shot of Changa. The first attack on Changa had failed. But Khlit's face was grave. A careful inspection of the lake door had shown him that the hinges had fallen and the iron bars had been nearly wrenched from their sockets. A few more blows from the pine trunk and it must have fallen in. And their stock of arrows had been diminished by half.


  



  XVI


  Throughout the night Chinsi took her turn at watching and sleeping by the fire in the hall with the warriors. Chagan was in high spirits, because of the breaking of the ice. But Chepé Buga and Khlit were silent. Atagon was as calm as ever.


  “You fought with the might of a Christian hero,” said the patriarch to Chepé Buga, “and God is watching over his shrine, from the clouds of heaven.”


  “Nay, Priest,” muttered the handsome khan scornfully, “say rather that you fought like a paladin of Tatary. I saw two arrows strike that helmet of yours but you heeded them not.”


  “The helmet has been worn by Christian knights,” responded the patriarch. “Except for Chagan's wound where an arrow has slit his cheek, we are still whole. But before long the evil minds of the pagans will think to carry their ladders to the roof, where they can lay them against the tower.”


  “By Satan's cloven hoof,” swore Chepé Buga, “a shrewd thought, that!”


  Khlit glanced at Atagon curiously. The words as well as the attire of the old man were those of many years ago. Atagon seemed to be without fear. The Cossack felt that this was because Atagon believed in the legend of Changa Nor. But how could the castle be held? So far they had done so, yet they could not hope to much longer, against the numbers of their foe.


  If they still cherished hope that the Jun-gar horde of Berang would learn of their danger and bring aid from Baikal, they soon saw their error. And they had new proof of the cunning of Lhon Otai. The next morning the Kallmarks came for a new parley. Khlit took their message from the tower and when he came to the hall his face was serious.


  “Lhon Otai has tricked us again,” he said grimly. “He sent one of his shamans to Lake Baikal with a message to Berang to hurry here alone. Not suspecting, the khan has done so. He is bound hand and foot, in the camp of the Kallmarks. They showed me his sword, as proof.”


  A gloomy silence greeted this. With the young Berang a prisoner their last hope of aid from the Jun-gar horde had vanished. A sally from the castle under cover of night was not to be thought of. Even if the Kallmark horde had not surrounded the lake, the snow outlined the castle too clearly for them to hope to escape the keen eyes of the watchers.


  Late that afternoon Atagon, who had been watching in the tower, came down to the hall.


  “The pagans are in motion on the shore,” he said.


  Khlit and his followers made their way to the tower. They saw that several of the wagon-yurts of the encampment were being drawn down to the shore of the lake by oxen. In puzzled silence they watched while the wheeled tents were dragged out on the ice. The yurts came halfway to the castle, within easy bow-shot, and then halted.


  Kallmark horsemen drove the oxen back, leaving the heavy wagons on the ice. No signs of life were to be observed about the yurts. The mystery was solved in a moment, however. A flight of arrows sped from openings in the heavy tents toward the tower. The defenders ducked hastily as the missiles whistled past them.


  Atagon drew his long bow and sent a shaft whizzing at the tents. It stuck fast in the covering. The Kallmarks had cleverly placed strong hides over the felt of the tents. The loose hides formed an effectual protection against anything short of a pistol shot. Through openings in the covering the Kallmark archers could shoot at the tower with safety.


  In this way they overcame the handicap of the slippery ice, and the uneven balance of their horses' backs. Realizing that it was useless to return the fire of the yurts, Khlit bade his companions lie under the shelter of the battlements, while Chinsi brought them fur robes as protection against the growing cold of evening. Atagon, who was shielded by his helmet, kept watch over the ramparts for signs of a renewal of the attack.


  It came in the period of twilight between sunset and the beginning of the Northern Lights.


  They heard a confused murmur on the farther side of the castle. Watching cautiously from the tower they saw dark forms moving along the battlements of the roof below them. The Kallmarks had placed their ladders again against the further side and had gained the roof.


  They could see their foemen advancing slowly among the dead bodies, bearing what seemed to be the trunk of a tree. The Kallmarks as well as Atagon had seen the advantage of storming the tower from the summit of the castle, and they relied on darkness to cover their movements, after their costly repulse of yesterday.


  Khlit rose to his feet, bow in hand. Instantly his shoulder stung sharply under the mail and he dropped to his knees. The arrows of the Kallmarks in the yurts were still flying over the tower which they could see after a fashion outlined against the sky.


  Atagon stood erect, plying his arrows heedless of the peril, but Khlit drew Chagan to his knees.


  “Their arrows will harm us here,” he whispered. “Go you down the stairs leading up the tower. Beside the postern door I marked an embrasure giving on the castle roof. Take your spear—”


  The experienced sword-bearer needed no further advice. Taking up his heavy weapon he trundled down the stairs. Abreast the postern he peered from the embrasure. He was now on a level with the Kallmarks on the roof, and he could see their forms vaguely, as they raised the tree trunks they had fashioned into rough ladders against the tower.


  Silently Chagan inserted the point of his spear in the opening and waited.


  On the tower top Khlit heard the ladder scraping against the stone. Atagon had reeled back, struck by an arrow which clanged wickedly against his armor. The next moment the helmeted head of a Kallmark appeared cautiously over the battlements. Khlit and Chepé Buga rose to their feet gripping their swords. Then an angry shout rang out from below.


  The men on the tower heard a groan. The head of the Kallmark disappeared. Looking over the side Khlit made out the dim bulk of the ladder falling sidewise. A cry of terror from the men clinging to it, and it crashed over the side of the castle to the ice below.


  “That was Chagan's spear,” grunted Khlit, “the sword-bearer has toppled over their ladder.”


  The remaining invaders had left the roof. The arrows from the yurts had ceased. Quiet reigned once more around Changa, while the Northern Lights began their play in the sky. But Atagon lay unconscious where he had fallen on the tower.


  Chepé Buga lifted the patriarch on his back and made his way past Chagan on the tower steps. He bore his burden to the hall, where Chinsi was waiting anxiously by the fire.


  “The old hero has stopped one arrow too many, Chinsi,” he muttered. “Nay, he is not dead. Help me take off his armor.”


  The girl, with the Tatar's assistance, removed Atagon's helmet and body armor and unstrapped the shield from his arm. The arrow had struck in a joint of the armor at the priest's throat. Chinsi withdrew it tenderly and bound the wound with a strip of her undergarment.


  There was little bleeding but the stern face of the patriarch was pale. He had been sorely hurt.


  Chepé Buga warmed himself at the fire, watching Chinsi as she tended the priest.


  



  XVII


  “The curse of Changa Nor upon its spoilers is slow in coming to pass, Chinsi of the golden hair,” the khan observed. “I still live and Lhon Otai still is snug in his fat carcass. Your lover Gurd has disappeared, methinks.”


  The girl looked up from the priest. There was a line of weariness under her eyes, but the eyes were clear and fearless.


  “Nay,” she said, “Gurd will come. And we will be saved from our enemies.”


  “Satan himself could not get through the Kallmark camp. There is no man living who can aid us now.”


  “No man, perhaps, Chepé Buga,” she said strangely, and was silent.


  The khan's eyes dwelt lingeringly on her slender form. He was loath to think Chinsi would fall into the hands of the Kallmarks. Better that he should end the girl's life with his own sword. The next attack would be the end of them. He put scant trust in the legend of Changa Nor.


  “Do you still hate me, little Chinsi?” questioned the khan. “My arrows have sped faster because of you. If we must die, say that you hate me not.”


  The girl returned his glance steadily.


  “You are a bold man, Chepé Buga,” she said slowly. “Nay, because you have carried Atagon from danger, I forgive you the evil you would have done me.”


  A sudden clamor over their heads startled both into silence. Chepé Buga leaped to his feet.


  “They are attacking the tower,” he cried. “Stay here, Chinsi, and I will come for you if things go ill. Aye—”


  He broke off as the girl put her finger to her lips. Another sound came to their ears, a dull knocking. The pounding continued, nearly drowned by the tumult on the roof. Then came a loud crash. It was close to them, so close that it must be in one of the nearby rooms.


  “The lake door!” cried Chepé Buga.


  “Aye,” Chinsi sprang to her feet in quick alarm, “the lake must have frozen over again during the night. The Kallmarks have beaten down the gate.”


  But Chepé Buga was already in the next chamber, where the barricade had been erected around the door. He saw dark figures blocking the open gate. Spears were thrusting down the barrier. With a shout he leaped to the barricade, swinging his blade over his head. The sword struck against a body and a groan echoed through the chamber.


  There was scant light, yet the khan guessed that few of the Kallmarks had squeezed through the door. Protected by the bulwark of logs he swung his sword into the dark in front of him. He heard men cry out, and felt an arrow whiz past him.


  Chepé Buga was a skilled swordsman, and he had the advantage of position. He leaped back and forth behind the barrier, slashing at his enemies, who were penned in the space between the gate and the barricade.


  Another moment and he felt that he had cleared the space of the invaders. But others were coming through the door. He stumbled over the spear which Khlit had laid on the floor in readiness. Seizing it he thrust at the opening. A groan rewarded his effort.


  He heard Chinsi beside him, and called over his shoulder. “Go for Chagan. There are many more without.”


  The girl sped away and Chepé Buga devoted himself anew to his spear work. For a space the door was cleared. Then Chepé Buga felt his spear caught and held. He released the shaft and took up his sword.


  Stepping quietly to one side of the opening, he struck down the first man who entered. As he did so he felt a sharp pain in the side of his head. One of the wounded who lay below had struck him. Dazed by the blow, the khan shifted his position.


  He lost precious time by this movement. Two men had entered and his sword crashed against their weapons. In the darkness none of the three could see to strike surely. Chepé Buga sought for an opening cautiously, wearied by his efforts and the loss of blood. He listened anxiously for the coming of Chagan.


  The next instant he reeled back. A spear had entered his armor, at the side. As he thrust weakly at his foe he caught the flash of a sword beside him. A groan came from one of his foemen. “Ha, Chagan!” he panted.


  The last of the invaders fell before a thrust of the sword that gleamed beside him in the light from the fire behind them. The chamber was now empty of foemen, and the door was blocked with bodies. Quiet was restored.


  Weakly Chepé Buga staggered out into the hall. His companion closed the door behind him. Then the khan sank down beside Atagon. For the first time he saw his companion by the firelight. Even to his dimmed eyes the figure did not seem like Chagan's bulk. The firelight gleamed on the small shield of Atagon which the other carried.


  Above the shield was a white, anxious face and a tangle of gold hair.


  “Chinsi!” he gasped. “How—”


  “Chagan could not leave the tower,” she said softly, “they are hard beset. I took Atagon's sword and shield, to help you if I could.” The girl laid down her shield and knelt beside him.


  “They have gone from the door,” she said eagerly, “I heard them.”


  Her glance fell on the dark stain that covered the khan's mail, and she gave a cry of dismay.


  Chepé Buga shook his head in mute protest as she tried to draw off his heavy mail.


  “The spear,” he whispered, “went deep. Your sword killed the man that did it. Brave Chinsi, the golden-haired!”


  Chepé Buga's dark head sank back on the floor, and his sword fell from his fingers. The watching girl saw a gray hue steal into his stern face. Chepé Buga, she knew, was dying.


  “Harken,” she whispered, pointing to Atagon who lay beside them, conscious. “Let the presbyter bless you, Chepé Buga. The priest will save your soul, for heaven.”


  The Tatar moved his head weakly until he could see Atagon. Something like a smile touched his drawn lips. The girl bent her head close to his to hear what he was trying to say.


  “Nay, Chinsi. Do you bless me. Heaven is—where you are.” Raising one hand, Chepé Buga caught a strand of the girl's hair which lay across his face. The girl, who had stretched out her hand to Atagon, sighed regretfully. Yet she did not move her head away.


  Chepé Buga's hand was still fast in her hair. But its weight hung upon the strand, and the Tatar's eyes were closed when Khlit and Chagan ran from the tower stairs into the hall a moment later.


  The two halted beside the form of Chepé Buga. A single glance told Khlit that the khan was dead. He placed his hand on the girl's shoulder.


  “Harken, Chinsi,” he said, “what do you hear?”


  The girl strained her ears, but she could hear nothing. The hall was silent save for the heavy breathing of the two warriors. Yet the silence was ominous after the storm of the assault.


  “What is it?” asked the girl, her heart beating heavily.


  “It is the curse of Changa Nor,” said Khlit grimly. “It has fallen on the Kallmarks.”


  The girl rose to her feet with a startled cry.


  “Aye,” said Chagan, leaning wearily on his bloodied spear, “it must be the curse, for Chepé Buga is dead.”


  



  XVIII


  “Go to the tower, and you can see what has happened,” Khlit directed. “Take Chagan with you, Chinsi, for some of the Kallmarks might think to take shelter in Changa castle. I will stay with Chepé Buga.”


  Khlit took his seat beside Atagon and the body of his comrade. The girl sought the tower, followed more slowly by the sword-bearer. As she climbed the steps she became conscious of a noise outside the castle. It was a distant tumult, unlike the clamor of the assault.


  As she gained the summit of the tower it grew to a roar that echoed between the walls of the tower and the hills.


  The darkness was pierced by the Northern Lights. When Chinsi's eyes had become accustomed to the gloom she beheld a strange scene.


  Across the surface of the lake horsemen were darting. In the camp itself on shore all was confusion. She heard the shrill neighing of horses, the bellowing of cattle in fear. The shouts of the Kallmarks resounded through the confusion. Fires had sprung up in a wide arc through the pine forest. She saw the dark bulk of the yurts hurrying along the shore of the lake.


  Her first thought was that the forest was on fire. This could not be, however, in the snow. The fires were separate. And she could see men throwing branches on them. Above the tumult of the beasts and the crackling of fire she caught a hideous snarling and snapping. Then she saw for the first time that the woods beyond the camp were filled with masses of dark forms. In front of these masses riders were wheeling, swinging their swords. By the fires she saw animals trotting through the pines.


  “Wolves!” she cried.


  “Aye,” assented Chagan, who had come up. “The great wolf pack of the North is yonder. It came on the Kallmarks when they were attacking the castle. They had no sentries out in the hills. The pack got among the herds before they knew it.”


  “The fires will keep the wolves away from the camp,” cried Chinsi.


  “Nay, they were built too late. The pack has tasted blood. The wolves are mingled in the herds now. The beasts are mad with fear. Harken!”


  The shrill scream of a horse in pain came to the ears of the girl and she shuddered. She saw that the herds of cattle which had been placed in the hills beyond the camp were now mingled in the camp itself. In spite of the efforts of the horsemen, the animals were stampeding along the shore, rushing from one point to another. The fires excited them further. Even the oxen yoked to the wagon-yurts had caught the fever of fear. The contagion had spread to the horses, which were becoming unmanageable.


  “If it were not for the animals, the plight of our friends yonder would not be so bad,” continued Chagan, who was watching events intently. “By lighting more fires, they might save themselves. But the herds are in the grip of fear. And the pack is among them, having tasted blood. Ha!”


  He pointed to the further shore, where there were fewer fires. From this place groups of cattle and oxen were moving in the direction of the lake. Horsemen rode among them, powerless to check them because their mounts were beyond control. The tide of beasts swept down to the lake. By the lights in the sky Chinsi could see whips lifted, and the blades of swords flashing. Here and there a rider went down under the mass.


  A group of Kallmarks had mustered at the edge of the lake and were endeavoring to turn the frantic animals to each side, along the shore. But the snarling of the wolves echoed in the rear of the herd and masses of the cattle ventured out on the frozen lake. A number of yurts drawn by oxen were in their midst. To the girl it seemed as if an invisible hand were driving the beasts to destruction. On the nearer side of the lake where the main body of Kallmarks was, the men were making headway in their fight against the wolves.


  “They are out on the lake,” she cried. “Oh—”


  With a rending crackle whole surfaces of the ice gave way under the weight of the animals and the yurts. Horsemen, beasts, and tents disappeared into the black water. The flickering glow of the sky showed her the horns of cattle swimming in the water. A frantic rumble sounded from the doomed beasts.


  This catastrophe was fatal to the Kallmarks. The parts of the herd that had gone along the shore became panic-stricken and broke into a run. They merged with the horses, mad with the double fear of the wolves and the breaking ice. In a moment the whole mass was in motion in one direction. The leading beasts hesitated as they reached the fires and the men tending them, and then drove on, urged by the multitude behind.


  Chinsi saw the men by the fires leap into passing yurts or on the backs of horses. By now the mass was flowing out into the woods, past the fires. On either side ran the wolf pack, pulling down beasts from the herd.


  The Kallmarks were powerless to halt their animals. The horses went with the cattle, and the men went perforce with the horses, or crowded in the yurts.


  By dawn the main body of the Kallmarks had passed from the lake. Isolated groups of horsemen rode after them, escorted by wolves. The fires in the forest were dying down. About fallen beasts the wolves gathered, snarling. In the path of the riders lay overturned yurts, and dark forms invisible under a slavering press of wolves.


  



  XIX


  When he had recovered from his wound, Atagon, the aged presbyter of Changa Nor who was sometimes called by visiting Christians the last descendant of Prester John, prayed reverently before his shrine. In his prayers he gave heartfelt thanks to God for saving the altar of Changa Nor from the pagans. Surely, thought Atagon, it was the hand of God; for Lhon Otai, the shaman who desecrated the shrine, was found dead, mangled by the wolves; and since that night Kallmarks and Jun-gar alike respected Changa castle.


  True, Atagon did not know that it was the command of Khlit, called the Wolf, that the shrine be unmolested by the Tatars. For Khlit's position as Kha Khan was unquestioned after the death of Lhon Otai and the retreat of the Kallmarks to the border, following upon the defeat of their plans and the slaughter at Changa Nor.


  And hearing the prayers of Atagon, Gurd, the hunter, did not find it in his heart to tell the presbyter the truth of what had happened. Only to Chinsi, as is the way of lovers, did Gurd reveal that, knowing the treachery of Lhon Otai and the coming of the Kallmarks, he had taken the desperate chance to drive the besiegers from Changa Nor. He had led his reindeer herd across the course of the great wolf pack of the North, which was on its annual migration southward along the shore of Lake Baikal. Then he had fled for the Kallmark camp, with the pack at his heels, striking down his reindeer until all but one had fallen to the wolves.


  And so Chinsi laughed softly to herself when she heard the khan Berang tell how, from the door of a wagon-yurt, he had seen a man clad in the furs of animals and mounted on a stag lead the wolves into the Kallmark herds that night.


  For Berang's face bore the look of one who has seen a miracle as great as the dance of the Rakchas by the three Diandas, or even the flaming anvils of the Cheooki gods in the skies.
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  For three times a thousand years the camels and men have passed in their caravans by the Jallat Kum. Where Taklamaklan rises to the mountains, the caravans journey by the Jallat Kum.


  The camels go and leave their dung to be food for the fires of those who come after. The men die and their bones dry in the sands. Under the star eyes of Jitti Karakchi are the Jallat Kum. And what is it that the stars have not seen? Nay, they have seen the men and camels of three thousand years ago come to the Jallat Kum again.


  For the stars and the Jallat Kum and the spirits of the dead are as one.


  From the book of Batur Madi,


  priest of the Kashgar lamasery


  



  It was the spring hunt of the Tatars in the Year of the Ape, at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The Tatar riders had circled through the steppe by the blue waters of Kobdo Nor, at the southern boundary of their lands, and had made a good kill of antelope, wild sheep, and yaks. And in their circle they came upon a Chutuktu lama of the Holy City of Lhassa with his followers.



  And this, says the priest, Batur Madi, was the beginning of the strange events that brought Khlit, the Cossack of the Curved Saber, to Taklamaklan and trouble to the lamasery of Kashgar. A trouble which only ended with the death of many men at the Roof of the World.


  The setting sun was casting its level rays across the steppe grass as the last of the beaters brought in their game on the backs of pack horses. The game was piled by the shore of the lake where Khlit, the Cossack of the Curved Saber and Kha Khan of the Jun-gar Tatars, had ordered the night's encampment. Through the ranks of the hunters spurred a powerful man with a scarred face, who reined his horse to a halt before the kibitka of Khlit.


  “Our outriders, lord,” he cried to the Cossack, who was standing before his tent, “have come upon one who says that he is from the Holy City. He wears the orange robe of a Chutuktu lama, and his name is Dongkor Gelong.”


  Khlit raised his gray head and scanned the messenger keenly. Although his costume of furred coat with wide sash and horse-hide boots was similar to those of his companions, the Cossack was taller. His hard gray eyes were not aslant like those of the Tatars. He had taken off his heavy woolen cap and his gray hair hung to his powerful stooped shoulders. A veined hand tugged thoughtfully at his drooping white mustache. The deep lines of his browned face alone showed his age.


  “Dongkor Gelong,” he said in his deep voice, “must be the envoy of the Dalai Lama, whom we have come to meet. Take a hundred horsemen, Chagan, and bring him to my kibitka with all due honor. Tell the khans of the Jun-gar that he has come.”


  The rider wheeled his mount and spurred away, leaping the piles of game with the ease of a man who had been weaned on mare's milk. But the tidings had already spread through the encampment. The Tatar khans left the game they had taken and hurried to the Kha Khan's tent, before which the standard was planted. Ranging themselves in a semicircle, they watched for the coming of the envoy from the Holy City.


  Khlit's searching gaze scrutinized the eager faces of the Tatars. They were grim men, these of the Jun-gar, descendants of Genghis Khan and the Golden Horde. The broad faces of many bore battle scars. They had been more numerous when Khlit came to them, for they had been with him in many battles. His leadership over them rested on two things: his consummate skill as a warrior, bred of fighting from the Cossack Ukraine, Persia, and Turkestan to the Tatar steppe, and his descent from Kaidu, the hero of the Tatars, whose curved sword he bore.


  By sheer daring and shrewdness Khlit had held the Tatar clans together against their enemies. His craft had earned him the name of Wolf among men bred to war and conquest. And had earned him as well many enemies, chiefly among the priesthood, for Khlit alone of the Tatar khans carried the gold cross of a Christian about his neck under his tunic.


  The throng of hunters parted and a cavalcade appeared, headed by Chagan, the sword-bearer, and a man in bright robes mounted on a white camel, who wore a crystal rosary on his chest. Two attendants in black and orange robes followed, an array of spearmen on camels trailing behind them.


  As the white camel knelt, Khlit raised his right hand in greeting, carrying it to his mouth. He did not advance from his tent, and, seeing this, the lama remained by the head of his camel instead of coming forward. The gaze of the Tatars went eagerly from one to the other as they matched glances.


  Dongkor Gelong was unlike the shamans and monks whom Khlit had seen on the steppe. He was a tall man, stout and richly robed in furs and Chinese silks; moreover, he had the carriage of one accustomed to command. He had the smooth olive skin of a Chinese and the broad frame of a Tibetan. He wore the close-fitting orange hat of a lama of the Gedum Dubpa monastery, the home of the Dalai Lama. It was evident that his stately appearance had already produced a strong effect on the Tatars, to whom the name of the Dalai Lama was an earnest of supernatural power.


  “Welcome to the camp of the Jun-gar, Dongkor Gelong,” observed Khlit gravely in Tatar, which the other understood readily. “We have had a good hunt, and choice meats will be prepared for you. Tonight we will summon a kurultai council of the khans, and hear the word of the Dalai Lama who has sent you.”


  Dongkor Gelong inclined his dark head courteously.


  “It is well that you should hear the word of the almighty Tsong Khapa, O Kha Khan. Although it is many li from the Jun-gar steppe to the Holy City, the power of the Dalai Lama to safeguard his servants knows no limits of space.”


  Evening saw a bustling preparation of mutton and horseflesh in the camp by the lake. When the envoy and his attendants had been feasted, the expectant khans assembled around a circle of fires built in front of Khlit's kibitka. The Cossack and Dongkor Gelong sat together in the center of the circle. Behind Khlit, as was customary, loomed the stalwart form of the sword-bearer, Chagan, accompanied this time by the two Chubil Khans, who had come with the envoy from Lhassa.


  At the right and left of the two leaders were seated the khans of the Jun-gar, headed by Berang, of the Ordus, and the chieftains of the Hoshot, Torgot, and Tchoros hordes. Behind these were ranged the lesser personages: cloaked shamans and tawny masters of the horse herds, together with warriors of the rank of khans who were not leaders of a horde.


  The kurultai of the Jun-gar was assembled.


  



  II


  Dongkor Gelong stepped into the semicircle of light. To the watchers it seemed as if his eyes were closed, but the lama had not failed to scrutinize his listeners shrewdly. He faced toward the south, where was Lhassa, and drew a parchment from the breast of his robe. This he pressed reverently to his forehead.


  “To the Khans of the Jun-gar,” he read aloud, “greeting from the almighty Tsong Khapa, Dalai Lama of the Gedun Dubpa and keeper of the sacred Kandjur books.”


  Khlit stroked the scabbard across his knees pensively. He noted, as did all the listeners, that the Dalai Lama had omitted mention of the Kha Khan in his greeting. This might have been, thought Khlit, because it was the council of khans and not himself who had appealed to the master of Lhassa.


  “The messenger of the khans,” went on the musical voice of Dongkor Gelong, “has brought to the Dalai Lama word of the trouble of the Jun-gar. The word that the Tatar hordes are threatened with doom and the loss of the lands which are their birthright. In their trouble they have rightly asked aid of the only one who can restore their power.”


  A murmur of agreement greeted this. Khlit chewed at his black pipe impassively. Still the lama had made no mention of him, treating the matter as one between the khans and the Dalai Lama. He did not look at Dongkor Gelong, watching instead the attentive faces of the Tatars.


  “On the east the khans have complained,” continued the lama, “that the Ming armies of China have forced them across the great desert of Gobi. To the south the Khirghiz clans have invaded the Jun-gar steppe where the children of the mighty Kha Khan, Genghis, were accustomed to graze their herds.”


  Another murmur, louder this time, greeted the mention of the great Tatar conqueror. Was it by chance that Dongkor Gelong spoke first of Genghis Khan, before the living Kha Khan of the Jun-gar? Had he meant to compare the two in the mind of his audience?


  “To the west, by Tomsk and the Yenissei, the traders and soldiers of Muskovy are taking the lands of the Jun-gar. Many of the hordes have deserted the Jun-gar, taking with them their tumans of horsemen. Only on the north are there no enemies. And there is the land of ice—the Dead World beyond the frozen waters of Baikal. The power of the Jun-gar trembles like a reed when the wind blows. It is time they asked for aid from the glorious spiritual king whose name is heard with reverence from the Great Wall to the cities of the Moguls, from the Roof of the World to the sea.”


  Chagan, the sword-bearer, was a man of tranquil wits, but he stirred uneasily. Truly, he thought, Dongkor Gelong had the voice of a golden eagle, for he painted the evils that beset the Jun-gar with an all-seeing eye. Chagan did not perceive, as the envoy went on with his oration, how cleverly Dongkor Gelong played upon the name of Genghis Khan, and the power of the master of Lhassa.


  But it was clear to Chagan that Dongkor Gelong was appealing to the khans and not to the Kha Khan, Khlit, called by them the Wolf. Many glances besides his own sought out the impassive Cossack. The allegiance of the khans to Khlit, Chagan knew, was strong by reason of the Kha Khan's leadership in battle. Khlit had broken the power of the shaman priesthood. But the shamans, with their conjuring tricks, were allied to the Dalai Lama as the fleas on the belly of a horse were kin to the horse.


  So much Chagan was aware of. He, like Berang and the other khans, did not choose to realize that their present plight was the fault of the jealousy and waning power of the hordes, rather than any mistake in leadership by Khlit. Chagan leaned forward eagerly as Dongkor Gelong came to the end of his parchment and paused, one hand uplifted for his final word.


  “Wisely have the khans of the Jun-gar,” he cried, “appealed to the precept of the gods. It was well they asked for an oracle. The question has been put to the oracle in Gedun Dubpa. The sacred ashes have formed the answering words, which have been truly read by the clergy of the Yellow Cap. This is the answer.”


  A breathless silence greeted this. Khlit raised his keen eyes and scanned the lama. Dongkor Gelong turned and pointed at him.


  “In this way may the Jun-gar restore their power and safeguard their lands from the Khirghiz. Like the sun and moon, the Lama and the Kha Khan should mount the sky together. The Kha Khan, by order of the Lama, must do this.”


  He swung his long-sleeved arm until it pointed to the south.


  “In the fifth moon of the Year of the Ape, the Wolf of the Jun-gar must go to the citadel of Talas on the Jallat Kum, where the river Tarim goes to its grave in the sands of Taklamaklan Desert. There he will find aid for the Jun-gar. In this manner the oracle has spoken.”


  Profound silence reigned in the council. The dark faces of the khans showed blank surprise and a dawning hope. Dongkor Gelong regarded them gravely, with folded arms.


  “Truly, lords of the Jun-gar,” he said in a low voice, “this is little short of a miracle. For at Lhassa none save the gods knew that the Kha Khan Khlit was surnamed the Wolf. Since I have come, I have been told that is the case. Such is the wisdom of the gods. Now, to aid his people, the Kha Khan must choose those among you whom he can most trust and travel to Talas by the Taklamaklan Desert, beyond the Thian Shan, to the south.”


  There was an excited stir among the shamans at mention of the verification of the prophecy. From somewhere back in their ranks came a voice.


  “We have heard the oracle of Lhassa. What is the answer of the Kha Khan?”


  At this all eyes were turned to Khlit. The Cossack did not move to rise, for it was not his custom to speak hastily. Tugging at his mustache, he considered the message of Dongkor Gelong. The city of Talas he had never heard of, but it must lie a week's fast riding to the south, if it was beyond the Thian Shan Mountains. The Taklamaklan Desert, he had heard, was a portion of the great Gobi, at a high altitude. It should not be hard to find the river Tarim at the edge of the Taklamaklan and follow it to its end. So much was clear.


  The message of the Dalai Lama was little less than a command. The master of Lhassa was head of the Buddhist priests in Mongolia, China, and Central Asia. To disobey would be to risk the allegiance of his own people. And it was possible that the Dalai Lama knew of assistance that Khlit could gain at Talas. The Dalai Lama knew many things—from the eyes and ears of the Tsong Khapa, the priesthood of the lamas.


  Khlit's shrewdness probed the words of Dongkor Gelong for their inner meaning. The Dalai Lama must have heard that Khlit was a Christian. As such, he would not be favored by the clergy of the Holy City. Did Dongkor Gelong hope that Khlit would refuse to undertake the mission proposed by the oracle? Or did he reason that, having gained aid through the Dalai Lama, the Cossack's prestige would suffer?


  Khlit got to his feet and surveyed the ranks of the Tatars. Dongkor Gelong folded his arms and waited.


  “Harken, Dongkor Gelong,” spoke Khlit slowly. “Look into the sky and tell me what you see.”


  As one the eyes of the Tatars flew upward, the firelight glaring white on their eyeballs.


  “O Kha Khan,” responded the lama composedly, “I see the crescent moon and Jitti Karakchi, the great bear among the stars. And it is the fifth moon of the Year of the Ape. The Ice Pass that leads to the Jallat Kum will be open for your coming.”


  “Do you see the sun, O man of wisdom?” growled the Cossack. “Nay; how could that be? The earth is in the dark, Erlik clouds of night.”


  “Truly have you spoken, Dongkor Gelong. Then tell me, how can it be that the sun and the moon mount the sky together? Or the Kha Khan and the Dalai Lama rule one people?”


  



  III


  The Chutuktu Lama smiled and turned to the assembled warriors. “Nay,” he answered promptly, “when the moon steals into the light of day, her radiance dies because of the glory of the sun. Is not the almighty Tsong Khapa the father of many nations? In all the world there is not a king with a glory such as his. For the Dalai Lama knows the wisdom of former ages, being incarnate. The light of his wisdom points to the citadel of Talas as the salvation of the Jun-gar.”


  A murmur of agreement echoed this, in which the shamans joined the loudest. The more warlike khans stirred uneasily and looked at Khlit.


  “The wisdom of the master of Lhassa is beyond my knowing, O envoy of the Yellow Hat,” said Khlit slowly. “My skill is in arranging battles and the clash of armies on the steppe. Ask the Jun-gar where lies the host of Hang-Hi, general of the Son of Heaven. Or the banners of Li Jusong. They have fallen before the yak-tailed banner of Tatary. How has the Tsong Khapa thought, in his wisdom, that we may have aid from Talas? Who are the people of Talas? I know them not.”


  Dongkor Gelong bent one cotton-wrapped knee and bowed his head.


  “I came as the bearer of words more precious than the seven substances, because they were inspired by the gods. Who am I to seek to explain them?”


  From the ranks of listeners came the voice of the hidden shaman. “Question not what is written, O Kha Khan.”


  Khlit stared at his followers moodily.


  “You have sworn an oath, O Khans of the Jun-gar, that my word should be law in the kurultai of the Tatars. It is not in written words but in the fellowship of warriors that a khan may put his trust. Nay, tonight I will not ask the advice of the kurultai. Does a wolf seek the will of the pack when he makes a kill? I alone will choose my course.”


  In the deep silence that followed this, Dongkor Gelong raised his arms in alarmed surprise.


  “Will you dare to disobey the Tsong Khapa?”


  “I have chosen my path,” responded Khlit shortly. “It lies to Talas. But I will go alone.”


  Cries of protest greeted this. The khans of the inner circle sprang to their feet, protesting. Berang of the Ordus declared that he would go with Khlit.


  “Nay, Kha Khan,” objected Dongkor Gelong. “It was the wish of the Dalai Lama himself that you should take followers whom you could trust. The journey will be through the lands of Iskander Khan and Bassanghor Khan of the Khirghiz who have violated your boundaries—”


  “I have chosen,” growled Khlit. “And I will go tonight.”


  The news spread swiftly through the encampment. The Tatar hunters gathered about the kibitka and watched silently while Khlit arranged a few things in his saddlebags—some meat smoked until it was dry, milk curds hardened into cakes, a flask of kumiss, spare powder for his pistols—and selected a horse from several that Chagan brought him. Khlit had never forsaken his fondness for a horse in favor of the hardier camel.


  Still in silence the khans watched him mount. Dongkor Gelong and Berang said a few words of farewell. Khlit thought that he caught a disappointed light in the lama's eyes. Was Dongkor Gelong sorry that he had agreed to go to Talas?


  The stolid faces of his followers veiled strong feelings. Hope, disappointment, relief, and uneasiness were in the glances they fixed on him. If he had not gone, to a man they would have turned against him—such was their faith in the word of the Dalai Lama. But, now that the old Kha Khan was leaving on his mission, some felt misgiving.


  Khlit sprang from the ground into the saddle—a trick of his Cossack days—not sitting, but standing erect in the saddle. The horse wheeled and darted away from the kibitka through the tents. There was hardly a Tatar who could not have done as much. Yet the trick stirred their fancy and a hoarse shout of approval followed him as he vanished into the dark.


  Once clear of the encampment, Khlit reined in his horse and seated himself in the saddle. He cast a shrewd eye up at the stars and struck off across the plain to the south. The steppe here was level as the surface of a lake. A warm breeze stirred the lush grass, and his horse sniffed heavily of the fragrant air. As he rode, Khlit struck flint and steel and lighted his long-stemmed pipe. Thus did Cossacks always ride.


  The magic of the steppe warmed Khlit's blood. It was the same endless plain that stretched to the Ukraine, lighted by the same stars. It had been Khlit's home, and here he was always happy. He muttered to himself—he had never been known to sing—fragments of Cossack songs. And then he suddenly drew his mount to a halt.


  His keen ears had caught the sound of riders behind him. He judged there were several and that they were coming at a rapid pace. Alert for possible danger, he turned toward the sound and drew one of the pistols he carried in his sash.


  The patter of hoofs neared him and presently he made out a group of dark shadows. At first he guessed them to be riderless horses escaped from the encampment. Then he saw that one horse had a rider. The man saw him at the same moment and halted the small cavalcade he was leading.


  “Chagan!” swore Khlit, peering at the other's bulk in the gloom. “Devil take the dog! Why do you follow me?”


  The sword-bearer laughed uneasily.


  “Lord,” he growled, “you said before Dongkor Gelong that you would ride to Talas alone. Wherefore I slipped from the camp and followed with extra horses, so that none would see me. Almost, I lost you in the dark.”


  “I need but one horse, Chagan. Get back to the camp, where there is horseflesh to be eaten.”


  Chagan laid his heavy hand on Khlit's knee.


  “Nay, lord,” he said gruffly; “you have said that a fat hound hunts but ill. Since the time of Genghis, when did not the sword-bearer follow the Kha Khan in battle or hunt?”


  “Yet I give you this as a duty—go back.”


  “Harken, lord.” Chagan moved nearer. “I have a thought, that you had best make haste. I have listened at the camp—”


  “Dolt, offspring of a wild ass! Speak not to me of your thoughts. Silence is sweeter than the bellow of an ass.”


  Khlit, knowing the uselessness of arguing with the sturdy sword-bearer, put spurs to his horse and sped away into the darkness. Chagan lost no time in following.


  A streak of crimson showed to the east. The light of the stars paled overhead. From the occasional thickets that the riders passed, bird notes trilled. The crimson spread into yellow and violet. The rays of the morning sun shot up over the plain and showed Chagan with his led horses galloping a scant mile behind Khlit. By shifting, as he rode, from one mount to another, he had managed to keep within sight of the better-mettled steed of the Cossack.


  Once Chagan sighted Khlit, he drew up rapidly. Seeing this, the Cossack stopped. His first words to the sword-bearer showed that his mood had altered.


  “Devil roast me, Chagan, but this is a ride fit for an emperor. Hey, man, you would come to Talas? Ride then—ride! Let the horse leap between your knees. Light your pipe and feel the kiss of the harlot wind in your face. Ride to meet Erlik on his black steed of death. Hey, Tatar, come!”


  Taking two of the horses from the sword-bearer, who echoed his words with an exultant shout, Khlit led the way to the south. Through the day they rode, after the manner of their kind, sleeping at intervals in the saddle and chewing on the dried meat when they were hungry.


  In this manner Khlit, called the Wolf, and Chagan, the sword-bearer, made their way to the passes of the Thian Shan Mountains, swimming the river Ili, and crossing the southern steppe, to the Ice Pass. To the sands of Taklamaklan and the Jallat Kum.


  This was the route from Khamil south to Talas and the caravan track, as written in the annals of Batur Madi, who had inscribed after the words Jallat Kum a mark to ward off evil spirits. For Batur Madi declared that the bones of many men were drying in the Jallat Kum and that the caravans from the east went a week's journey to the north to avoid the Jallat Kum, where no men went willingly, unless they knew that their graves were dug there.


  



  IV


  Of the numerous passes leading through the Thian Shan Mountains to the south, Khlit chose the Ice Pass mentioned by Dongkor Gelong for two reasons. It was well to the north of the Tarim, beneath the snow-crest of the mighty Khan Tengri, and rather beyond the territory of the Khirghiz chieftains. While the defiles of the pass might well be infested with mountaineers—who were, of course, robbers—there was less danger of meeting their enemies the Khirghiz. And Chagan pointed out that it was the quickest way to the Tarim.


  Indeed Chagan was unmistakably anxious to push on with all speed. The two riders found that their choice was justified. They gained the southern end of the defile with no greater loss than two of their horses, given as toll to a chieftain of the Khan Tengri who had not demanded more because he saw that the two Tatars were well-armed and disposed to use their weapons. The high altitude of the pass, where glaciers pressed the sides of the gorge and freshets flooded the gullies, hindered their progress.


  Chagan gave an exclamation of satisfaction as they began the downward path to the south, their woolen coats drawn close against the chill winds that whistled down the pass at their backs. Khlit glanced at him curiously, for the sword-bearer, who had been urging haste, was not the man to be anxious about possible danger.


  “Nay, lord,” Chagan answered his blunt query, “the lamas say that spirits infest the mountain passes, and I saw no idols fastened to the trees by the way to ward them off. So—”


  “So you lie like a Mussulman merchant of Samarkand. You have ridden the flesh from your horse's belly. I have watched you counting the days of our journey on your fingers as if a young maiden awaited your coming in a comfortable yurt. Speak from your mind what is true, Chagan, and save lies for thieves and shamans.”


  The sword-bearer's slant eyes widened guiltily, and he looked involuntarily back along the trail down which they had come. Khlit's glance followed his. The pass was empty of all save a hovering raven. Before this, Khlit had assured himself that they were not followed. Moreover, their speed had been such that none save a Tatar or Khirghiz on picked mounts could have kept near them. Why, then, had Chagan been uneasy?


  “When the Dalai Lama commands, lord,” muttered the other, “it is well to hasten.”


  Khlit laughed and shook his shoulders lightly.


  “Aye. There is meat to that bone, Tatar. The words of the Dalai Lama are such as to blind the eyes of children or fools. But I am neither one nor the other. Truly the words of a magician are a veil. To read the truth you must tear the veil aside.”


  Chagan blinked and spat forcibly.


  “The Dalai Lama is not a magician, lord. I have seen the lamas raise up a man who was dead. They know all that happens in the mountains. We must guard well our tongues, for this is their land.”


  “Lamas, shamans, or conjurers—they are all one, Chagan. Hey, their tricks are as many as the wiles of the steppe fox! Yet to one who knows they are but tricks there is no danger. Wherefore I would have come alone.”


  Chagan turned this over in his mind and shook his head dubiously. “Nay, lord,” he said, and hesitated. “You came by these mountains to Tatary, men say. Did you see the city of Talas?”


  “Nay, nor heard of it. The Dalai Lama is fond of riddles, Chagan. When we see Talas we may know the meaning of this riddle. Not before.”


  From the foothills of the Thian Shan, called in the annals of Batur Madi the Kok Shal Tau, Khlit and Chagan glimpsed in the distance the wide valley of the Tarim. Here was a country different from that they had come through. The level steppe gave way to broken, wooded ridges, through which the horses took their way slowly. The defiles gleamed brown with sandstone pinnacles of rock. Game was thick and Chagan succeeded in bringing down an arkhan—a species of mountain sheep strange to them both, but eatable.


  They came out abruptly from the poplars and willows of the forest to a wide sweep of sluggish water. Neither boats nor signs of habitations were visible, and the two took their course downstream, noting that the forest thinned as they went.


  The current also lost its force, and the footing became sandy. The poplars gave way to tamarisks. Khlit pushed ahead, anxious to see the end of the river, where Dongkor Gelong had promised that they would find Talas.


  The silence of the place stilled Chagan's tongue. Khlit had never been fond of words. The Cossack surveyed their surroundings keenly as they advanced, looking back with a frown at the distant summits of the Thian Shan. Truly, this was a strange place. For on the Tarim they did not meet any horsemen. Even when they came to the end of the river at a willow thicket, there was no sign of habitation. Why had they been sent to such a spot?


  Chagan pulled up his tired horse with an oath. Khlit pushed ahead to the summit of a sand dune beyond the thicket. Then he halted and leaned forward curiously.


  The slight elevation of the dune gave him a view over the surrounding landscape. He saw that they were on the edge of a desert, for the tamarisk trees became scattering and a series of dunes stretched before him like the summits of waves on an ocean. A few paces below him was a rough shepherd's aul—tree branches and thorns woven into a small enclosure in which were a score of sheep, a horse, a felt tent and a man in tattered woolen garments asleep.


  Khlit trotted up to the enclosure and scanned the man. He lay flat on his face: a short, stocky figure, legs wrapped in soiled cloths and a dingy black kollah on his tousled head. A fire of sheep dung smoldered near him.


  The rustle of branches, as the Cossack's horse nibbled at the fence, startled the fellow from his sleep, and he sprang to his feet grasping at a short spear. Khlit raised his right hand reassuringly, and after a careful inspection the man advanced gingerly toward him, holding the weapon poised. Chagan came up and grinned at sight of the scared shepherd.


  “Here is a poor kind of city, lord,” he grunted, “for aught but fleas. Can the man speak Tatar?”


  It was soon apparent that the shepherd could not. But he showed a glimmer of understanding at the Uigur that Khlit spoke—a dialect much used by the traveling merchants of Central Asia and therefore widely known. The Cossack questioned him to the best of his ability and turned to Chagan.


  “The rascal is slower of wit than of tongue, Chagan. He is a Dungan—a Chinese Mussulman—and he lives here because his father was here before him. Azim, as he calls himself, says that the main caravan track from China to Samarkand runs past here, a short distance out in the desert.”


  “What does he know of Talas?”


  Khlit stroked the scabbard of his curved sword thoughtfully, his eyes on the swart face of Azim.


  “He has heard the name of Talas. It lies a half-day's ride into the desert, away from the setting sun. He has sent men there before. They came, he says, for what is buried in Talas. And here they have stayed. What that is he does not know, or he will not tell.”


  “But Dongkor Gelong swore that it was at the end of the Tarim.”


  “Aye—and here Azim's words have a ring of truth. For he says that the Tarim formerly ran further into the desert. Our way lies along its riverbed.”


  As the sun was still high, the two pressed on, leaving the shepherd staring at them stupidly over his aul. They found that Azim spoke the truth. They came upon a wide ravine in the sand dunes where red sandstone cropped through the soil. Khlit chose a path along the bank of the riverbed, wishing to see the nature of the country he entered.


  The sun gleamed redly behind their backs when they came out upon a dune higher than the others, and Khlit pointed to the riverbed. Chagan peered at it inquisitively. Here was in truth the end of the Tarim.


  The smooth sand of the dry river bed formed an arena in the gully under them. A few tamarisks clung to the slope. But at the farther end of the arena a small stream of black water, which was all that remained of the Tarim, sank into the ground.


  The sword-bearer was about to urge his horse down the slope into the basin when Khlit touched him on the ann.


  The Cossack pointed to the sides of the arena. The sand dunes here presented a strange appearance. Pillars of rock stood upright in the gullies; square blocks of sandstone were scattered about. Further on, walls of stone in the form of buildings were visible. But the structures had no roofs.


  On the summit of the hillock at the end of the river was a mass of masonry that had once been a tower. Ruins, nearly hidden in the sand, stretched on every quarter. Khlit laughed softly to himself.


  “Hey, what think you of the citadel of Talas, Chagan?”


  The sword-bearer gaped at the ruins and muttered under his breath. Clearly there had once been a city of size and importance here. Now he saw only the wrecks of dwellings, unroofed and buried in the sand. Silence hung heavily over the place.


  Khlit dismounted from his horse and inspected the nearest remnant of a house. To Chagan the sight of the place was unaccountable, bordering on the uncanny. The desolate city seemed to him ill-omened. But Khlit remembered that he had heard that the sands of the Taklamaklan had been advancing into the foothills of the mountains. The Cossack guessed shrewdly that the attack of the sand had driven the inhabitants from the place, perhaps several hundred years ago.


  It was now clear to Khlit what Dongkor Gelong had meant. The lama had said there was a place where the sands of the Taklamaklan join the mountains. And where the river Tarim sank to its grave. They had come to the place.


  But why had the Dalai Lama directed them here? Talas had been without inhabitants certainly for several generations. No living person was to be seen save the miserable shepherd Azim. Where was the Jallat Kum? The caravan path might run near them, but there was no caravansary in the ruined city of Talas. No human being stirred along the sand dunes except themselves.


  Khlit had said to Chagan that Talas would solve the riddle of the Tsong Khapa's words. But here was a deeper riddle. Khlit shook his shaggy head moodily, watching one of the horses which was descending to the basin for the tamarisk foliage that it had sighted.


  Chagan, too, eyed the horse. Suddenly both men stiffened alertly.


  The animal had stepped out on the smooth, moist sand of the arena. As it did so it gave a shrill scream of terror. The sound cut the silence of the place sharply. Khlit swore.


  The horse had sunk to its haunches in the sand. The surface of the soil ebbed around the beast in a sinister fashion as the horse struggled to free itself. Half its trunk was now engulfed. Its head reared frantically; then it sank down into the sand which closed over it with a dull murmur. The surface of the basin was again level and smooth.


  Khlit whirled at the sound of a guttural laugh behind him. A few paces away Azim sat on his bedraggled pony. The shepherd pointed to the sand of the river bed grimly.


  “Jallat Kum,” he said.


  



  V


  If shadows are seen, there is danger if the owners of the shadows are hidden. Aye, even though they come with open hands, for shadows have no tongues with which to lie.


  Khirghiz proverb


  



  Chagan yawned and stretched his limbs painfully. He pushed aside his sheepskin robe and stood up, staring with bleared eyes at the rising sun which had wakened him and stamping circulation into his booted legs. For the night on the Taklamaklan was cold.



  The sword-bearer buckled his belt tight and looked around at the ruins of Talas with disgust written large on his broad face. He stiffened his muscles and shook his black tangle of hair like a dog. He was not a tall man, but his shoulders were knitted to an ox's neck, and his long arms were heavily thewed. Legs, bent to the shape of a horse's barrel, supported an erect and massive trunk. Men who had glanced only at his height and sleepy, pock-marked face had learned to their cost that the sword-bearer's strength lay in muscles invisible to the eye and in an inexorable, destructive energy when aroused.


  Chagan gave vent to his disgust to Khlit when he had prepared some of the arkhan meat over a fire of tamarisk roots and added some water from a goatskin purchased from Azim to their scanty stock of kumiss.


  “An ill place to water at—this,” he growled. “The Jallat Kum of the Tarim river bed swallows a horse as Azim would gulp a milk curd. Ha! Azim stayed not when the stars came out. He likes not the ruins. By signs he made plain to me that it is an unholy spot, which the caravans avoid. Twice in the night I heard wailing and sighing as if the desert spirits that hamstring straying travelers were about us. By the head of Genghis Khan, I like it not.”


  Khlit finished the last of the meat and drank his share of the mare's milk calmly. Then he leaned back on the sand and scrutinized Chagan.


  “How long, dog, have you been a breeder of lies? Am I a whispering maiden to be beguiled by words such as these? Not so. You have a thought, Chagan, in your thick head. You are trying to paint the thought in another guise. Why were you in a hurry to reach Talas? And now you talk of going hence.”


  Chagan juggled the kumiss flask sullenly.


  “Last night,” he repeated, “I wakened and heard a voice like that of a woman crying—crying and then singing. It was not far away. This is a cursed spot, for there is no woman here.”


  “I heard it not.” Khlit took a twig from the fire and idly traced figures in the sand. “Harken, Chagan, I am neither magician nor oracle, but I will unravel the meaning of a riddle. It is a riddle of the master of Lhassa, who is monarch of many khans and squadrons of cavalry. Why did he send the message by Dongkor Gelong that I should come here?”


  Chagan started to speak; then he thought better of it. Khlit studied his tracings in the sand idly.


  “When a hunter seeks one wolf from the pack, he does not follow the pack. He sets a bait, and, when the wolf comes, he can then slay it. The master of Lhassa is crafty; he has the wisdom of many shamans. Yet it is hard to hide the bait that covers the snare. Harken, Chagan. The Jun-gar are a power on the steppe, midway between the Kallmarks and the Chinese. The Khirghiz are their own masters, yet they are not hostile to the Dalai Lama. From the Kha Khans before me, tribute in sheep, horses and cloths was sent to Lhassa. I have not sent it. When this was known, the Dalai Lama persuaded the Khirghiz to cross our frontiers for plunder.” Chagan nodded. Most of this he had known.


  “The clergy of the Yellow Hat,” went on the Cossack slowly, “are actual rulers of Kashgaria, which reaches as far north as the Thian Shan, and in Tibet to the south of the Taklamaklan. Also of portions of China by the headwaters of the Yang-tze River. To the northwest of Kashgaria and the northeast of the Yangtze the Tsong Khapa, I have heard, has pulled his magician's veil over the Khan of the Kallmarks, and the Emperor of the Chinese. They believe he is the envoy of the gods upon earth. Such is the blindness even of a ruler of millions.”


  Khlit stuck his twig upright in the center of the figures he had been tracing.


  “In the heart of the Tatar steppe between the Kallmarks and China is the land of the bowmen, the Jun-gar. Like an eagle flying above the mountains, the Dalai Lama has marked Jun-garia for his priests. Already the khans of the kurultai council are overawed by his magician's tricks and the wiles of the shamans.”


  “But you are his enemy, lord,” objected Chagan bluntly.


  “Aye, for he sent the Khirghiz against us when the tribute stopped. Now the Dalai Lama has marked me as one who must be removed. The enmity of priests is more dangerous than the sting of a serpent. And I will not be a tribute-payer of Lhassa. We cannot make this a war, Chagan, for the Jun-gar will not take up arms against the Dalai Lama; and, if we did, the Khirghiz and Kallmarks together have thrice our number of horsemen.”


  “They are crafty fighters,” grunted Chagan. “Yet, they are not slaves to do the will of the master of Lhassa—”


  “Nay; that is truth. But they have the taste of our lands and herds in their mouth. While the plundering is good, they will invade our boundaries. The Jun-gar are too far from Lhassa to enjoy the care of the Dalai Lama, yet he desires their lands for the Khirghiz and for himself. So he sent Dongkor Gelong with all his mummery to fetch me and those that I trusted here to the desert. Why? He would remove the horns from the cattle he wishes to slaughter.”


  Khlit stood up and stretched himself.


  “Aye, there is the veil of words that covered the trap. Chagan, I smell treachery. Long have I smelled danger; the wind whispers tidings of evil. Ha! We have come to the trap, you and I.”


  “Khlit, lord,” said Chagan slowly, “I smelled the trap in the camp on the steppe. Likewise, when I bridled the horses, I heard the two Chubil Khans speaking together within a tent close by. They planned to set out in the night for the Thian Shan, to bear word of your departure to the Kashgar lamasery.”


  “And still you came with me? Nay, you are one without brains.”


  “I came, lord,” Chagan straightened with rough dignity, “to bring the horses, that we might arrive here before the men of the Tsong Khapa expect us. Thus you might see the jaws of the trap before it was ready. Now you can ride back to the Thian Shan safely. There is no time to be lost. And there is nothing here that can fulfill the Dalai Lama's promise. Hasten; there is no time to be lost.”


  Khlit's mustache twitched in a hard smile.


  “It is true that you are a fool, Chagan. Where am I to go? Back to the Jun-gar? Matters would be no better. And where else? Here we stay, Chagan, you and I, until we see what manner of thing the Yellow Hats have prepared for us.”


  Chagan swore blackly.


  “Death is brewing for us here, lord. We will fare no better than the cursed horse that walked into the Jallat Kum.”


  “I will stay,” repeated Khlit. “But you can choose a horse and go.” Something like fear flashed into the stolid face of the sword-bearer.


  “Nay, lord,” he cried anxiously. “I have ridden at your horse's tail in battle and hunt. I have eaten meat and salt with you. I have slept beside you and gained honor thereby. We two are one.”


  “So be it, then,” said Khlit, turning away.


  Chagan left him to his thoughts and sought out the horses. These he looked over carefully, picketing them so they would not wander on the quicksand and cutting some foliage for fodder. He then inspected their horn horseshoes and made sure that the saddles had not suffered from the hard riding of the last six days. He gave them a little water from the goatskin and departed in search of a possible spring in the ruins. For the stagnant pool in the river bed was well out on the quicksand beyond reach.


  After a moment of this, Chagan paused and scratched his head. He had come upon a series of tracks in the sand, made by horses shod differently from his own. He followed out the winding trails and presently compared the marks with those of Azim's mount. They were the same.


  It occurred to Chagan that the shepherd might have returned in the night. But the other had professed to be afraid of the ruins after sundown. Further inspection convinced the Tatar that the tracks were a day or two old. Azim, then, had been here before, not once but frequently in spite of his talk of evil spirits.


  Tracing out the course of the tracks, Chagan found that they led to the mound of sand which rose at the end of the Tarim basin behind the place where the river had once sunk into the earth. This mound, Chagan noted, was different in shape from most of the sand dunes. It was round instead of wave-shape, and it was a good sixty feet in height. Buttresses of stone projected through the sand at points.


  Chagan made the half-circle of the place. Abruptly he halted, and his jaw dropped. The sound of singing came to his ears, faint but distinct. To his fancy, it was a woman's voice. And it seemed to issue from the mound of sand.


  



  


  VI


  The hair had not descended to its normal position on the back of Chagan's head when Khlit joined him. The Cossack had heard the voice. The two men gazed at the mound curiously.


  “Said I not the place was rife with evil spirits?” growled the sword-bearer. “That is the song I heard in the night.”


  The voice dwindled and was silent. Khlit inspected the stone ruins which showed through the sand. Then he motioned to Chagan.


  “Here is no sand dune,” he growled. “The sand has covered up a building, and one of size. Some parts of the walls show through the sand. If we look we will find a woman in the ruins.”


  “Nay, then she must eat rock and drink from the Jallat Kum,” protested the Tatar. “If there was a house here, even a palace, the sand has filled it up—”


  Nevertheless he followed Khlit as the Cossack climbed over the debris of rock that littered the sides of the mound. They went as far as they could, stopping at the edge of the basin which the mound adjoined. There was no sign of a person among the remnants of walls. But Khlit pointed to the tower on the summit of the mound.


  Chagan objected that there were no footsteps to be seen leading to the ruined tower. Khlit, however, solved this difficulty by scrambling up the slope. The shifting sand, dislodged by his progress, fell into place again behind him, erasing all mark of his footsteps. He vanished into the pile of masonry. Presently he reappeared and directed Chagan to bind together a torch of dead tamarisk branches and to light it at their fire.


  When the sword-bearer had done this, Khlit assisted him to the summit of the hillock. There he pointed to the stone tower.


  Its walls had crumbled into piles of stones, projecting from the sand no more than the height of a man, but in the center of the walls a black opening led downward.


  Steps were visible through the aperture. Khlit took the torch and descended into the opening, followed by Chagan. The stairs had originally led to the tower summit, for they curved downward along the walls. As they climbed down, sand sifted in from occasional embrasures in the walls. Chagan guessed that they had descended to about the level of the desert plain without when the steps terminated in a pile of sand.


  Throwing the light of the torch around them, Khlit saw that they were in a square chamber somewhat larger than the diameter of the tower. At one side a door showed, dark in the flickering light from the burning branches.


  Through this doorway Khlit went, stooping under the lintel, for the sand had piled itself a foot or so on what must have been the flooring of the building. As they stood up in the chamber beyond the door, both halted in surprise.


  A candle lighted the place—a small room with stone walls, the floor cleared of sand and carpeted with rugs. Some Turkish cushions were piled in one corner, and on the cushions a girl was seated. She was unveiled and the candle glinted on her startled face, delicate and olive-hued.


  She was dressed in a dainty, fur-tipped khalat and baggy trousers of nankeen. She had the very slender figure of a dancer, with the customary veil penning her black hair behind turquoise earrings. What held the eyes of the two men was her face, fair for middle Asia, small-mouthed and proud. Not since he had left Persia had Khlit seen a woman of such loveliness; moreover, the girl stirred his interest, for she had the garb and henna-hued countenance of a dancer ip —yet there was authority in the erect carriage of her small head and in her quick movements.


  Chagan sniffed at the elusive scent that filled the room, a faint odor of dried rose leaves tinged with musk.


  “By the winged horse of Kaidu!” he swore. “If this be truly a woman and not a spirit, it is no wonder that Azim's horse left tracks around this place.”


  The girl frowned at his words, as if trying to grasp their meaning. She rose quickly to her feet with the gliding motion of the trained dancer. Her breath rose and fell tumultuously under the khalat with her startled breathing. Her brown eyes were wide and alert. Still the look she cast them was not so much fear as curiosity. Khlit, seeing that she did not understand the Tatar of Chagan, spoke to her in Uigur.


  “How came you here, little sparrow?” he asked gruffly. “And what is this place?”


  She held out her hand appealingly.


  “Have you water, Khan? I have had no water for a day and a night, nor food.”


  For the first time Khlit noted that her olive cheeks were pinched and there were dark circles in the paint under her eyes. He took the flask of watered kumiss from the sword-bearer's belt and gave it to her. She caught it to her lips eagerly; then, remembering, she drank a swallow slowly, repeating the name of Allah after the fashion of Islam.


  “The gully jackal who bears the name of Azim has not come, as he is wont, to bring me water and rice for the last day,” she said angrily. “For that I will pull many hairs from his beard when he comes.”


  Khlit scanned her idly. He had little liking for women who were soft and quarrelsome. Yet this one spoke as if she was accustomed to give orders. By her speech he guessed her from the region of Samarkand.


  “How can Azim pay such a handsome harlot?” Chagan growled, for his mind admitted of but one idea at a time.


  The girl caught something of his meaning. Her slender hands clenched, and she stepped close to Khlit until her perfumed veil touched his mustache.


  “What says the one without breeding? Eh, have I the manner of a slave? Azim is a dog who does my bidding. Since I came here, escaped from a caravan upon a camel, he has tended to my wants, thinking to sell me for a good price.”


  Khlit motioned around the chamber.


  “Why did you come here?”


  She scrutinized him, head on one side, with the bright curiosity of a bird.


  “My name is Sheillil,” she made answer, “and I am the dancer of Samarkand. There is a fat merchant of Kashgar who thought that he had bought me for five times a hundred gold shekels. Nay, men are fools. I left the caravan during a sandstorm and came where I knew none would follow. The camel stepped upon the Jallat Kum and is not. But Azim came and showed me this place.”


  Khlit said a word to Chagan, who left the tower and presently returned, grumbling, with a handful of meat he had warmed at the fire and dried milk curds. These the Cossack gave to the girl, for he saw that she was weak with hunger. When she had finished, he took up the candle, which was a large one and of good yellow wax. Sheillil took his hand and led him through a further door, into what seemed a hall of considerable size.


  “Azim has fewer wits than a camel,” she commented, “but he has heard the tale of this place from his father, who heard it from his father. It is a place of strange gods. Look!”


  She pointed to the walls of the chamber. Khlit saw carved wooden columns with faded paintings on the walls between them. A balcony ran around the chamber, and there was a dais of jade at one end, as if the statue of a god had been removed from it. He saw why the place had not been filled by the sand which had risen over its roof.


  Evidently the structure had been a temple, built to endure. For the walls were massive blocks of stone, and the embrasures were small. Under each opening was a waist-high pile of sand which had filtered through. A coating of sand covered the floor. Several carved ebony benches stood by the walls in a litter of rugs, bronze candlesticks and candles of the kind that Sheillil had appropriated.


  “It is the temple of Talas,” whispered the girl, a little awed by the gloom of the empty chamber. “When the sands drove the people from Talas, the other houses crumbled, but this was strongly made, being the home of a god, and it stood. For a while men came to plunder, and many of them were lost in the Jallat Kum. Now it is forgotten. There are other rooms. But the god has been taken away.”


  Abruptly she ceased speaking. Khlit and Chagan whirled involuntarily. The silence of the temple was disturbed by a muttering sound.


  It stole in through the stone walls, echoing in the vaulted space. It was a sound that stirred their blood, vast, grumbling with a thunder-like note.


  Sheillil looked from one to the other, her eyes mischievously alight.


  “Eh, that is a rare music,” she said, pointing to the tower entrance; “it is the voice of the Jallat Kum when the sands are moving. Azim calls it the singing sand.”


  She touched Khlit lightly on the arm.


  “Send your man up the tower. I would speak with you.”


  



  VII


  Sheillil disposed herself comfortably on the cushions in the antechamber of the temple, with a catlike daintiness. Leaning on one slim arm, her eyes sought the Cossack's from under long lashes. He was conscious of the delicate perfume that came from the dancer's garments, of the scent of rose and aloes in her hair. He seated himself cross-legged on the stones, a little distance from her.


  “I wonder,” she began slowly, “how many daughters of khans have come to this temple, leaving their slippers outside, and prayed with rich offerings before the god who is no longer here? Yet behold, I am here, a woman of Islam, and you a caphar.” Khlit returned her gaze indifferently. He had seen many women and all were fond of talking. Sheillil puzzled him slightly, for she went unveiled and seemed without fear. He judged that she had been much with men, bought and sold in many bazaars. Still she could not be more than seventeen.


  “It is written,” she pursued, “that with Allah are the keys of the unseen. Can you read the future, Khlit, Khan—”


  “The devil!” Khlit stared at her. “How knew you my name?” Sheillil propped her chin on her two hands and smiled.


  “I know many things, Khlit, Khan. Messages travel quickly across the steppe to the mountains where my home was. Nay, you wear the curved saber of Kaidu. Once you were in Samarkand. I have been there also, and men talk freely to me, for I am lovely as the dawn in the hill gardens of Kabul. Their blood is warmed as with wine when they look at me.”


  The Cossack felt that the girl was trying to catch his glance. He lit his pipe and smoked silently.


  “In Kashgar,” continued Sheillil, disappointed, “I heard it said that the horsemen of the Khirghiz were at war with the Tatars of the Jun-gar. Is that the truth?”


  “The Khirghiz bands invaded our boundaries. They will come again with Summer. Why do you ask, little sparrow?”


  “Because I would know, fool!” Sheillil's delicate brows met in a frown. “There is much talk in Kashgar among the clergy of the Yellow Hat and their followers, the Usbeks. They say the strength of the Jun-gar is gone, and that their lands will be spoil for the first comer before the next snow.”


  “In the cities,” Khlit responded calmly, “men say what it pleases them to hear.”


  “Then it is true?” Sheillil waited for a response and, receiving none, rattled the bracelets on her round arms angrily. “The Khirghiz clans will take what land they need. I know, for I was born among them. My father was a khan. You are truly one without wit. I had the thought that the owner of the sword of Kaidu would be a wise man. Why are you not with the Jun-gar?”


  Khlit's gray eyes peered at the girl from under shaggy brows, and her lips parted at the somber fire she beheld there.


  “It was the word of the Dalai Lama that I could find aid here for the Jun-gar,” he said. “So I have come to learn the meaning of the message. Truly it is a strange place—”


  Sheillil threw back her dark head with a peal of shrill laughter. She lay back on the cushions and laughed, rocking her slender form in joyous mirth. Khlit regarded her impassively.


  “A wise khan,” she cried, “a true shepherd of his flock! Nay, tell me. What aid do you find here? A ruined city and a flea-ridden Azim. What think you now of the word of the Tsong Khapa?”


  “I think,” responded Khlit slowly, “that I may hear from the Dalai Lama at this spot.”


  Sheillil sat up, wiping the tears from her eyes.


  “Truly,” she responded, “you are a man of the steppe. It is not the way of the hillmen to wait for what is to come. Life is too short for that, and Allah has favor for the bold in heart.”


  A step sounded behind them, and Chagan made his appearance.


  “Azim is without,” he motioned up the steps. “He has come with two men from a passing caravan. One, who is a merchant, says that he may buy the girl Sheillil if she is fair.”


  The girl tossed her head proudly. “Am I one to be sold by a shepherd? Nay, tell them to begone.”


  Khlit left the dancer in the chamber to ascend the tower with Chagan. He found the Dungan shepherd with two others, mounted and of important bearing. They had met Azim, they said, at the nearby watering place on the caravan track, and the man had said he had a Uigur girl of beauty for sale.


  Azim disappeared into the tower steps and presently returned, cursing and hauling at the girl, who was resisting vigorously. Sheillil had drawn her veil across her face, and, as they stumbled down the sand slope, she tore herself free from Azim and ran to Khlit.


  “I am the daughter of a khan,” she panted, “and women of my blood may not be bought and sold. Such is the law. Slay this scoundrel for me and bid the others go.”


  “Nay—it is not my affair,” said Khlit shortly.


  The merchants had reined their horses up to the girl, and, as she spoke, Azim seized her again, tearing the veil from her face. To Khlit's surprise she flushed crimson with shame and turned from the strangers. Chagan grinned at the sight. One of the merchants, a stout Dungan, leaned down and tried to draw the khalat from the shoulders of the struggling girl.


  Sheillil, who was weeping with rage, twisted in Azim's grasp. Suddenly she freed one arm and snatched at the sword that hung from Chagan's belt. So quickly had she acted that the Tatar had no chance to prevent her. The weapon was a heavy one, made for Chagan's great strength, and the girl could barely lift it. At sight of the gleaming blade, however, Azim jumped nimbly back.


  “Dolt!” cried Sheillil furiously. “Dirt, of a jackal's begetting! Am I one to be sold by your breed?”


  “She is not ugly,” said the Dungan merchant with a grin. “We will take her.”


  At a sign from Khlit, Chagan stepped forward and deftly took the sword from the unsuspecting girl. The Cossack eyed Sheillil doubtfully and caught the reproachful glance she threw at Chagan. A dancing woman of the bazaars she might be, but she had the manner of a girl of noble blood. It was no business of his whether Azim disposed of her to the merchants.


  “She is worth much,” put in Azim craftily. “And she can dance.”


  The girl faced the merchants proudly, her slender figure tense and her cheeks flushed. Khlit stepped forward between her and the others.


  “Nay,” he said gruffly. “She is not a slave. She comes from the hills, and she has the blood of a khan.” He wheeled on Azim. “Are you her master?”


  The shepherd muttered that he was free to do with the girl as he chose. The merchants glanced at each other. Sheillil was a beauty and would fetch a high price at one of the city bazaars. She was worth taking.


  “Azim,” said Khlit grimly, “when you have fought a battle and taken captives it will be time to speak of slaves. This woman has sought refuge here. She is not to be sold—”


  “The caravan is moving on,” broke in the Dungan merchant. “We have no time to haggle. The three of you can divide the money. Here; we cannot wait—”


  He fumbled in the money bag at his belt. The other merchant moved nearer to the girl, who stood close beside Chagan, watching all that went on eagerly. At a signal from the Dungan, the man spurred his horse forward, hoping to ride down the Tatar.


  Chagan, however, was not to be caught unawares. The merchant had whipped out his sword, and, as Chagan sprang aside, he slashed at him. The sword-bearer warded the blow easily. The return sweep of his weapon caught the rider in the side. The man swayed and slid from his saddle to the sand.


  The Tatar turned toward the Dungan. But the latter, with a startled glance at his fallen companion, wheeled his horse away. He hesitated for a moment, then he rode through the dunes in the direction he had come. The girl clapped her hands in delight.


  “That was a good blow,” she cried. “See, the man is cut halfway through!”


  A glance told Chagan that she spoke the truth. Picking up the dying man by the belt the sword-bearer lugged him around the mound to the slope of the Jallat Kum. Khlit, who had followed, saw the Tatar toss the body down the slope. It rolled upon the damp sands, and in a moment was gone.


  “Evil comes of such women, lord,” muttered Chagan with a shake of the head. “Harken. You have said that the Tsong Khapa has laid a trap for us. The trap is rarely baited. How else comes the dancing girl here? She is no common slave escaped from a caravan.”


  Khlit made no response to this. He returned to the spot where they had left Azim, intending to question the shepherd. But Azim had vanished.


  



  VIII


  Late that afternoon Khlit sat with Sheillil on the summit of the temple mound, from which he had a good view of the ruins of Talas. The girl was humming softly to herself, cross-legged in the sand. Khlit, engrossed in his own thoughts, paid little attention to her.


  Azim had not reappeared, and Chagan, making a cast into the desert, had learned that the caravan had gone on its way. The silence of the ruins irked Khlit, who had little liking for cities, living or dead. So far there had been no signs of envoys of the Dalai Lama. But Khlit reasoned shrewdly that they would seek him out, once they were aware that he had arrived. What did they want with him? What were the plans of the Tsong Khapa?


  Khlit did not bother himself about what would happen at Talas. It was his policy when dealing with enemies more powerful than himself to enter their ranks, whatever the danger might be. A single man, he reasoned, was useless fighting against an overpowering force. But in the stronghold of his enemies that man might accomplish much. To learn the plans of his foe and to defeat them from within by a stroke of the coldest daring was possible only to one of Khlit's craft, and in a country where an alliance of tribes might be broken up in a night, or two chieftains come to blows over a word.


  But in following his usual scheme of attack, Khlit now faced two considerable obstacles. He could not count on the aid of his own followers, who were under the influence for the time being of the Dalai Lama and were held at home by the fear of the coming Khirghiz invasion. And in pitting his strength against the master of Lhassa, Khlit knew that he was meeting a foeman of extraordinary keenness, whose intentions were a secret to him.


  It was a desperate venture. Khlit had only two advantages in his lone struggle for the life of the Jun-gar. The clergy of Tibet, informed by Dongkor Gelong, would doubtless underestimate his own ability, as other enemies had done to their cost, aided by his simulation of blunt thickheadedness. And he was dealing with two enemies instead of one.


  He glanced carelessly at the girl, who crooned to herself well-pleased with the event of the morning. Who was she? What was her mission in Talas? What master did she serve?


  Sheillil yawned prettily and stretched herself.


  “You are not good company, Khan,” she said idly. “Go below with the big Tatar and sleep. I will watch if any come.”


  Khlit presently followed her advice. He found Chagan snoring on his back on the rugs of the anteroom. The Cossack had not intended to sleep, but he found that his head dropped on his shoulders. He had slept but a few hours of the last week, and the girl's singing soothed him. His mind drifted away, and Chagan's snores dwindled to silence.


  He woke almost at once. Sheillil's song had stopped. He heard muffled voices, and presently a step sounded on the stairs. Khlit became wide awake on the instant. There was not one step but several. He had only time to kick Chagan to consciousness when the light from the narrow doorway was blotted out.


  Sheillil entered, and after her came a half-dozen men in a motley dress ranging from the sheepskin coat of the plainsman to the black hat and long robe of a Dungan spearman. The group parted, and a man wearing a familiar garb of orange and black stepped forward. It was one of the Chubil Khans who had attended Dongkor Gelong.


  “See, O man of the Yellow Hat,” cried Sheillil gleefully, “here be the two Tatars who came here yesterday taken drowsing like sheep in an aul. Take heed of the broad-shouldered one. He wields a sword like one possessed of Erlik.”


  Chagan, who had sprung to his feet, clutched at his weapon. But Khlit motioned him back. The tower without was filled with armed men. The Chubil Khan had come well escorted. Still, men seldom traveled alone in those days of ever-present danger. “What seek you with me?” Khlit asked bluffly.


  Sheillil made a deep and mocking salaam, hands outstretched over her dark head, forgetful or heedless of the fact that she had promised to warn the Tatars of the coming of strangers.


  “It is a messenger, O Khlit, from one who is wiser than you, to command your attendance—”


  “At the Kashgar lamasery, Kha Khan,” put in the Chubil Khan, a crafty gleam in his narrow eyes. “The almighty Tsong Khapa, whom Heaven has honored by divine reincarnation, has further tidings for you.”


  “I will hear them,” said Khlit calmly. “But I did not know the Dalai Lama was at Kashgar.”


  The Chubil Khan spread both arms outward.


  “I am but a lesser servant of the Tsong Khapa, Khan Tuvron; the Tsong Khapa is, like the light of the sun, everywhere among his people; yet none but the higher priesthood see his face—never strangers.”


  There was a bustle in the group of men, and the tattered figure of Azim pushed forward, falling on his knees before Tuvron. He clasped the bandaged feet of the envoy, speaking, to Khlit's surprise, the tongue of the lamas.


  “O mighty Chubil Khan, do not forget your servant Azim, who tends the empty shrine of Talas and who sent you word by way of the Dungan caravan of the coming of the Tatars. I ask humbly but a single ray of light from the radiance of the beneficent Tsong Khapa—only a very tiny reward. Give your servant Azim the dancing girl Sheillil, who wandered here, for my comfort and enjoyment. Then, when I am through with her, she can be sold for a good price—”


  Tuvron stared at the girl in surprise. Sheillil drew close to him and whispered. The man's expression changed, and he would have spoken. But the girl checked him. She placed her slippered foot on Azim's neck, pressing his head to the floor, and laughed delightedly.


  “Your comfort, Azim!” she mocked. “Little comfort would Sheillil of Samarkand be to you. It is in my mind to throw you to the Jallat Kum, but one needs you who has use for even such a low-born thing as you. Pray to your departed god to bring you a mate—from the cattle herd.”


  With that she turned and ran up the tower steps. When Khlit and Chagan mounted camels and set out in the midst of the Tibetans, Sheillil rode ahead on Tuvron's white camel, which she had chosen for herself, singing to herself as she guided them to the caravan track that led to Kashgar, a two-days' journey to the west.


  



  IX


  There are many gods in the world, but no man shall have two gods lest evil come to his household.


  Khirghiz saying


  



  A knock sounded on the heavy door of Chu'n Yuen, armorer of Kashgar. The proprietor rose, took up a lantern, and sought the door, his potbelly shaking under the silken curtain of its costly robe. Chu'n Yuen wore the black skullcap of a Dungan. Otherwise his face and dress were those of a Chinaman, blessed with vast flesh and full years of prosperity.



  Chu'n Yuen opened a narrow panel in the door at the height of his eyes and peered out cautiously. Only by consummate shrewdness had the Chinaman, who sold to the mountaineers arms brought from Damascus and Persia by caravan, been able to keep his wrinkled head whole on his plump body. By shrewdness and the fact that as a Dungan he was allied to none of the warring clans of Central Asia.


  The armorer scrutinized the person who had knocked, through slant eyes. He had learned to discriminate carefully between the thin, bearded, and turbaned face of an Usbek of Kashgar and the hard, round countenance with the small, black eyes and drooping mustache of a Khirghiz hillman. For the Usbek was keen to cheat him of his wares, while the Khirghiz would pay generously on one occasion and lay waste his shop on another.


  But Chu'n Yuen saw the slender form of a veiled woman and opened the barred door readily. His visitor stepped inside with a quick flash of brown eyes around the shop and the curtained door beyond it. Chu'n Yuen barred the door again and set down the lantern with a silent chuckle. If a woman came alone to his shop at night, it could be but for one purpose. Indeed, as if reading his thoughts, she walked with a light, swaying step to the curtains and slipped into the inner chamber where the Chinaman was wont to dispense wine to those who desired.


  His visitor quite clearly did not wish wine. She surveyed the greasy benches, the dingy couches and the wine casks with something like contempt. The shop was empty, save for two camel drivers too drunk to sit upright. Chu'n Yuen stepped forward and inclined his massive shoulders politely.


  “Here is a soft nest for those who seek good living,” he murmured. “I am a kind master and the hillmen who come here pay well, especially for a dancer who is light on her feet—”


  “For a woman who has danced in the palaces of Samarkand before the sultans?” The girl's voice sounded musically with a hint of laughter. “Nay, this does not look like a palace and you, Chu'n Yuen, have the face of one whose soul is rolled in fat.”


  The brown eyes flashed at the owner of the shop quizzically, and Chu'n Yuen drew his breath quickly, for he was not used to mockery from a woman.


  “If you can dance, Strumpet-tongue, I will see that the great Khirghiz chieftains come to see it—although when they were last here they carried off my Turkish pistols without a silver coin in payment.”


  He grasped her hand, and made as if to pull off the veil. The girl slipped away deftly.


  “Ho, you will need taming, I see. But you will not leave as easily as you entered yonder door.”


  His visitor seemed not to be listening.


  “The Khirghiz are here—Iskander Khan and Bassanghor Khan? Are many Khirghiz with them? Or Kallmarks?”


  “They came with a small following—a hundred hillmen. There are to be horse races and games, by request of the lamas, I have heard,” said the Chinaman in surprise. “Still, that is no concern for your pretty head. Perhaps you want me to pay you silver, as a sign of good faith. If I could see your face—”


  Again the girl avoided his clutch at the veil. Chu'n Yuen's pig eyes narrowed ominously. It had been in his mind to deal gently with the mysterious woman who came unmasked to his shop. Her figure suggested beauty, which was more than the women had who were brought here by Khirghiz or Tibetan raiding parties to be inmates of the vendor's shop. But if she flouted him, Chu'n Yuen was prepared to whip her into submission, for she would mean many shekels for him.


  “Fool,” said the girl mockingly, “and half-caste thief of a race without honor! What will the mullahs of Islam say when they hear that you traffic in wine! Have you forgotten the Koran?”


  In spite of himself Chu'n Yuen gave back a step and lifted his fat hand as if to ward off a blow.


  “There is no word in the Koran against selling wine,” he responded sullenly, “and there is no mullah in Kashgar.”


  “Fool! To sell your honor for the gold of unbelievers. Dirt for each passerby to spit upon, if he pays! Is there no word in the Koran against that—”


  With a cry half of fear, half of rage, the shopkeeper lifted his fist to strike the girl. Quickly she thrust her arm in front of his scowling face. A gold bangle, glittering on her wrist, caught his eye. His hand fell to his side and his jaw dropped.


  “A sign of the true faith!” he muttered. “Upon a woman's bracelet. Nay, I have heard—I meant no harm to a follower of Islam. But you came here alone and at night, honorable lady—”


  “Oh, it is honorable lady now,” she gibed. “How quickly your tongue twists! Nay, remember to treat Sheillil of Samarkand with courtesy. Or there are those who will stick a dagger between your fat ribs, Chu'n Yuen. Now take heed and tell me what I wish to know. Iskander Khan is here?”


  Chu'n Yuen stared at the gold bracelet as if fascinated.


  “He is here with his followers—whom may Allah curse with a lasting blight—in the caravansary without the walls. Already there have been brawls between the Khirghiz hillmen and the Usbek people of the town. Mo fi kalbi hir’Allah—there is nothing save Allah in my heart, honorable lady.”


  “Then,” said Sheillil coolly, “Iskander Khan will rejoice to know there is a wine-bartering Mussulman here who has a goodly store of weapons. This shop will make rare picking for his hill-men, and Iskander Khan, they say, has turned his face more to Lhassa than to Mecca.”


  “May Allah—” Chu'n Yuen began and choked.


  Verily this woman was a fiend incarnate! Sheillil read the blind fear in his quivering, fat face and judged it would not be wise to anger the shopkeeper too greatly, or he might kill her.


  “Yet it may be, Chu'n Yuen,” she added gravely, “that I shall whisper to Dongkor Gelong, who is head of the lamasery here, that he has a worthy servant, an armorer and a wine dealer, who is a man of parts and may be relied on in need. Eh, what say you to that? The star of the Dalai Lama is rising in Kashgaria, and, as you know, the half-moon of Mecca is low on the horizon.”


  The Chinaman's eyes flickered shrewdly. The name of Dongkor Gelong was one to conjure with in Kashgar.


  “For two days and nights,” he whispered, with a glance around the room, “the Yellow Hats, whose ways are baneful as the coming of the star of ill omen, have been passing into the city gates in numbers. They are not to be seen in the streets, for they have gone to the lamasery. And it is not the custom for Dongkor Gelong the all-powerful to celebrate games.”


  Sheillil watched the shopkeeper through half-closed eyes, a gaze which he tried to meet and could not.


  “Eh, you are clever, O Mandarin,” smiled the girl, and Chu'n Yuen held his head higher. “You have the eye of a steppe fox. We shall be friends, you and I. Is Dongkor Gelong in the town?”


  “Alas, that cannot be known. He goes and comes like a shadow.”


  “How many of the Yellow Hats are within the walls?”


  “Very many. The Chubil Khans are assembling with the higher lamas. Of their followers perhaps a thousand are here—besides the Usbeks who are of their faith. They are waiting for the games, which will be the day after tomorrow.”


  “Aye, they are waiting,” said Sheillil, half to herself. “Harken, Chu'n Yuen, give wine freely to the hillmen when they come. And say nothing to the Yellow Hats concerning my visit. I shall have need of you later—and you will be paid thrice over.”


  Chu'n Yuen bowed profoundly. Sheillil guessed shrewdly that he would obey the first part of her instructions, but would not still his wagging tongue concerning her. Which was what she wished. She slipped through the curtains and had unbarred the outer door before the Chinaman realized she was gone.


  



  X


  In his cell in the lamasery Dongkor Gelong sat beside a plain wooden table. It was a bare room, fitted with pallet, stools, and a few books on the table, for, although Dongkor Gelong wore the high hat and ornate robe of a Chutuktu Lama, it was his pride to live simply and unostentatiously as when he was a monk.


  A candle on the table cast its glint on the prominent forehead of the Tibetan, under which gleamed dark eyes in a white face—the face of an ascetic and a fanatic. He looked up as the door opened and Tuvron Khan entered with a bow. On a sign from his superior the Chubil Khan ushered in Khlit with an attendant of the lamasery and took his stand by the door.


  The Cossack declined Dongkor Gelong's courteous offer of a seat and faced the lama across the table. For a long moment the two men studied each other, Dongkor Gelong's long, dark countenance wearing a slight smile, Khlit's lined face impassive.


  “I think, O Kha Khan,” began the lama slowly, “that I can read your thoughts. You are thinking that you have been tricked—brought here among enemies, because you obeyed the instructions of the Tsong Khapa. Yet it is not so. You see you are an honored guest. You still have your sword, which I have heard is one to be prized above many. And it is not the fault of the master of Lhassa that you are alone. He urged that you bring your followers.”


  Dongkor Gelong paused as if to hear what the Cossack would answer. But Khlit was silent.


  “And you are wondering, perhaps, why the Dalai Lama should send a man of rank like yourself to such a place as Talas. It was no trickery. Nay, it had been our intention to welcome you fittingly at the spot but you traveled with such speed that you were there before us. It was not well to let the news get abroad on the steppe that you had come to Kashgar. So much the Dalai Lama in his wisdom foresaw. And he is ready to make good the words of the oracle.”


  “The wisdom of the Dalai Lama is beyond my understanding,” returned Khlit calmly.


  Dongkor Gelong bowed assent, although his eyes swept the Cossack's face keenly.


  “It is well spoken, O Kha Khan. You are not a fool like some of those from the steppe. Harken to the plan of the master of Lhassa. There are enemies you fear, who are planning to invade the lands of the Jun-gar. They are the Khirghiz, who are under the leadership of two khans, Iskander and Bassanghor. Both are formidable men in their way and, being of the hills, are independent of all authority, even that of the Tsong Khapa.”


  “Aye,” said Khlit briefly.


  Once again the Chutuktu Lama studied him and nodded as if satisfied.


  “Iskander Khan and Bassanghor Khan are here in Kashgar,” he went on slowly. “Without those two the Khirghiz are like a body without a head. They are the ones who planned the war against you. And the Tsong Khapa has noted with grief the injuries inflicted on you. We have made, the ones of the Yellow Hat, an opportunity for you to strike at them, swiftly and fatally, and to escape unharmed.”


  “To kill them?”


  “Aye, both. It is for that we have brought you here. Harken, Kha Khan. We have given out the word that there will be games on the Kashgar plain in two days. The matter is easily disposed of. Both khans are reckless, and they are proud of their horsemanship. A dancer, one of the beauties of Samarkand, has come here at our bidding. A favorite game of the Khirghiz is called the Love Chase—a sport where a woman is set loose on a horse among several riders on a plain and falls to the possession of the one who can first secure her. Nay, you can see—”


  “Chagan and I,” Khlit broke in, “are among the riders. In the confusion of horsemen we could strike down the khans, saying afterward that it was a brawl. That is what you plan. But afterward—”


  “The Khirghiz are few. My followers are numerous; they will surround you and Chagan before the Khirghiz understand what has happened, and you will be safe in the lamasery. Also, the Khirghiz have never seen you. They will not look for you here.”


  Khlit nodded. “We will be escorted safely back to the Jun-gar boundary?”


  Dongkor Gelong smiled and waved his hand amiably.


  “Such is the will of the all-wise Tsong Khapa. There are other leaders of the Khirghiz who can be dealt with as they ride back to the Thian Shan passes. The pick of the hill chieftains are here in Kashgar. Unless I am mistaken, few will survive to carry on the war against the Jun-gar. And the Tsong Khapa will give you further aid through the Yellow Hats—when, of course, you show your gratitude for his help by continuing the tribute that the Jun-gar owes to Lhassa.”


  “And the Khirghiz?”


  “The death of their leaders, who are overbearing ruffians without goodwill or understanding, will strengthen the tie of the Yellow Hats to their lands. I speak bluntly, for I see you like short and truthful phrases.”


  “Aye, it is ill to lie, among true men,” assented Khlit, tugging at his mustache.


  Thereupon followed a silence of such length that the attendants of Dongkor Gelong stirred expectantly, watching the Cossack. Khlit's shaggy countenance was inscrutable, until he turned suddenly to Dongkor Gelong and, to their surprise, laughed heartily.


  



  XI


  “I have heard your wisdom, Chutuktu Lama,” he grinned; “now you must listen to mine. Nay, I am no shaman or conjuring monk, but I can read what is hidden. I can tell you what is in your thoughts. Would you like to hear?”


  “But you have already agreed to the plan of the Tsong Khapa,” frowned Dongkor Gelong.


  He studied the tall figure of the Cossack with the cold, blank stare of one who held the lash of fear over a multitude of slaves.


  “Aye. That may be,” admitted Khlit. “I have no love for the Khirghiz khans. Eh, I shall tell your thoughts. The Tsong Khapa has lost the control of his priests over the Khirghiz. And the Tatars of the Jun-gar do not love to pay tribute, especially as I—an unbeliever—have taught them the folly of doing so. Is it not so?”


  “Obedience to the Tsong Khapa will reward you fully,” objected the lama.


  “Aye. The seed of evil will bear fruit. Am I a fledgling, to be fooled by the mummery of Lhassa?” Khlit's voice sank with a growl.


  Dongkor Gelong half-rose in his seat; then he sat back, staring at the Cossack.


  “Suppose I slay this Iskander Khan and the other. Then the ill will between the Jun-gar and the Khirghiz will become a blood-feud. Do the hillmen ever forget the shedding of blood? Nay; the horde of the Thian Shan, the Kara Khirghiz, the Kazaks, and some of the Kallmark clans who are allied to them will ride against the Jun-gar steppe and lay waste our villages. Then the wisdom of the Tsong Khapa will be fulfilled, because his enemies will have weakened each other. His cursed Yellow Hats will pour over the hills and the steppe, gaining lands and power where good men have died in a blood-feud. Is this not the truth?”


  Dongkor Gelong had mastered his surprise. He held up his hand calmly, although his dark eyes had narrowed.


  “Take heed, Kha Khan. The Tsong Khapa, in agreement with the sacred oracle which declared in the ashes of forthcoming truth that the Jun-gar should find salvation at Talas, has laid before you a plan. Do you decline?”


  Khlit's mustache twitched in a smile which held no mirth. “It may be. What if I do?”


  “You speak like one without wits.” Dongkor Gelong shrugged his shoulders contemptuously. “Harken, Kha Khan. If you set aside the word of Lhassa, the invisible forces which are at the disposal of the master of the Yellow Hats will claim you. Little you know how strong they are and how weak you are. The Jun-gar know that you came to Talas. It shall be told them how you defied the almighty Tsong Khapa—aye, your very words. And they will hear how your sinful conduct had its reward—for you will fall, by mischance, into the Jallat Kum.”


  Khlit shrank back as if in horror. The full force of the lama's trickery revealed itself to him. Also the emptiness of the pledge given by his master, the Dalai Lama. He knew that Kashgar was filled with the open and disguised followers of the Yellow Hats. He was powerless to escape from the walled city. He shivered in spite of himself, as he thought of the black sands of the Jallat Kum.


  Dongkor Gelong surveyed him with a pallid smile. The Cossack, he thought, was not altogether to be deceived. But he had been taught a lesson.


  “And Iskander Khan?” Khlit asked hoarsely.


  “We will deal with him in another way. The girl Sheillil is fair, and she has been well-paid to serve the Dalai Lama. Iskander Khan will be a slave to her beauty.”


  Khlit stretched out his hand and saw that it was shivering. His thoughts would not tear themselves from the Jallat Kum. He recalled the unfortunate horse that had blundered into the sands . . .


  “Nay,” he complained, “if I slay Iskander Khan, even if I live, there will be a war to the death between his people and mine. Now we may still make peace. It is not too late.”


  Dongkor Gelong's face hardened.


  “You have your choice. The will of the Tsong Khapa must be carried out. I am but one of his many servants. And do not think to draw your sword in the lamasery. Even now there are two men within arm's-reach of your tall body. A move—and you go to the Jallat Kum. Azim has thrown many into the sands.”


  The sweat came to Khlit's forehead. Truly, it was asking greatly of him to face such a death for the Tatars, who, after all, were not of his faith. And, if he did die as Dongkor Gelong threatened, how would the Jun-gar be guarded against further stratagems of the Tsong Khapa?


  “Not the Jallat Kum!” he cried and moistened his lips, finding them dry.


  “That—or the death of the khans. Choose.”


  Then it was that the lama saw what brought the light of satisfaction to his eyes and a hidden sneer to his lips. He saw the lined face of the Cossack quiver as with dread and heard the harsh voice plead brokenly for mercy. Khlit's shoulders bowed, and he clutched the table for support. His eyes wavered about the room, wide with fear. Then he straightened with an effort at control.


  “Nay, I am the Kha Khan of the Jun-gar. The strength of my people is in me. Am I to die like that, at price of the life of Iskander Khan? Nay, let the Khirghiz die. I will slay him, and Chagan the other, as you have planned.”


  Dongkor Gelong rose.


  “Think not to fool us. You will be watched by those who have no mercy. You have chosen.”


  “Aye,” mumbled Khlit. “I will take my place in the games. But you must have your followers at the place. And the doors of the lamasery must be open for me when I return, for I will ride here at once.”


  “It is well,” agreed Dongkor Gelong.


  At a sign from him the attendants led Khlit from the room. He walked slowly, as one who had been broken in spirit.


  The eyes of the lama followed him from the chamber. Dongkor Gelong frowned, as if not altogether content with himself. Presently he took a small sandalwood box from the bosom of his gown.


  Holding the box well above the table, the lama opened it suddenly. A flood of black wood ashes fell softly to the table. With ill-concealed eagerness the man held the candle close to the ashes. With his finger he tried to trace out diagrams in the black piles. His frown deepened. When Tuvron returned at a late hour that night the Chutuktu Lama was still musing over the ashes.


  



  


  XII


  It was the twelfth night of the fifth moon, as related by Batur Madi, gylong, that the tribes assembled in the courtyard of the lamasery at Kashgar. The moon shed its cold light on the summits of the hills overlooking the town, leaving the valley and the river in dense shadow. A deeper shadow revealed the mass of the lamasery, erected against the wall of the town.


  Inhospitable it was, this monastery, with its massive walls of sandstone, its narrow gates and small embrasures. And it was symbolic in its gloomy secretiveness of the priests it housed.


  Tonight, however, the courtyard was bright. Lanterns hung from the sides of the wide court, and torch-bearers came and went. From the narrow street outside the place a throng of turbaned and cloaked figures elbowed each other with curses in many tongues for entrance at the gate guarded by armed Tibetans.


  Dongkor Gelong had so far departed from the custom of the monastery as to invite the guests from the hills to witness dancing. It was the law that no woman should enter the doors of the monastery itself, so the visitors were not surprised that the festival was held in the court, or that the lamas themselves did not put in an appearance. For rumor had it that one of the dancers of Samarkand, a girl from the sultan's courts, would share in the dance.


  These tidings stirred the expectation of the restless Khirghiz. Before the first sound of drums was heard in the street, the hillmen were crowding into the court. With them came richly dressed Jewish merchants of Bokhara, turbaned Usbeks of the town, tousled Dungan camel drivers, and Chinese travelers of the caravans. Among the throng, squatted in rows in the dirt or leaning against the walls, the hillmen made a small minority. Yet, as was their custom, they chose the best places, pushing Usbeks and Tibetans aside, reckless of clutched daggers and black looks.


  Khlit and Chagan had selected a place against the monastery wall where they could see without being conspicuous. Apparently they were free to move where they wished, but they suspected that a watch was kept on them from the windows of the lamasery and that any attempt to push through the crowd to the courtyard gate would be prevented.


  A space had been cleared in the center of the court, and here there were musicians with drums, tambourines, and guitars. Some boy dancers of the Usbeks stepped into the open space and began their lively posturing, watched attentively by the throng. Khlit, after a brief glance, paid no further heed to these, knowing that the purpose of Dongkor Gelong was to show Sheillil to the visiting khans, that they could judge of her beauty before the events of the morrow.


  Khlit's keen gaze swept the crowd, seeking for the two khans of the Khirghiz. He turned carelessly to a mild-looking hafiz—a reader of poems—in a threadbare khalat.


  “I have heard,” he said idly, lest the other suspect his interest, “that two khans from the hills, Iskander and Bassanghor, are here. Do you know the two, man of wisdom?”


  The hafiz inclined his head and pointed to the farther side of the cleared space. Khlit made out two men who knelt in the first row of spectators. Their dark faces, lean and hawk-like, were fixed indifferently on the dancers; apparently they were waiting impatiently for the appearance of the girl. The Cossack noted that they were richly dressed, even for wealthy chieftains, in leather breeches, velvet outer robes embroidered with gold and jewels. Their sheepskin hoods were clasped at the throat with silver plates.


  “The one with the scar is Iskander,” declared the hafiz, pointing. “Allah grant that he and his riders take not to plundering. Truly, he is a man without faith, serving this god or that as he chooses, but chiefly himself.”


  “He looks like one who is more at ease in the hills than in a town. What does he here?”


  The scholar turned his eyes to the moonlit heavens.


  “Allah knows what is before and behind such as he. Nay, I have heard the lamas sent for him.”


  This agreed with what Khlit had learned from Dongkor Gelong, and he was silent. He saw a flash of eagerness on the face of Iskander Khan. At the same instant a murmur went through the crowd. Those who were in the rear pushed and elbowed for a better view as several figures advanced from the courtyard gate to the cleared space.


  “Here is the harlot of the desert,” growled Chagan.


  Sheillil, cloaked and escorted by two sturdy Tibetans with drawn scimitars, stepped out beside the musicians. She had pushed her veil boldly back, and a sigh went through the crowd at sight of her loveliness. Iskander Khan sat back on his heels with an exclamation of satisfaction.


  The muttering and cursing of the throng was silenced as the girl slipped forward into the enclosure, dropping her heavy cloak. The torchlight glinted on her long, dark hair and on the red veil which floated behind it. The satin trousers and tiny, jeweled slippers gleamed in a double light, for the moon was now shining into the courtyard over the dark towers of the lamasery.


  Khlit had seen many women dancers of the bazaars, and he paid little heed to Sheillil at first. He was surprised to hear the music change from its shrill whimper to a low monotone of drums, threaded by the soft note of the flutes. Then he saw the hafiz standing motionless, pushing against the man in front of him.


  “Look, lord,” grunted Chagan. “Here is no woman, but a spirit.”


  Sheillil had grasped her floating veil in both hands. The drapery billowed about her as she moved softly, whirling the veil close to her or holding it wide as her slim form bent and swayed. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders, the moonlight gleamed whitely on bare throat and dainty feet.


  This was no dance of the bazaars. It was freer in movement, more subtle in its intoxication. Khlit saw that the hillmen were bending forward, scarcely breathing as they watched.


  The plaintive note of the flutes grew louder as the veil leaped and tossed about the girl's form. Her eyes were wide and calm, fixed on the sky. Her smile had become fainter, almost wistful.


  Then a hoarse mutter of approval ran through the watchers. Two daggers appeared in Sheillil's hands. As she swayed, the twin blades glittered up and down her breast and about her head. Darting swiftly from man to man, Sheillil poised like a bird in flight. Before one she thrust the daggers, laughing as the man drew back, startled. To another she offered her lips swiftly—then slipped away with a glint of a dagger before the bearded face that leaned toward her.


  Abruptly she whirled before Iskander Khan. The Khirghiz did not flinch at the knife that passed around his head. His slant eyes, half-closed, were fixed hungrily on the dancer, and his dark face was flushed. As she darted away, he tore the jeweled clasp from his throat and tossed it after her.


  As quickly as the dance had begun, it was ended. Sheillil had disappeared among the Tibetan attendants and donned her cloak. The kneeling hillmen rose to their feet clamorously. But the drawn swords of the guards held them back. The dancer turned to make her way through the crowd.


  “It is strange,” murmured the hafiz, half to himself. “That was not like a dance of a sultan's woman. I have not seen the like in the towns. Yet it stirred the hillmen to the hazzi shaitan—the passion-spot in the heart. See; she is coming here!”


  He stepped back as the girl tripped by, followed by her guards. She paused before Khlit mockingly.


  “Here is a graybeard of the steppe!” she cried shrilly. “I like not such as he. Where is your felt tent and mangy pony? By Allah, the man has no wit to his tongue!”


  “He has no words for a harlot,” growled Chagan, on whom the events of the morrow weighed heavily and who had no fondness for the dancer whom he held responsible for their evil plight.


  Sheillil did not understand or notice the speech. She touched Khlit's sword and peered into his face laughingly.


  “Eh, it is a clown. Harken, Graybeard, if you will ride in the kök bura tomorrow, take care to sharpen that curved sword you wear. Many younger men will ride with me tomorrow. If you would guard your life, have the curved sword sharpened by Chu'n Yuen, the armorer of Kashgar. Aye, Chu'n Yuen will quicken your blood with wine in the morning.”


  She smiled in the Cossack's face, so close that he caught the subtle scent of roses that came from her garments.


  “And will tell you of the Jun-gar,” she added so softly that even Chagan, who was beside them, did not hear.


  With that she was gone in the crowd.


  The hafiz looked after her with a sigh.


  “There will be good sport at the kök bura,” he murmured. “Chu'n Yuen, who hears the whispers of Kashgar, swears that the girl Sheillil was born in the hills, where she learned to ride like a goshawk upon the wind. It will take a shrewd horseman to catch her and hold her. Allah the generous has ordained that I should be too poor to buy a horse. Yet it is well, for I have a thought there will be shedding of blood. The woman is fair-faced and shapely.”


  “Aye, there will be blood, hafiz,” growled Chagan.


  Khlit made no answer. In his mind was running the phrase the girl had whispered. “And will tell you of the Jun-gar.” What did Chu'n Yuen, or Sheillil, know of the Tatars? Had she news? Again he asked himself the question that had perplexed him since the day at Talas.


  Who was Sheillil? What was her part in the web of intrigue woven by the lamas at Kashgar? Dongkor Gelong had said that he had bought her. If not the lama, what master did she serve?


  



  XIII


  Is there aught that goes faster than a loose-reined horse on the plains? Or a well-sped arrow from the bow?


  Aye; it is the dark hand of death.


  Tatar proverb


  



  Khlit had discovered that, so long as he kept to himself and in view of the attendants of the monastery, he was free to go where he chose. He had not seen Dongkor Gelong or Tuvron again. On the morning after Sheillil's dance Chagan slept late. Khlit, however, had little rest, and he was glad to leave the gloomy pile of the lamasery, with its robed attendants, for the courtyard.



  He had learned that Chu'n Yuen's shop lay in an alley on one of the streets opening into the neighborhood of the monastery. He decided to venture there, for he was curious to learn what Sheillil had meant by her whispered speech.


  Sauntering across the courtyard, he approached the guards at the gate. The spearmen glanced at him keenly, but offered no opposition when he walked through the gate into the street without. He saw, however, that two men—a Tibetan soldier and a Chubil Khan—who were loitering in the arena walked after him.


  Khlit made no haste. He was aware that it would be useless to attempt to escape from his new guardians. Kashgar was walled and guarded. The men of the Yellow Hat in various garb were scattered through the streets. Should a cry be raised after him, he could not go far without being cornered.


  He turned down the alley where he knew the armorer's shop was located. The heavy door of Chu'n Yuen stood open. Chu'n Yuen himself was ordering his slaves about shrilly as they served wine to the drunken Khirghiz who lay thick on the floor of the room and the outer shop. At sight of the Cossack, the proprietor halted and approached him respectfully.


  “How can I serve you, noble sir?” Chu'n Yuen murmured. “Would the honorable khan, who condescends to dignify my shop with his presence, desire to see some rare scimitars newly brought from Damascus? Or to have his own blade sharpened to an edge that will sever a floating feather?”


  Khlit's sidelong glance told him that the Tibetan soldier had followed him into the outer room. The Chubil Khan, being reluctant to enter a wine shop, had remained in the street, he guessed. He drew his curved saber and balanced the blade in one hand. Chu'n Yuen stared at the rich chasing of the steel and the delicately wrought inscription with professional interest.


  “Nay, am I a drunken fool like such—” Khlit kicked one of the insensible forms on the floor contemptuously—“to give up my sword to another? Fetch me a steel, and I will temper the edge to suit myself.”


  Chu'n Yuen bowed politely.


  “It shall be as you wish, noble sir. In the room within a good couch and a cup of wine await you. If you will follow—”


  He disappeared through the hangings. Khlit strode after without hesitation, but keeping the weapon poised in his hand. The Chinaman passed through the wine shop, heavy with the stench of tobacco and stale wine, to the women's court in the rear of his establishment. Here a few female slaves were stretched out asleep on benches.


  Chu'n Yuen opened a small door and led his visitor through the courtyard wall. Khlit saw that they were in a walled garden, shaded by poplars under which rugs were placed. It was empty except for themselves and the Tibetan, who had followed closely and was now squatted by the gate.


  Khlit seated himself on a rug that the shopkeeper arranged for him, his back to a tree trunk. He liked the aspect of the place little, or that of Chu'n Yuen, who bustled back into the shop with a glance at the Tibetan. The latter was in the shadow of the wall, apparently drowsing. Khlit wondered if it had been Sheillil's wish that he should give up his weapon. One place was as good as another, however, to the Cossack who was carefully watched by the men of the Yellow Hat.


  Chu'n Yuen did not return. Presently the gate opened, and a figure that Khlit recognized immediately as Sheillil entered. The Cossack had half-expected to see the girl, and he did not look up a second time as the dancer knelt beside him and offered him a bowl of wine, laying at the same time a whetstone at his knees.


  Sheillil was veiled. She had changed her dancing costume for a fur-tipped khalat, boots, and a sheepskin hood. In the shadow of the hood her dark eyes peered up at the Cossack. Khlit had taken up the whetstone and was gently stroking the blade of the weapon across his knees.


  “Have you news of the Jun-gar?” he asked finally, without looking up.


  “Nay; how should I know aught of the Tatars?” the girl laughed softly, pleased at the involuntary disappointment she saw in the old chieftain's face.


  Khlit did not speak again, which irked her.


  “Do you put faith in the word of a woman?” she mocked, watching him brightly. “Or have you come to ask aid of a slave dancer, hired to the wiles of the Tsong Khapa and his crafty servant, Dongkor Gelong? Truly, the men of the Yellow Hats have stripped your strength from you, O Kha Khan, and hold you prisoner like a trussed boar. I have heard how you pleaded for mercy from Dongkor Gelong—you have not lost your voice.”


  The veins stood out on Khlit's forehead, and the hand holding the sword trembled. Seeing this, Sheillil smiled, well pleased.


  “The Tsong Khapa has a servant to attend you.” She nodded at the Tibetan by the gate. “But the fellow speaks not Uigur; so we are free to talk together, you and I. Oh, they know at the lamasery that I am here, but Dongkor Gelong has agreed that I should see you—to arrange for what is to happen this noon. I am free to come and go as I choose.”


  She dropped her chin into her hands idly, watching Khlit's stroking of the sword.


  “I shall have many suitors to ride after me today at the kök bura,” she murmured, “for I am more beautiful than the flowers of the hills. Iskander Khan has sworn he will have me. He is a bold fellow. There will be scimitars drawn and blows struck. Dongkor Gelong has whispered to me that Iskander Khan will fall by your sword—from behind. Others, too, will die. It will be good sport. Have you truly sworn to kill the Khirghiz, O one without honor?” The taunting words brought a grunt of anger from Khlit. The sword in his hand flew up. The edge of the blade drew swiftly across Sheillil's throat, pressing in the veil that hung from her cheeks.


  The girl's eyes widened suddenly. Then she laughed musically. The veil hung by a few threads. It had been nearly severed in two under her chin. But there was not so much as a speck of blood on her throat to show where the curved sword had kissed the light veil. It had been a bold feat, by one who wielded a sword as deftly as Sheillil had whirled her tiny daggers in the dance of the night before.


  Khlit was staring at her now, from deep-set eyes in which burned a sullen fire. She leaned closer to him, and the expression of her brown eyes changed.


  “A shrewd blow!” she said softly. “But, if you slay the Khirghiz, it will be a curse upon your people, for there will be black war between the men from the Roof of the World and the Jun-gar. It will be the end of the power of the khans, Khirghiz and Jun-gar. The evil priesthood of the Yellow Hats will seize the citadels of the hills when the war has wasted the ranks of both sides. Oh, Dongkor Gelong is a man to be feared. He is reaching out from Kashgar for the mastery of the passes to the Roof of the World.” Khlit studied the girl attentively. Accustomed as he was to the moods of the dancer, he found that a new note had come into her voice. Her breath was quickened under the khalat.


  “Fool,” she said bitterly. “Do you think Dongkor Gelong will spare you when you have done what he desires? Your death is as needful as that of the bold Khirghiz.”


  “He has promised,” responded Khlit gruffly, “that the gates of the lamasery shall be opened for me when I flee from the field of games.”


  Sheillil clasped the sleeve of the Cossack's coat.


  “Men said that Khlit of the Curved Saber was crafty and wise in war. Have your wits fled? Are you stricken with fear of the Jallat Kum? Has Dongkor Gelong clouded your spirit so you cannot see that the stroke that slays Iskander Khan will be the end of your people and mine?”


  Khlit sheathed his weapon and took the girl's chin in a hand, lean but still powerful.


  “Who are your people, Sheillil?” he asked.


  



  XIV


  The girl did not draw back, nor did her eyes waver. She pointed behind Khlit, upward. The Cossack, however, did not shift his gaze.


  “Yonder, above the walls of Kashgar,” Sheillil whispered, “are the hills of the Roof of the World. There are my people, although I have not lived among them since I was a child.”


  “Your face is not that of a Khirghiz,” growled Khlit.


  “Nay; that is true.” Sheillil paused briefly. “I have heard that my people once lived in a city at the threshold of the hills. It was the city of Talas and my father's ancestors worshiped in the mosque of Talas. Came the sand, and they took refuge in the higher land of their kingdom, called by some the Thian Shan and by us the Roof of the World. From time to time those who were strongest in faith made pilgrimages to the mosque of Talas, which was a holy spot, beloved of Allah. Now that the blight of the Tsong Khapa has reached up into the hills and taken the Jallat Kum for a burial-ground, few go there. Nevertheless, when Dongkor Gelong confided his plan to me before he went to the Jun-gar, I went to Talas to await your coming. I wished to see if you were a weakling, who would fall prey to the lama, or a strong man. When Tuvron came, I pretended to be well pleased with your plight, so that he should not suspect.”


  “And then?”


  “Before I was a woman,” went on Sheillil softly, “a raiding party of Usbeks, servants of the Tsong Khapa, carried me into slavery at Samarkand. But I was beautiful, and I did not die, living instead in favor and buying my freedom with gold. Yet I returned not to the hills. For a woman to be the wife of a khan must have honor, and I was a dancer. The day will come when Allah will show his mercy and I may go back.”


  Khlit was silent, pondering on what she had said. The ways of women were strange to him, and Sheillil was one of many faces. “What master do you serve?” he growled.


  In a flash the girl's expression changed.


  “Has the wind a master? Has the eagle of the mountaintops one whom he obeys? Nay; I follow my own will—”


  “Today,” broke in Khlit, “you will be sought by many suitors. Which will you favor?”


  Sheillil touched his hand appealingly.


  “Iskander Khan,” she whispered. “He is the chieftain of my people. His arms are strong as his sword is quick. Many times have I watched him from a distance in Kashgar. It may be his heart will be touched with love for Sheillil. Allah may will that he take me to his home—for Dongkor Gelong has promised that my tongue will be slit and I shall be given for the sport of the camel drivers if I fail him.”


  “And so you have asked that I harm him not? That would be my death.”


  “Nay,” put in the girl. “At Talas you slew a man for me. I have not forgotten. I have arranged with Chu'n Yuen, who is blind as an overfed jackal, a plan by which you and the Tatar can escape. While the kök bura is in full play ride swiftly from the horsemen to the city—the games will be on a plain without—and come to the shop of Chu'n Yuen. Most of the followers of the Yellow Hat will be at the games. Leave your tired horses in the street. Run through the shop of the armorer to this garden. In the corner behind that tree is a gate.”


  Sheillil pointed to a barred door, half-concealed by bushes. “The city wall is within a few paces, outside that gate. Chu'n Yuen is a fox with two doors to his burrow. One of the poplars overhangs the city wall—the largest tree of the group, ripped by lightning. On the farther side of the tree are nails, cleverly placed so that a man may climb to the summit of the wall. In the overhanging branch is a rope of Chu'n Yuen's. By this you may drop over the wall. A servant will be waiting there with fresh horses. Ride straight for the hills. You may meet a party of horsemen, but they will be friends. Do this, and you will be safe!”


  The brown eyes sought Khlit's hard face pleadingly. The Cossack smiled grimly.


  “Many tales have you told me, little sparrow. How do I know that this one is the truth? It has the smell of a trap. And Iskander Khan is my foe—”


  “Would I take so much trouble to slay you?” Sheillil demanded. “If Iskander Khan had been so minded, and I had spoken your name to him, you would not leave here alive.”


  “Nay, Sheillil,” Khlit shook his head. “Then Dongkor Gelong would have disposed of your lover promptly. This is a city of lies. Go you with Iskander Khan. The Khirghiz is no weakling; he can guard himself and you.”


  “And you?”


  Sheillil leaned forward breathlessly. Khlit stretched himself like one awakening from sleep.


  “I, Sheillil? Chagan and I will ride from kök bura to the gates of the lamasery. Dongkor Gelong has promised that they will not be closed to us, for he will see to it himself, being kept by the law of his priesthood from attendance at the games.”


  With that he rose and left the garden. The Tibetan followed silently, with a glance at Sheillil. The girl knelt with hands clenched against her sides, the veil hiding her features, but her eyes dark with a woman's anger.


  Then she sprang to her feet swiftly and unbarred the door in the bushes. When Chu'n Yuen returned, he found only the empty bowl of wine and the whetstone lying on the rug.


  



  XV


  The kök bura of Kashgar in the fifth moon of that year, it is written in the annals of Batur Madi, was long remembered by those who saw it. And the riders told their children what they had seen in the Love Chase of Sheillil of Samarkand. As is usual with those who share in an event, the tale told by them grew until it magnified the number of men killed and the mysterious events which followed upon the ending of the kök bura.


  According to Batur Madi, the Love Chase grew from the first form of the kök bura, in which a slain sheep was given to a rider. This man was pursued by his comrades until another had contrived to take the sheep. But, in the Love Chase of the Khirghiz, a girl who had it in her heart to yield to a husband mounted a well-chosen horse and armed herself with a heavy whip. The spectators formed a circle about the girl and her suitors while the men tried to seize her as she eluded them. Thus, says Batur Madi, the strongest man and most skilful became the possessor of the girl, as was fitting, while those who failed had only the stinging scars of the whiplash to heal their empty hearts.


  But the kök bura of the fifth moon was such a one as had not been seen before. And in the annals of Batur Madi such a one is not recorded since that time.


  Two things served to draw nearly the whole of the people of Kashgar out to the stretch of plain by the river bank on the side of the city farthest from the mountains. All, in fact, save a few drunken Khirghiz, some slaves and mendicants and Chu'n Yuen, who would not leave his shop, and Dongkor Gelong, who was never seen in public. First, rumor of weighty events that might come to pass had somehow spread among the Khirghiz and Usbeks, who rode fully armed and alert to the spot.


  And Sheillil, the beauty of Samarkand and the dancer of the lamasery courtyard, was to be the object of the chase.


  It was noted by the hafiz, who was among the first to arrive, that even the Chubil Khans were present, having come in a procession of state from the lamasery, preceded by manshis bearing the sacred pastils and basins wherein were glowing coals and sweet-scented roots. The lamas, mounted on silk-canopied horses and accompanied by the standards of their order, were joined by an array of the Yellow Hat soldiery.


  Khlit, who was early upon the scene with Chagan and well mounted by order of Dongkor Gelong, noted that Tuvron, who was in charge of the soldiery, arranged his followers in the form of a three-sided square with the fourth side nearest the city walls. The spectators of the caravans and the townspeople were afoot. But the Tibetans and Usbeks, who were very numerous, were mounted.


  Thus the watchers formed a solid wall about a cleared stretch on the plain, perhaps five hundred paces square. The followers of the Khirghiz khans were grouped in a mass on the side of the enclosure farthest from the walls of Kashgar. Iskander Khan, with his companion, Bassanghor, and several other nobles of the hill-men, rode to the center, waiting for the arrival of Sheillil. They were joined by single riders from among the Usbeks and even a Dungan or two of rank.


  Khlit and Chagan were the last to ride out from the crowd. Chagan's powerful figure drew instant attention from the group of horsemen, who noted his Tatar dress and the ease with which he sat his rangy mount. Khlit was the object of less attention, for he was gray-haired and the manner in which he held himself betokened little interest in what was to happen.


  Keenly the contestants eyed each other and the horses. Khlit saw that Iskander Khan rode a small, dun-colored pony of vicious temper, but, as he guessed shrewdly, quick and active on its feet. Bassanghor was well mounted—a mettlesome Persian horse which threaded in and out among the group at the pressure of his rider's knees, to the delight of the watchers who were keen judges of horseflesh.


  Khlit's mustache twitched in a grim smile as he noted that all the contenders were armed—a fact which prophesied ill for some. Chagan had shaken off the gloom that had possessed him for the last two days and was taunting the Usbek youths in high good humor. Action and the prospect of conflict roused him, and Khlit, who missed nothing, saw that the Khirghiz were equally gay.


  A shout went up from the spectators, who saw Sheillil, escorted by Tibetan guards, come through the throng by the walls. The girl wore her costume of the morning, with a heavy, knotted whip in her hand. She rode a white Arabian horse of Dongkor Gelong's stables, sitting lightly in the small wooden saddle. She went directly to one of the corners of the square, and Tuvron, who was acting as judge, motioned the riders back to the opposite corner.


  Here they formed in a line, Khlit taking his place between Chagan and a trembling youth in Dungan garb. Tuvron shouted to the Tibetans. The watchers nearest the riders cried out at them shrilly, a word of praise for the Usbeks and a gibe for the Khirghiz.


  Some, however, were silent, for there was a tensity of suppressed excitement in the air.


  Abruptly a rumble of drums sounded by Tuvron. Sheillil spurred her horse from her corner of the square. Khlit saw the line of riders dart forward. But he and Chagan held their impatient horses to a trot, keeping on one flank of the horsemen.


  Sheillil had reined in her mount and was watching the oncoming group keenly. Whips waving in air, bent low on their saddles, the men were shortening the distance rapidly. As they came within fifty paces of her, Khlit saw the girl crouch and put spurs to her horse's side. The Arab leaped and was away swiftly, quartering across the course of the approaching men.


  So well timed had been Sheillil's move that the group swept past her almost within arm's reach. Iskander Khan, however, on his active pony was about on the instant and after her. Khlit called to Chagan and galloped down toward her. He saw Sheillil glance at them fleetingly and urge her mount farther to the side away from them.


  The spectators, who had greeted the girl's maneuver with a shout of approval, were silent for a moment. Then cries rang out. Bassanghor had approached close to Sheillil on the side away from Khlit when an Usbek rider blundered into him. A quick thrust of the shoulder of the Persian horse and the latter was on the ground, rider pinned beneath him. A Dungan coming behind was too close or too clumsy to turn out and fell headlong, lying quietly where he had rolled.


  The girl smiled as she saw what had happened. Then another Usbek, angered at the fate of his countryman, rode at Bassanghor. Two swords flashed simultaneously. Bassanghor rode clear, but the other swayed in his saddle and turned his mount toward the spectators, blood streaming from the side of his neck.


  The girl, who was watching her pursuers closely, was now near the point from which the men had started, Iskander Khan riding with furious swiftness close behind her, and the Cossack and Tatar holding aloof on her right hand.


  Suddenly she swerved to the left, eluding a Khirghiz who grasped at her. This turn brought the riders together as they followed her, and Khlit saw another go down in the crush. The girl circled swiftly around the square, her Arab keeping easily ahead of the others. But, quickly as she maneuvered, Iskander Khan kept his place close to her horse's tail.


  A Dungan, well mounted, drew abreast of the Khirghiz leader. Instantly Iskander Khan had drawn his scimitar. The Dungan swerved away, but too late to save himself a slashed shoulder.


  “Ha, lord,” chuckled Chagan, “the blood is beginning to flow, even as I foretold.”


  “Keep close to the Khirghiz, fool!” growled the Cossack.


  They were now in the lead of the remaining riders, who were watching each other warily with drawn weapons, and close to Iskander Khan. Sheillil threw them a swift glance, dashing the long hair from her flushed face. She was heading now straight for the side of the square nearest the walls, with the riders strung nearly across the field.


  



  XVI


  And then for the second time the watchers raised a delighted shout. Verily, this was a chase to be remembered! Seldom had such riding as that of the girl been seen by the men of Kashgar. For Sheillil had dodged once and then again to the other side. She whirled her horse on its haunches and darted back straight through the pursuers.


  Iskander Khan cursed and wheeled his pony after her in time to see her lean to the side of her mount, avoiding the clutch of one rider, and strike another heavily in the face with the whip.


  There were but four after her now, owing to the slain and injured and the fact that Khlit and Chagan waited, where she had turned, near the town side of the square. The two Khirghiz chieftains, one of their followers and a lone Usbek pressed her close.


  “By the winged horse of Kaidu!” swore the sword-bearer. “She rides like one born of the winds. Ho! Yon Khirghiz had a taste of the whip. See; Iskander Khan has her khalat. Nay—may the devil roast me—she has shed the cloak. They come back to us now.”


  “Aye,” growled Khlit. “Be ready.”


  Sheillil was flying toward them, the two khans and the Usbek after her. Khlit sat his horse silently, watching closely what happened. He saw that the girl was being penned in one of the corners. At the same time he noted that Bassanghor Khan had edged toward the Usbek. Another moment and the Persian horse had crossed the path of the Usbek, who pulled up with an oath. Seeing the Khirghiz's ready weapon, however, the other drew off.


  “Ha! That was well done,” commented Chagan. “Has our time come?”


  “Come,” said Khlit.


  They wheeled toward the girl, who was near the corner. But Iskander Khan, coming up swiftly, was before them. The Khirghiz rose in his saddle as Sheillil leaned away from him. Then the girl reined in her horse. To Khlit it seemed that it was done purposely. A shout went up as Iskander Khan caught her bodily from the saddle and held her close.


  The Khirghiz horsemen spurred toward their chief, for there were angry mutterings from the Usbeks. Then the voice of Tuvron rose above the confusion.


  “Fools!” he stormed at his men, pointing. “Look yonder. After them!”


  Two riders had broken through the spectators on the city side of the square and were speeding for the walls, bent low on their mounts. Khlit and Chagan, instead of following Iskander Khan, had wheeled through the square and were now nearing the gate of the almost deserted town.


  Choosing the moment when the attention of spectators and riders was centered on the end of the kök bura, the Tatars had gained a good start on the horsemen who spurred after them, led by Tuvron in a black rage. Their course took them through the gate, which was unguarded, and straight to the lamasery courtyard.


  Here a few servants gaped at them in surprise. As Dongkor Gelong had promised, the door of the monastery was ajar. Khlit and Chagan flung themselves from their horses and ran up the steps.


  A half dozen Tibetan spearmen sprang up in the entrance, hearing the footsteps, but drew back on seeing who the two were. They had had orders to expect Khlit and Chagan and to allow them to pass. True, the Tibetans heard a confused shouting in the street outside; yet this also was to be anticipated, for they had been informed that the two Tatars might be pursued. As yet the courtyard wall concealed the pursuers from sight.


  From the stairway the two crossed the main hall of the building, to the narrow flight of steps that led to the monks' cells above. Even Chagan was silent as Khlit paused for a second to listen to the clatter of hoofs in the courtyard. The sword-bearer's scarred face was tense and recklessly alight. The Cossack was breathing heavily from his run, but his eyes burned with a steady fire. He caught Chagan by the arm.


  “Guard the stairs,” he said quickly, “for a space. Then escape— if you can.”


  Chagan nodded understanding and drew his sword, the heavy, two-handed weapon that had earned him his surname.


  “Nay, lord,” he growled, “we may yet win free of this cursed place. I marked a window that gave on the courtyard wall—”


  But Khlit had vanished in the shadows above him. There was a rush of feet across the hall, and a group of the Yellow Hats, following the directions of a startled monk, dashed at the stairs. They drew back at sight of Chagan's bulk in the dark stairway.


  Tuvron's voice pierced the momentary silence while Tatar and soldiers stared at each other.


  “There is but one here!” the Chubil Khan cried shrilly. “Cut him down—”


  The men made a rush for the steps. Chagan had taken his stand several feet above the level of the wall. He had the advantage of being in semidarkness while his foes were exposed to view. Moreover the space was narrow. Two rapid blows of his weapon knocked down the spears that menaced him, and the head of the leading Tibetan, still wearing its bright-hued hat, went spinning among them.


  Chagan gave back a step or two shrewdly as they pressed him. His long sword made deadly play in the close mass of assailants whose shorter scimitars sought vainly to pierce his guard.


  “Come to the feast, dogs,” growled the Tatar with bared teeth, “the kites are waiting to pick at the eyes of the fallen, and the wolves scent carrion! Nay, this is a feast of the gods!”


  He grunted as a spear scraped his leg and another tore the coat from his chest. Heaving his powerful body forward, he lashed viciously at his foes until the mass fell back with dead and torn bodies weighing on their shoulders. Chagan taunted them as he fought, reveling in the press of bodies and the shrieks of pain.


  Then he saw that the hall was filled with lamas and their followers, come from the kök bura. Tuvron had vanished, however, and Chagan recalled that this was not the only stairway to the floor above. With a last shout he turned and dashed up the steps.


  Through the deserted passages of the monastery he sped, his eyes strained anxiously for sight of Khlit. He met no one until he came to the door of Dongkor Gelong's cell. Here he halted in his tracks. Through the open door he saw the figure of a guard on the floor. Khlit was calmly wiping the bloodied blade of his sword upon the man's clothes.


  At his table sat Dongkor Gelong, Chutuktu Lama of the Tsong Khapa. He was dressed in state robes. As if asleep, he rested his body and head on the table, both arms outstretched, his forehead pressed among the black wood ashes of divination beside the sandalwood box. A crimson rivulet issued from under his chin and traced its way across the table.


  “Dongkor Gelong,” said Khlit grimly, seeing the sword-bearer, “has found that we are men of our word, you and I. The carrion priest loved too well to see men tremble to know my fear of him was pretended. As we promised, we have come back to the lamasery.”


  



  XVII


  The window that Chagan had mentioned was not far from the cell of the dead lama. It was lucky for them that this was so. A passageway leading from the cell enabled them to avoid the followers of Tuvron and gain the gallery which overlooked the courtyard.


  As they ran, they heard the rush of footsteps through the corridors of the upper floor as the men of the Yellow Hat spread through the place looking for them. The stairs up which they had come were guarded, as was the lower door. But Chagan, with an eye to future necessity, had seen that the window to which they came was in a sheltered spot and was wide enough to admit the passage of even his bulky frame.


  As they reached the window a startled shout proclaimed that the men of the Yellow Hat had found their dead leader. A hasty glance showed Khlit that the courtyard held a great number of horses, but few men, the greater part having pressed into the monastery. There was no time to weigh their chances. It was the courtyard wall or death at the hands of the Yellow Hats behind them.


  Clinging to Chagan's hand, Khlit pushed himself through the aperture and dropped to the surface of the wall beneath them. Chagan followed at once with a leap that almost pitched him headlong to the stone pavement of the court. Their appearance was greeted with a cry by the men below.


  Arrows whistled by Khlit as he ran along the flat top of the wall. The Usbeks and Yellow Hats in the courtyard were scrambling to their horses or running for the entrance. But their progress was hindered by the number of horses. Khlit and the Tatar gained the corner of the court before those within could reach the gate, some hundred paces distant.


  Khlit noted that the alley leading to Chu'n Yuen's was opposite them and nearer than the gate of the courtyard. Without slackening his pace, he leaped from the wall, landing heavily but without losing his feet. Chagan, who was heavier, fell to his knees with a grunt, for the wall was twice the height of a man.


  Horsemen were issuing from the gate by now and heading down the street toward them. From the embrasures of the monastery pistols cracked. But the alley was near at hand.


  Khlit heard Chagan pounding behind him and swearing. And the clatter of hoofs sounded behind the sword-bearer. If the door of the shop should be barred, they were lost. But Sheillil had promised that it would be open.


  The Cossack gained the door and thrust it open with his foot. He jerked the panting Tatar inside as spear-points flashed past them with a rush of horses. Slamming the heavy gate shut, he barred it and ran through the shop. Chu'n Yuen was not to be seen.


  A few men in the wine shop started to their feet as the two ran through the place and the women's court. The garden to the rear was deserted.


  They found the tree, as Sheillil had promised, and on the other side of the city wall four horses were in waiting, held by a servant. The man disappeared into the bushes as they mounted.


  “By Satan's bones!” swore Chagan. “I am glad to let a horse's legs do my running for me after that footrace. Whither now, Khlit, lord?”


  Khlit led the way at a trot out of the thicket in the direction of the hills which loomed not far away. As they came out in the open, leading the spare horses by their tethers, he pointed to the plain abreast of them.


  In a cloud of dust an array of horsemen was headed in their direction at a furious pace. The leaders were Khirghiz, closely pressed by Usbek riders. In the dust he saw scimitars rise and fall and the glint of speeding arrows.


  



  XVIII


  In the annals of Batur Madi it is related how swords were drawn at the ending of the kök bura and a battle ensued which lasted until darkness. Around the person of Sheillil, the dancer of Samarkand, says Batur Madi, the Khirghiz and Usbeks fought until the slain hillmen littered the way to the mountains. Following this, the woman disappeared from the towns of Kashgaria, and it was not known whether she was among the slain or not.


  Yet this is not the whole truth.


  When Sheillil was caught and held by Iskander Khan, the chieftain raised a shout of triumph and would have pressed her hot face to his bearded lips to seal his conquest. But the girl twisted in his grasp until she faced him and thrust her slim hand in his beard, holding him back.


  “Fool! Blind of the blind!” she hissed. “See you not this is not your doing, but mine? Harken to me if you would save your life.”


  Sheer surprise held the khan silent. Surprise at her words and at hearing his own tongue spoken.


  “Bend closer,” whispered Sheillil; “you alone must hear this. Great is your peril, O Khan. Dongkor Gelong has laid a trap for you here. This game was his doing, and an assassin of his was to stab you in the back as you rode after me. Failing that, the Yellow Hats in the square around us will take care that you and your men do not leave the field. It was for this he brought you to Kashgar and had me dance before you. I was to be the bait. This is the truth.”


  Slowness of wit was not one of Iskander Khan's failings. His sharp eyes bored into the girl's flushed face as if he would strip her of her loveliness and sift the meaning of her words.


  “Ha!” he growled. “Dongkor Gelong pledged our safety. Why do you say this?”


  “Because I, too, am of the hills, and your people are mine.” The girl tried to shake the sturdy form of the chieftain in her earnestness. “Nay, I could not speak before this, for you would not have left the gates of Kashgar alive. If the man who was to slay you had approached you, I would have ridden between. Allah has granted me this mercy, to open your eyes to this peril. Summon your men and ride for the hills. Look! See if it is not the truth.”


  The khan tore his eyes from the quivering face of the girl and glanced around what had been the square. He beheld Usbeks and Tibetans riding toward them with black looks. Groups of the Yellow Hats under the lamas were circling toward the town. The Chinese and Dungans were fleeing the field, sensing coming trouble. Iskander Khan, still holding the girl, rose in his saddle.


  “Ho! Kara Khirghiz!” he bellowed. “Here is treachery. To me, men of the hills. To me!”


  Bassanghor's shout answered him, and the Khirghiz closed their ranks, spurring to the side of their khan. The hillmen had scented conflict, and their dark faces were alight, for they loved well the giving and taking of blows. At Iskander's rapid command they formed into a group and galloped toward the town, riding down spearmen who tried to oppose them and fleeing townspeople indifferently.


  Iskander Khan, from the center of his men, had seen that the Yellow Hats were fewer on this side, and he led his men in a circle of the walls to gain the side nearest the hills where was shelter. But the lamas' men outnumbered the Khirghiz, keeping pace closely and doing serious execution with their arrows.


  Once clear of the town it became a running fight, with the Khirghiz, who were skilled at this form of warfare, making frequent stands to hold off their enemies. Yet their number became rapidly smaller. In their path two horsemen appeared, waiting their coming.


  “What men are those, Sheillil?” demanded Iskander Khan.


  “They are Tatars, lord,” explained the girl, who had recognized Khlit and Chagan. “They are the ones, tricked by Dongkor Gelong, who were to have slain you or suffer death themselves. Yet they did not attempt it. One is the Cossack, Khlit, the Kha Khan of the Jun-gar. They are one with us in peril.”


  “Nay, they will get little but hard blows if they join us. Still, if they carry swords, they are welcome.”


  Khlit and Iskander Khan exchanged no greeting when they met, beyond a quick glance, but the Cossack offered the hard-pressed chieftain the two spare horses they led. Sheillil sprang to the back of one, the khan taking the other without slackening pace.


  In the book of Batur Madi it is written how the Khirghiz band fought off the men of the Yellow Hats as they rode into the foothills toward the Roof of the World. How they swam a river and held it for a while against the men of the lamas. How Khlit and a dozen Khirghiz blocked a mountain pass while the others rode ahead. And how all but a few of the hillmen fell fighting before darkness closed down on the mountain defiles and the remnant of the Khirghiz vanished into the shadows of the forests.


  The moon had risen and turned the snow crests of the Thian Shan into white beacons and the mist in the valleys into a gray veil when the party of Iskander Khan came to a halt wearily. Only two horses were left them, and Iskander Khan counted only nine of his hundred left alive.


  Bassanghor Khan was not among the nine.


  The Khirghiz chieftain leaned against the horse which Sheillil rode and sheathed his sword.


  “By the bones of my grandsire,” he said solemnly, “by the grave of my father and by the faith of a hillman of the Black Khirghiz, I swear an oath. Witness, Tatars. The passes of the hills and the caravan paths shall be closed to the breed of the Yellow Hats. Their enemies will be my friends. I and my men will bring death and dishonor upon Dongkor Gelong and those who have betrayed us and slain Bassanghor Khan.”


  Sheillil leaned toward him shyly, yet with a trace of her customary boldness. Her voice was light, in spite of weariness, for Iskander Khan, who was the chieftain of her people, had said that she would be his wife and have honor for the service she had done him at Kashgar.


  “It was the plan of Dongkor Gelong,” she said softly, “to make war between the Jun-gar and the Khirghiz. It was for that he summoned Khlit, the Kha Khan, and you to Kashgar. Your safety lies in an alliance. So much I learned in the towns, for men spoke freely before me. Why not have peace between the hillmen and the Tatars?”


  Iskander Khan was silent in thought. Then he left Sheillil and went to where Khlit and Chagan were standing a little apart. He held up his hand.


  “Treachery has made bad blood between your people and mine, Khlit,” he said bluntly. “But the blood that was shed today has made that as naught. We have fought together, you and I, and my quarrel has been yours. Henceforth, if it is your will, the boundary between our lands shall be inviolate and there will be a welcome for you and the khans of the Jun-gar in my tent. I swear it.”


  Khlit nodded. By his tone Iskander Khan did not suspect how much the words he had spoken meant to the Cossack. From the time when the two from the Jun-gar had waited for the Khirghiz outside Kashgar, Khlit had hoped that they could come to an understanding.


  “The boundary will be inviolate, Iskander Khan,” he repeated gravely. “And I shall tell the kurultai of the Jun-gar there is peace. I give the pledge for myself and my people.”


  He went to his horse and loosened one of the saddlebags on the beast's back. He took the bulky bag to Iskander Khan.


  “Here is a gift,” he observed briefly, “to seal our new peace.”


  Chagan watched silently. But as the moonlight faded some hours later and the first tinge of dawn colored the peaks at their backs, a thought came to the sword-bearer, and he turned to Khlit, who was sitting beside him, nursing his sword.


  “Ho, lord,” he muttered sleepily, rubbing his sore legs, “it was a good day's work. But when we ride back to the kurultai how will you explain the oracle of the Dalai Lama that sent you to Talas?”


  Khlit laughed like one newly freed from care.


  “We will tell the truth, Chagan. Has not the oracle come true? It was the word of the Dalai Lama that we should find aid for the Jun-gar in the fifth moon of the Year of the Ape. Have we not found it?”


  As Khlit said, so it proved. Iskander Khan kept his word. Some said this was because of the wisdom of his wife, Sheillil of Samarkand; others, because Khlit had been his companion in battle. But others, who were wise, whispered that it was because Iskander Khan found in the saddlebag Khlit gave him the newly severed head of Dongkor Gelong.


  


  

  [image: 09]



  When a man touches the thread of Fate, he is like the blind who feel their way in darkness. His wisdom is less than the grain of sand in the Great Desert.


  When a warrior ventures into the unknown, he also is like to the blind. If he is foolhardy, his grave is dug before the close of the first day’s journey.


  Yet if a warrior is brave, he sees his path clearly. For even in the dark there are stars, some of good omen, some of evil.


  Chinese proverb


  



  At the mountain pass above the river Kerulon, Khlit, the Cossack, reined in his horse. It was the early seventeenth century, when the Kerulon marked the boundary between Chinese territory and the land of the Tatars, the scene of many hard-fought battles.



  In spite of his sixty-odd years, Khlit, known as the Cossack of the Curved Saber to his enemies, was not accustomed to waste thought upon his past. As he looked back, however, down the dark gorge to the river and the level steppe beyond, still warm under the rays of the setting sun, he rested his scarred hands on the peak of the saddle.


  It was his last look at the steppe that had been his home for several years. Such places were few in Khlit's life. Yet this Tatar steppe, just south of the waters of Lake Baikal, was much like the plains of his Cossack days, and therefore Khlit was meditative.


  He had chosen. And, having chosen, he had no regret. Of his own will he had given up the leadership, his place as Kha Khan, of the Jun-gar Tatars, who were the last survivors, except for some bandit tribes of the frontier, of the race of Genghis Khan.


  To Khlit's mind that had been the only way. He was a Christian, and the men of the Jun-gar were followers of Natagai or of the Dalai Lama. He had made enemies among the priests and the other khans. So long as there was fighting, his shrewdness, born of a dozen campaigns, won him respect.


  Now, he mused, the paladins of Tatary waxed fat as well-fed hunting dogs. They had horses and cattle in plenty. He had nothing.


  “There will be a kurultai,” Khlit had told the khans one evening, “a council of the chiefs.”


  Because they were curious, the khans had come to his kibitka without exception. Khlit, during his rule as Kha Khan, had never called a council unless an important event was forthcoming. So the khans had come, grim fighters of a warlike race, who had found kinship in the Cossack who had in his veins the blood of Genghis Khan and who wore the sword of a dead Tatar hero.


  He had done right. Khlit had no doubt about that. Once before this he had been the victim of jealousy in the Cossack encampment, and he had gone forth alone. Wandering, he had obeyed the call of his race—of men born to the saddle, accustomed to roving.


  Khlit's words to the Jun-gar chiefs had been few. He would not be the leader, he said, of men who had it in their heart to choose another. Let them select a younger man for Kha Khan.


  He had given back to them the metal ornaments of rank— the gold neckband and silver-chased belt and scabbard. They had taken them. Khlit, they knew, was old. There were deep lines in his lean face, although his back was straight when he sat in the saddle. The flesh was spare on his sloping shoulders.


  In Khlit's thoughts was the memory of those who had been his close companions in the battles with Chinese and Kallmarks. But Berang was the new Kha Khan. And burly Chagan, the sword-bearer, was hereditary attendant of the Kha Khan of the Jun-gar.


  Truly, he reasoned, it was well. He had ridden from the encampment that same night. Emotion and talk were for women. Yet Chagan had filled the beakers of the khans with tarasun. They had drunk with him the tarasun.


  “He is of our blood,” Berang swore, “and he has shared our meat and kumiss. Let him choose the best of our horses, men of Tatary, and riders to attend him.”


  Khlit had accepted no more than the one horse Chagan brought him—a mettled steppe pony. He was accustomed to go his way alone.


  It did not escape him that Berang, flushed with his new dignity, had been silent when he left the Tatar yurts. And Chagan had been moodily drunk. Not too drunk to hold his stirrup and touch his knee to his own breast in farewell, after the manner of the Tatars. Then it was that Khlit made the speech that lingered in the mind of the khans.


  “I have shared your bread and wine,” he said, “and one tent has sheltered us both. I have become rich in the kinship of brave men. When snow comes to the steppe, you shall have a gift from me. Such a gift as shall honor our friendship.”


  Word of Khlit's promise passed through the encampment. For, thought the khans, how could he send to them a gift after he was gone from the steppe? He had taken neither men nor gold. How was a gift to be gleaned from the bandit tribes of the borderland, or the sands of the Great Desert?


  The khans knew that Khlit was not given to idle words. And, with the coming of snow, they remembered what he had said.


  Khlit, they supposed, would return to the territory of the Cossacks. He turned his horse, however, to the east—to the northern edge of the Great Desert which is called Gobi, beyond which is China. This was a new land, and he entered upon it with a light heart.


  Khlit started, as he sat his horse, noting that the sun had left the distant steppe. The cold of night gripped the gorge, and the Cossack dismounted. Tethering his horse in a thicket, he gathered some brush for a fire. Wrapping himself in his sheepskin cloak and saddlecloth, he sat by the fire, munching the dried beef that had been warmed against his horse's back under the saddle.


  This, with a drink of kumiss from the flask in his saddlebags, completed his meal.


  Truly, thought the Cossack dreamily, it was well to be afoot again. What other life was fit for a man than that with a horse's barrel between his knees, a pipe in his mouth, and open plains before him! Slaves sat by the hearths in the yurts. Swine lay in their wallow. To be at large was best. In this manner he had gone from the steppe to the mountains and to another steppe.


  Aye, it was good to feel the night wind in the face!


  China, he mused drowsily, was the land of treasure. He had heard there were khans who numbered followers by the thousand. Here there would be fighting, the sharp clash of swords, the taking of rich spoil. Here were men of wisdom who played high stakes—life and fortune. Soon he would see, with his own eyes, the Dragon Emperor that travelers had described—the land of the hat and girdle. Of the Yellow Banners, where even the gongs were gold and warriors traced their blood a thousand years.


  



  The way from Tatary to China lay along the hinterland of the desert of Gobi—a space peopled by wandering tribes of both races. Through this Khlit pushed as rapidly as possible, avoiding the caravan routes and keeping to the open steppe.


  Thus it was that he came abreast of the Togra Nor and its ravines. The Togra Nor, a mist-shrouded lake, lay among the defiles overlooking the northern caravan route. From the defiles a convenient point was offered for the barrancas—raids—of the steppe clans. Khlit, guiding his horse straight to the east, found himself among the rocks of the Togra.


  These were no ordinary rocks. Veiled in the customary blue haze of the Mongolian plains, they formed a waste of defiles, barren of the tufts of steppe grass, with occasional lakes in which were mirrored cold white mountain peaks. Unwilling to turn back, Khlit kept to his course, wending deeper in the purple ridges in spite of the uneasiness of his horse.


  It was the second day of his entrance into the Togra defiles that he saw the first human occupant of the place. On a rock peak a horseman stood outlined against the sky. A glance identified him to Khlit as one of the outlaw riders of the steppe. Khlit took no further notice of the man, who appeared not to have seen him, but reined in his horse at sight of smoke rising in a gorge near at hand.


  It was Summer, but the Mongolian steppe is never warm, and the Togra was chilled by its rock heights. No game was to be seen, and the Cossack had had no opportunity to replenish his stock of smoke-dried meat by use of his pistols. His horse had sensed the presence of an encampment, indicated to Khlit by the smoke, and, where an encampment was, forage might be obtained.


  Hence it was that Khlit trotted up the defile and came upon a yurt of rather more than the usual size. It was cleverly located in a bend in the ravine—some two dozen felt tents ranged in a clump of stunted larch. A woman, laying milk curds to dry upon a flat stone, ran to the tents at his approach.


  Khlit noted that a large number of horses were grazing in a grassy stretch further along the defile—a number too large for the size of the yurt. The fact that they were watched by an armed rider tended to confirm his suspicion that the beasts had come to their present position not altogether lawfully. This, however, was a common matter on the steppe, where horses were wealth.


  It was the appearance of the khan who stepped from the tent into which the woman had run that excited his interest. The man was of medium height but so broad that he seemed of unusual size. His heavy hands hung well to his booted knees. A black silk cap trimmed with fur and a red shawl around the waist of his horsehide coat indicated that he was a plainsman of Khirghiz descent. His broad head had a lopsided air, owing to a missing ear, probably carved off by an unlucky sword stroke.


  The khan's slant eyes were set wide apart, and his heavy features indicated mingled good nature and dangerous temper. All this Khlit, who was wise in the ways of men, noted as the other came forward and took his stirrup. When he dismounted, the khan touched him courteously on the chest.


  “Greeting, brother rider of the steppe,” his voice rumbled forth in enormous volume. “Why have you come to the yurt of Dokadur Khan? Ha! May I feed the devil's swine, but you have a good horse. How came you past my sentries?”


  His glance, good-natured and shrewd, swept Khlit. The Cossack had discarded his Tatar clothes for sheepskin coat, leather belt, and horsehide boots. Even the owl's feather denoting his descent from Genghis Khan he no longer wore. In the eyes of Dokadur Khan he might be a well-to-do horseman of Tatar speech but unknown descent. Wherefore the Khirghiz was curious. Khlit had heard of his companion, a bandit of the Togra.


  “The sentries were drunk if they saw me not,” he responded carelessly. “I wish to see the noted khan whom men call Dokadur. Hence I am here.”


  Other men had gathered around the two, with some women in the background that Khlit guessed to be captives. The burly khan surveyed him agape.


  “Ho!” he muttered loudly. “That is a good jest. For the fools of the caravans will travel a day's detour to keep from my yurt. Your name?”


  “Matters not.”


  The khan's black eyes sparkled with curiosity.


  “You came from Tatary, eh?” he hazarded clumsily. “Perchance you can find ripe picking in the caravans. Camels can be cut out by one rider, and the Manchu guards are fools.”


  “It may be. The Togra is not far from the China frontier?”


  “Two days fast riding is the Liao River, and a hunting pavilion of the emperor. When the World Honored One—may his arrival in purgatory be speedy—hunts, there is rare spoil for the plucking.” Dokadur Khan ushered Khlit into his tent and seated his guest by the side of the fire, sunk in the center of the earth floor. At his side a woman poured out the tarasun—fermented mare's milk— from a barrel. The other warriors crowded the enclosure. But Khlit, familiar with the ways of the steppe, knew that he had nothing to fear as long as he was in the yurt of the khan. A guest by the fireside is inviolable.


  “You like not the Dragon Emperor?” He tugged at his long mustache thoughtfully.


  “Nay; how should I?” roared the other. “When his guards cut us down as if we were leper beggars by the highway.”


  “Yet your yurt is near the Liao.”


  “The Togra is a rare nest for the outlaws. Plundering is good. Nay, there is talk of a new hunt of the Lord of Ten Thousand Years—may he die without honor!” Dokadur Khan glanced sidewise at Khlit, as if to observe the effect of his speech, as he fondled a hooded falcon on a perch beside him. “I have sent the word to the outer districts of the Togra.”


  “Hey,” laughed Khlit, for it was his custom to learn what others knew, “then your men wax fat on the slain game?”


  “And on the hunters,” chuckled his companion. “A plump mandarin adorns himself with more silks and jewels than a dozen merchants.”


  “Stripped of his clothing,” added Khlit shrewdly, “the mandarin fetches a good ransom.”


  “Eh, that is true,” grinned the khan.


  The suspicion had faded from his eyes, which had become moist from the heady drink. Here was a meet soul to drink with, whatever his name. He ordered the kettle of mutton, which had been preparing, to be placed between himself and his guest. Around them grouped the listening warriors and behind them the women. The dirty urchins sought place as best they could, while the dogs whined expectantly against the tent felt.


  



  It was the evening meal of the yurt.


  Khlit was accustomed to observe his surroundings keenly.


  Hence it was that he still lived in a time when few men survived middle age. His wits, sharpened by conflict with many races, had grown more alert with the years that weakened the vigor of his sword-arm.


  So, before the boys who had brought water and cloths to cleanse their hands had departed, he had assured himself that the followers of Dokadur Khan were men above the average of the steppe bands, that the khan himself enjoyed complete mastery over them; that his rule embraced the entire Togra, and that, for all his protestations of enmity to the Chinese, his loyalty was for sale to whoever paid best.


  From Khlit and the khan the mutton kettle had passed to the men and then to the women. By the time it reached the urchins, there was little but bones and sinew. Khlit noticed that one boy had armed himself with a bare thigh bone and was fighting the dogs with it for the morsels they had ravished from the mess. On an impulse the Cossack tossed the child his half-consumed portion.


  The boy caught it eagerly, laying about him sturdily to drive away the dogs, and vanished through the tent flap with a surprised glance at his benefactor. Dokadur Khan grunted. But the act had caused Khlit's pistols to flash in the firelight.


  “Those be good weapons,” observed Dokadur Khan, scanning them enviously. “I will buy them.”


  “Nay,” Khlit laughed. “I will not sell.”


  “There be two, of Turkish workmanship. I will give a horse for them.”


  The Cossack shook his head. He was not willing to part with the serviceable weapons—and still less willing to have them in the hands of the Khirghiz. The other growled.


  “Then you are one without wit. I have said I desire the pistols. Is my will a light thing to be put aside?”


  “And I have said I will keep them.”


  Dokadur Khan puffed at his pipe sulkily. Khlit regarded him calmly.


  “So long as you are within the yurt,” muttered the other, “I cannot lay hand on you. It is written. But, when you leave the yurt, my men will follow and slay you for the weapons. If you give them now, you will not die, but there will be no payment.” Khlit's teeth gleamed under his mustache.


  “A jackal snarls when it may not bite. But who fears a jackal, Dokadur Khan?”


  The other's hand went to his sword, and his lip lifted in a snarl. But Khlit did not look at him.


  “Nameless one of unmentionable fathers!” the Khirghiz swore. “It is well you are in the Togra. You cannot leave unseen, and my men will take the weapons from your carcass before you are a mile into the defiles.”


  Khlit knew that Dokadur Khan would do his best to keep his promise. But he knew he was safe as long as he remained in the yurt. He leaned closer to the other.


  “Harken, Khan,” he said slowly, “we be two men with wise heads, you and I. Women quarrel over trinkets. I have heard that Dokadur Khan is skilled above other men in taking horses and in plundering where the danger and the spoil is the greatest. I have seen that this is true. Hey, you are a falcon that takes only the swiftest fox or the strongest antelope.”


  Mingled feelings showed in the Khirghiz' flat face. Pleasure combatted suspicion. His guest was one who cared nought for his feelings, yet who implied that they had common interests. A man of pride and, perhaps, one with a message.


  “The falcon that flies highest,” he responded surlily, “can best see the game afoot. Here in the Togra we hear of events in the steppe and over the frontier.”


  “Then you have heard when the Dragon Emperor comes to Liao to hunt.”


  “Within a week or less.”


  “With many followers?”


  Dokadur Khan threw back his head with a roaring laugh. “Nay, you must be from a distance, if you know not that Wan Li hunts with an army. Aye, an army of thousands; blue and yellow banners of spearmen, armor-arrayed beaters by the hundred; the nobility of Liao province. His pagoda is moved upon the backs of fifty oxen—”


  “Rare plunder for a shrewd man.”


  The khan stared, his grievance forgotten.


  “Wan Li's court! Nay—” he shook his head helplessly—“the Forbidden City itself is not safer than the imperial riches. A hundred beaters die in the time between sunrise and dark, for his sport. Have the Rakchas sent madness upon your head?”


  Khlit shook his head, and the Khirghiz saw that there was no folly in the keen, deep-set eyes under the tufted gray brows.


  “Nay, Dokadur Khan, I would not steal, even from Wan Li. But spoil! There is the reward of the brave fighter. Is the Son of Heaven too high for the glance of a khan such as yourself? Nay, I have seen the citadel of an empire taken by men who had no other virtue than that they rode three hundred miles in three days.” The light of memory in his eyes, the Cossack told the plainsmen what he had seen—a part of it—in his journey from Russia through Persia to Mongolia. As they listened, the men drew nearer the fire eagerly. Here was a tale fit for true men!


  “Truly,” protested the khan at the finish, “I fear not the men of the Dragon Emperor—even though the guards of the Golden Tomb be near at hand in the Liao Hills. But I have not two thousand men. It cannot be!”


  “Can a hooded falcon strike? Nay; only one that soars.”


  “But how?”


  Khlit pointed across the fire to the west.


  “A fool tells what he is about to do. From where I have come are men who have no fear of the Dragon army. This much will I say. Be watchful during the hunt. For the end of the hunt will be the Seventh Moon, which is favorable to foes of the Dragon.” There was no mistaking Dokadur Khan's growing interest. Khlit's recital, capped by his vague promise, had fired his tarasun-heated brain.


  “By keeping your men ready with arms at hand and your eyes keen. Is the Dragon the only one to hunt?”


  Dokadur Khan pondered this with an air of wisdom. There was respect in the glance he cast at Khlit, also burning curiosity. He was aware that his followers were stirred by the words of their guest, and he did not wish to appear ignorant of what was afoot on the steppe.


  When the talk ended, Khlit had gained two points. He had aroused the interest of the brigands and possibly gained himself allies, of a sort, if he should need them in the Togra. And he had taken the khan's mind from his pistols.


  Of this last Khlit could not be sure. Morning might bring thought of his promise to take the weapons to Dokadur Khan. Men of that type were fickle. It might be well not to put him to the test. His respect for Khlit had mounted; still . . .


  Khlit settled the matter himself by stealing from the tent long before dawn when the encampment was wrapped in sleep. He attracted no attention. Yet, when he walked to where his horse was picketed, he heard a step beside him and turned, hand on sword.


  “Lord,” a small, high voice came out of the darkness, “I had thought that the honorable one might leave before it was light. I read wisdom in his look, and those who are wise do not trust to Dokadur Khan. So I waited without the tent.”


  Khlit peered at the shadow beside him and made out the figure of the boy to whom he had thrown the meat. He laughed softly.


  “Eh, little warrior,” he chuckled, “you will be a leader of men some day, and perhaps a horse thief.”


  “If the honorable one says that,” cried the urchin proudly, “it will come true. I listened under the tent wall, and surely the honorable one has the wisdom of the earth at his will. It was such a tale as I have never heard.”


  The boy kept close to the Cossack's side as the latter saddled his horse and mounted.


  “Now,” he whispered importantly, “I will show the khan a way to leave the Togra before the riders of Dokadur can reach him.”


  Khlit leaned down. “Have you a horse, O one who will be great?”


  “Nay,” the lad muttered; “they say I am too young—”


  “Come, then,” chuckled Khlit.


  He swung the child up to his saddle peak. The lad gasped, half in fright, half in pleasure.


  “Show me now this way from these cursed ravines.”


  By dawn they were many miles from the encampment. Khlit had little fear that his trail could be followed. Still he did not rein in his horse until they reached at midday the last of the ridges and came out on the level plain. Then, to the boy's sorrow, he set his comrade down.


  “Harken, little khan,” he growled. “Before many hours the men of Dokadur will come out near here. If not, go to one of the sentinels. Bear this as a free gift from me to Dokadur. Bid him not forget the seventh moon.”


  He put one of his pistols into the hand of the delighted lad and added some beef as an afterthought.


  “It will earn you a better share of mutton,” he laughed. “Say to the khan that I forced you to come with me. And remember the seventh moon.”


  “He shall hear,” swore the child, “on my life!”


  “I doubt it not. Health and honor to you!”


  With that Khlit spurred off eastward across the plain in high good humor. As long as he was in view, the boy stood in the defile holding the weapon clasped tight. Not until Khlit had vanished did he remember he was hungry and eat the dried meat. It was well, he thought triumphantly, that the old khan had not offered him reward. For true men do not reward one another, more than the trust between them, for a service asked and given.


  



  II


  A water-clock tells the passing of time: if the owner of the clock dies, it will not stop. Only when there is no more water will it stop.


  Chinese proverb


  



  At one of the locks on the upper Liao stood the fish-house of Lun Chang, of lowly ancestors. When the crews of the outward-bound junks rested from their labors, they entered the fish-house of Chang to throw dice and to barter for dried fruit and salt fish. Thus it was that Chang prospered and heard much of what came to pass in Liao province. And, as with men of higher caste, his good fortune was his undoing.



  It was late one afternoon of the sixth moon that Chang, his skinny hands folded in his sleeves and his straw-shod feet crossed under him, saw a small river junk draw in to the bank and a tall plainsman with some difficulty land himself and his horse.


  The stranger mounted at once, not clumsily, but with a leap that brought a glint to Chang's lined eyes. A horseman, thought the fish dealer, and one from the plains. Undoubtedly possessed of a full purse of taels. Wherefore his kowtow was respectful.


  “Health and an honorable life, uncle,” he chattered; “is it your will to grace my insignificant shop with your presence? Food of the finest—”


  Khlit scowled. He knew but a few words of Chinese, and the patois of Chang missed its mark. But the nature of the house was self-evident. He pointed to an armful of cherry branches not yet stripped of their fruit or leaves.


  “Bring me these, Swine Face,” he growled in the Tatar tongue. Chang, however, knew the dialects of the frontier.


  “It shall be as the lofty one desires,” he said, picking up the branches. “Lo, here is luxuriant fruit, grown in the gardens of Wei Chung-hsien himself. Nay, will the honorable one—”


  Khlit had caught the burden from him and placed it before his horse. Not until he saw that the animal was feeding well did the Cossack seat himself on a bench without the shop, calling for dried fish. When Chang had satisfied his wants, the shopkeeper lingered near, curious as to the man who fed his horse better than himself.


  “You are from the plains, uncle. You come in good time, for the Son of Heaven himself, with many of his court, comes in the Dragon Chariot to Liao province to the hunting pavilion of Wei Chung-hsien.”


  Khlit tossed the man a coin and kept on eating. Chang stared curiously at his tanned face and gray mustache. His visitor, he was sure, was no Tatar; nor was he a Manchu. Then, what?


  “You have come to take part in the hunt, uncle? Perhaps you are one of the plainsmen sent for by his Excellency, Wei Chung himself, to tell of the whereabouts of game.”


  Khlit knew that it would be well to adopt some story as to his coming. The suggestion of Chang, he reflected, would serve very well. He had little fear of recognition by the Chinese, in his new attire. Few of the latter had seen him, and they were either dead or scattered with the armies of the empire. Still, his face and tongue would excite inquiry from the spies of the emperor. The fish merchant, doubtless, would repeat what he knew. And recognition would mean death to Khlit, who had fought against the Chinese more than once.


  “Aye,” he responded indifferently, “a plainsman.”


  “Then you will have honor at the hunting pavilion, good sir,” gossiped Chang, “for the hunt must not fail of success, especially as it comes in the seventh moon, which some astrologers say is unpropitious for the emperor. It took all the arts of the beautiful Lady Li, the favorite, to bring him to Liao, it is said.”


  “Is the master of an empire obedient to the whim of a woman?” Chang looked around him cautiously and lowered his voice. “I have heard many rumors, honorable hunter. A junkman from the Forbidden City swore, when he had several beakers of wine, that the Lady Li, of the tiny feet, holds the heartstrings of Wan Li. In all but name she is empress. She is as fair as a pink sunrise—although that is a topic not for my profane tongue— even if she was once a harlot.”


  Khlit grunted with distaste of the man's whispering. Yet here was tidings Khlit needed. He tossed another coin to Chang. This time it was gold. The fish dealer thrust it eagerly into his belt with a quick glance at his visitor.


  “It is music in my ears,” observed Khlit, “to hear such news of the Dragon Court. There is little heard of such things on the steppe. Say on.”


  Momentary suspicion gleamed in Chang's faded eyes. It was dangerous to talk of those in power in Liao. But he loved gossip. And the stranger undoubtedly was a man from the steppe, and not a spy.


  “Harken, uncle. Beyond the hunting pavilion of Liao is the Fourteenth Tomb of the Ming Dynasty, called the Golden Tomb because of the treasures buried with the forefather of Wan Li. The Son of Heaven, in his august pleasure, is a lover of the chase. He was displeased when the astrologers declared that the seventh moon was one of bad omen. The emperor plans, it is rumored, to visit the pavilion in order to burn incense before the grave of his great ancestor, as is the custom. Then at the same time he will hunt. Thus, by his mission of prayer, the ill luck will be averted, and he may still enjoy a hunt.”


  Khlit did not smile at the manner in which the Dragon Emperor had saved his face. The ways of the Chinese were new to him, and he pondered.


  “And Wei Chung—whatever the devil calls himself?” he asked. “Truly, you know many things, Chang.”


  The dirty fish dealer was plainly flattered.


  “Wei Chung-hsien,” he explained, “is an honored eunuch and advisor of the munificent Wan Li. All unworthy, I speak the names of such great men. The home of Wei Chung-hsien is in the province here, and it is said he is head of the spies of the Dragon Throne, besides being one of the clouds of Heaven. He has the trust of Wan Li—a mighty eunuch.”


  Khlit's probing brain pieced together the fragments of the fish dealer's gossip—with a grim curiosity as to the land where such as Chang bandied rumors about the court.


  The Lady Li, it appeared, owed much of her influence over Wan Li to the fact that she was the mother of a child—who was not the heir to the throne. Thus, without the title of empress, she was still the favored woman of the court—a court unequaled in the Ming Dynasty for magnificence. Rumor stated that she was as ambitious as she was beautiful.


  Wei Chung-hsien had been the emperor's friend from birth—a confidential advisor and intimate of the astrologers. His position as master of the spies naturally gave him access to all information that came to the court, wherefore he was much sought after by nobles who wished to better their fortunes.


  “What kind of a man,” broke in Khlit impatiently, “is this emperor who has women and near women for councilors?”


  Horror showed in Chang's face at this remark. The fish dealer might gossip concerning the Lady Li, but the person of the Son of Heaven was of celestial purity. A generous monarch, he cried, dutiful to the spirits of his ancestors and peace-loving, leaving the management of his armies in the hands of Wei Chung-hsien. Khlit tugged at his mustache moodily. The picture was not to his liking.


  A sudden silence on the part of Chang caused him to look up. Along the bank of the river a small cavalcade was coming toward the inn. Several horsemen preceded a black sedan with yellow trimmings. Beside it walked two stout mandarins in gorgeous dress.


  “A sedan of the court,” whispered the fish dealer hurriedly. “Bow!”


  Khlit remained seated as he was, but the other advanced a pace and bent his head nearly to his knees. Not content with this, Chang kneeled in the dirt and pressed his head to the ground. Abreast of the shop the sedan halted, and one of the silk-robed personages approached them.


  Khlit had not seen such an individual before. The man's sleeves hung below his knees; the blue-green of his robe was faced with yellow, and a tiny dragon was embroidered near the throat. A stout man, with smooth flesh hiding his eyes.


  The newcomer halted and surveyed the prostrate fish dealer, who bobbed his head without looking up. Then he said something


  Khlit did not understand. Chang rose on his haunches with a muttered reply. Khlit saw the figure of the fish-merchant stiffen.


  Without further speech Chang got up and went into the house. He came out with a wooden spade. The man of the dragon robe pointed to the earth near the building, and Chang set to work to dig. Khlit saw that several sailors, who were looking on, had fallen to their knees. The face of Chang was dripping sweat, and in it Khlit read something akin to deadly fear. At times the dragon-robed individual kicked him.


  Something was in the air. Khlit noted that the horsemen had come closer and were watching idly. From the latticed window of the sedan-chair he thought he saw a face peering, a small face, half-veiled by a fan held before it. A pair of dark eyes were visible over the fan. They belonged, thought Khlit, to a woman. He was not sure.


  By now Chang had dug some two feet below the surface, for the ground was soft—a hole some six feet by two. He worked feverishly, aided by the kicks of the other. His legs were trembling. Then Khlit saw the dragon robe turn toward the sedan. Apparently some message passed between the occupant of the chair and the other, for the man stepped to Chang's side. The fish dealer dropped his spade with a hoarse cry.


  Quickly and without waste of effort the man of the dragon robe placed one hand over Chang's forehead, catching two fingers in the nostrils. A knife flashed in the other hand. The man then drew the knife deftly across the throat of the fish dealer.


  Khlit saw the legs of Chang crumple under him, and Chang himself fall into the newly dug hole. The man in the dragon robe motioned to the onlookers, who took up the spade and began throwing the dirt back on the body. The slayer of the fish dealer tossed the bloody knife down and turned to Khlit.


  The Cossack, surprised at what had happened, understood that the other was asking his name. He thought quickly.


  “I am a huntsman,” he said in the dialect of the plainsmen of Dokadur Khan, “come to the pavilion.”


  The Chinaman's brow cleared.


  “You are one of those—summoned?” he asked in the same dialect.


  “To the hunt.”


  “By order of—”


  “Wei Chung, of Liao,” hazarded Khlit shrewdly.


  The gossip of the slain Chang had served him well.


  “Where do you come from?”


  “The border. Is it not well? I have been told—”


  The man held up his hand for silence.


  “It is well, hunter. I am Ch'en Ti-jun, a eunuch of Wei Chung's. You can speak freely to me. What is your name and caste?” Khlit glanced around at the watching sailors.


  “That is for the ears of him who sent for me,” he said slowly; “not for others.”


  The eunuch nodded approvingly.


  “A fool is light of tongue,” he commented. “Yonder carrion that was Chang, the fish dealer, gossiped concerning the name of a woman high in favor in the eyes of the Son of Heaven. Now he is sped to his ancestors unhonored.”


  Khlit remembered the face he had seen behind the lattice of the sedan and guessed that the dark eyes might belong to the Lady Li. He said nothing, however, mounting his horse and joining the cavalcade which resumed its course away from the river. This he did at the bidding of Ch'en Ti-jun.


  As he rode, he summed up what he had learned. Clearly, Wei Chung-hsien had sent for certain men from the border. Khlit had told the eunuch that he was one of this number. Ch'en Ti-jun would doubtless report as much to his master. Meanwhile, Khlit's position at the hunting pavilion would be safe.


  What did Wei Chung desire of him? How would he explain his coming to the latter? Time would take care of that, thought Khlit, who was accustomed to rely on his wit. In this manner did Khlit come to match his skill against the men of the Dragon in the contest which only ended at the second gate of the Golden Tomb.


  He found the pavilion of Wei Chung to be a yâmen of considerable size, an array of ornate buildings enclosed by a wall, the pavilion itself being a palace surrounded by gardens in the center of the enclosure. He was led by one of the horsemen to a low building beside the stables where the hunters were quartered. Entering, after caring for his horse, he found a motley assembly dicing and drinking.


  Khlit selected a wooden couch in one corner of the hall where he could see what went on in the building, placing his saddlebags and coat upon it. Among his companions he identified longhaired Manchus of the North, a few swarthy, fur-clad Tungusi hunters, and the remainder squat Solangs of the border provinces. Hillmen and plainsmen, he thought, with few Chinese. Drunk, for the most part, and quarrelsome. He was content, however, to be here and not in the edifices of the Chinese, where spies were to be found.


  His entrance had not passed unnoticed. A six-foot Manchu swordsman swaggered over to his couch and surveyed him, arms akimbo.


  “Ho, good sirs,” bellowed the giant, “a graybeard has fallen into our nest! Nay, look, he wears a full head of hair, unshaven on the forehead. By the sacred magpie, he is a cur among proper men. He will give us good sport! Shall we pluck out his hair or singe his beard?”


  Several of the hunters strolled over at this, and gibes flew fast at the unconcerned Cossack. Among men such as these a gray-beard was a rare sight, and Khlit belonged to none of the factions present. The drunken idlers welcomed the prospect of entertaining torment at the hand of the Manchu, who, by his size and manner, seemed to be a leader of his faction.


  Khlit understood the speech of his persecutor, as the Manchu tongue was similar to the Tatar, but he made no response except to look up. To the Manchu this was a sign of weakness.


  “Come, lads,” he roared, “we'll singe the hair of his face and head. Ho, then he will be like a raven plucked of its feathers.”


  “An owl!” put in another gleefully.


  “Here is fire!” added a third, handing to the Manchu a smoldering stick pulled from a brazier.


  Khlit looked from one to the other. Loud-mouthed scoundrels, he thought, and therefore less dangerous. The Manchu thrust back the sleeves of his embroidered tunic with elaborate pretense and flourished the brand. The onlookers roared with glee at this by-play.


  “I have no quarrel with you,” growled Khlit, who had grown to dislike combat except where it served his own ends.


  “Then I will pick one with you, grandfather of the owls.”


  Laughter greeted this sally. Attracted by the noise, a short figure in armor-stained undercoat of leather thrust through the group, a Manchu with a quiver slung over his shoulder and a guitar, at which he was plucking, under one arm. The newcomer stared at Khlit with a frown, and the Cossack returned his gaze curiously.


  “Poor sport for you here, Kurluk,” quoth the archer to the tall Manchu. He peered closer at Khlit. “May the devil mate with me! Nay, may I be born again as a woman, and queen of a pest-house, but here is an old friend!”


  The man's voice stirred Khlit's memory. The short, tightmuscled form of the archer also was familiar. The latter, seeing his hesitation, plied the strings of the guitar.


  



  When sober I feel,


  You are both my good friends.


  When drunken I reel,


  Our good fellowship ends!


  



  He sang, and recognition flashed into Khlit's eyes. He remembered a certain tower he had once held by good use of his curved saber, assisted by the shafts of the squat archer.


  “Arslan!” he responded. “What do you here, minstrel?”


  The singer kowtowed solemnly.


  “Lord,” he laughed, “I follow upon the scent of golden taels. Or silver, for that matter. Whoever pays, I am his servant; if he pays well, I am his slave. Here be women of the court in yonder palace who throw a worthy minstrel coins for a melodious song; likewise certain clouds of heaven who are pregnant with gold. As for Wei Chung, being neither man nor woman but a eunuch with a fat purse, I plant my shafts in the gizzards of his enemies.”


  “When last we met, Arslan,” observed Khlit, recalling that the archer had been employing his arrows against the Chinese, “it was otherwise—”


  “The dice of fate, lord,” broke in Arslan hastily, “fall not always in the same manner. Like a horned ram, a poor mercenary does well not to look behind him—”


  “Or to name those whom he met before, Arslan,” growled Khlit meaningly, for fear the archer should reveal his identity. Arslan, however, he knew to be a man of wit and counsel, indebted to him for his life. “I, also, am a mercenary without title or honor other than my sword brings. Hey, that is a true word.”


  “You know this graybeard, Arslan?” put in Kurluk impatiently. “Nay, I shall make him croak like a sick raven. What name bears he?”


  The slant eyes of the short archer narrowed shrewdly. Khlit's words had not been wasted.


  “He has the surname of the Curved Saber, O light of skull,” he laughed. “From that long weapon at his thigh.”


  “You called him 'lord,' ” persisted the other suspiciously.


  “Because he is a better fellow than you, Kurluk. Before this life you were an ape. You will be born again as a parrot, undoubtedly. But this old warrior has wisdom under his gray thatch.”


  Kurluk scowled, resenting Arslan's nimble tongue. The latter, however, he did not choose to antagonize.


  “We will burn his roof for him,” he muttered, flourishing the brand.


  The onlookers guffawed.


  Arslan's yellow teeth gleamed.


  “Take care you scorch not your own thick fingers, Kurluk of the addle-pate,” he retorted.


  He had seen Khlit use his curved sword.


  



  When a heaven-born fool


  Uses fire, in his folly,


  He will find it a tool


  Of dire melancholy.


  



  He chanted, grinning. Kurluk scowled the more and advanced upon Khlit. The Cossack by a quick thrust of his scabbard knocked the burning stick to the floor. Kurluk swore and clapped hand to sword. The watchers drew back, sensing a quarrel. The noisy hunters fell silent, watching the two.


  “I have done you no harm, Kurluk,” said Khlit mildly, for in his present situation he disliked to attract attention to himself. “Leave the brand in the fire, and we will drink good wine together, you and I.”


  But the Manchu was not minded to forfeit his sport. His prestige was at stake, and Arslan's taunts had got under his thick skin. He jerked out his short sword savagely.


  “Come, dog of the devil,” he growled, “I am weary of hearing you bark. Let me see your teeth, if old age has left you any.”


  With that he spat in the direction of the Cossack, who rose from the couch at once, drawing his weapon. Arslan plucked rapidly at his guitar in high good humor.


  As a rule, a Manchu was well-versed in use of the heavy, hatchet-shaped sword. There were no sturdier fighters among the men of the Dragon banners. But a Cossack is trained from infancy in handling his weapons and is a match for the skilled Osmanli and the best of the dangerous Tatars. His skill is that of one bred to no other purpose.


  Khlit's shoulder and arm muscles were lean. He knew that his strength would last only a brief interval against the powerful swordplay of Kurluk. Wherefore he met the rush of his adversary in a manner that brought startled exclamations to the lips of the onlookers and a grin from Arslan.


  Kurluk swung his weapon to beat down Khlit's guard. He found that the other's curved sword pressed against his own before his stroke gathered force. Lash and thrust as he would, the lighter sword formed a glittering guard before his face. When his strokes pierced the guard, the Cossack leaped to one side.


  Not only that. Deftly Khlit was thrusting at Kurluk's head. His swift, short strokes cut the skin of the other's shaven head, drawing from one side to the other as a man uses a whetstone against a knife. Blood streamed from the Manchu's skull. Striving desperately to free his sword from the pressure of the other's blade, Kurluk was helpless to stop the deliberate slicing of his forehead.


  A moment after the bout had begun, it ended. Kurluk stood cursing, his eyes and ears filled with blood that spattered from his face to the floor. Blinded by it, he was helpless.


  “Come, Kurluk,” cried Khlit, lowering his sword, “a skilled warrior like you should use his weapon against his enemies. 'Tis a waste of good blood between friends. Let Arslan pour water over your sore head, and we will drink a cup of wine. Truly, it was not by might but by a trick of the sword that I blinded you. So I would have you for a friend.”


  Kurluk growled irresolutely, rubbing at his smarting eyes. “Nay, brain of an ox,” mocked Arslan, “here is a true man. Sheathe your sword.”


  The Manchu did so. Thus it was that the Cossack found a friend in a land where he had few friends and many foes. But uppermost in his mind was the regret that the sword-bout had drawn widespread attention to him. He could no longer hope to remain unnoticed among the hunters.


  



  III


  On the first day of the seventh moon the beast Chi Lin was sighted near the hunting pavilion of the Son of Heaven. Once before had the beast Chi Lin been seen, and the omen was auspicious for the hunt. Yet at the same time a dark star was ascendant in the sky at night. How was it to be known which was the true omen, the good or the bad?


  Annals of the reign of Wan Li


  



  In his silk-hung apartment Wan Li moved restlessly, glancing at the water-clock which showed it to be an early hour in the evening. A tall man in middle age with the full girth and broad, placid face of his race, he had discarded his robes of ceremony for a short dragon tunic.



  Wan Li was impatient. For a week he had waited at the hunting yâmen of Wei Chung-hsien, and as yet there had been no decision from the court of astrologers regarding the omens of the coming hunt. And it was already the seventh moon. A verdict had been promised for that night, and it was already late. He halted impatiently by the two attendants at the door.


  “Has Li Yuan F'o asked for admittance yet?” he asked.


  One of the men kowtowed.


  “May your Majesty live forever! Your servants have not seen the honorable astrologer—”


  “Then go,” commanded Wan Li, “and say it is my will that he come!”


  He seated himself irritably on an ebony bench but looked up eagerly at the appearance of the astrologer. Li Yuan F'o, a venerable savant in ceremonial attire, made the nine obeisances and kneeled. His lined face was troubled.


  “Your decision—the omens?” inquired Wan Li quickly.


  “Lord of Ten Thousand Years!” began the man. “Your court of astrology has considered the omens with the greatest care, and our divination has been made. As the Son of Heaven in his wisdom knows, the augury of the stars is infallible. The lives of your ancestors of illustrious name have been safeguarded by the celestial omens.”


  “No one knows better than I, Li Yuan,” assented Wan Li respectfully.


  “We have used the utmost of our knowledge. The World Honored One must not undertake the hunt. The dark star of evil omens is in the ascendancy during this moon. It is written that your Majesty must start upon no venture while this star is high in the heavens. That is the verdict of the court of astrology.”


  Wan Li frowned. Plainly he was not pleased.


  “Yet I come here upon a sacred mission. To enter the tomb of my ancestor and burn incense before his coffin. Such an act is sufficient to abolish the evil influence of the star. Have you considered that, Li Yuan?”


  The man kowtowed.


  “We have considered, Lord of Ten Thousand Years. To open the grave door of the Golden Tomb, wherein no one but the Son of Heaven may come, is a holy act, but the omens are dark. Heed well the words of your faithful servants and close your ears to all others. There are some near you who think first of themselves, then of the Presence—”


  Wan Li moved his head impatiently.


  “I heed your words of wisdom as an astrologer, Li Yuan. But other advice I judge as I please. You are hostile to Wei Chung-hsien, who has my heart and ear. Is the decision of the astrologers final?”


  Li Juan's stately head bowed.


  “It is final, except for divine intervention —such as the appearance of the celestial beast Chi Lin, which is always auspicious to your dynasty. Your Majesty must not hunt. The Golden Tomb awaits you.”


  Both the astrologer and the emperor started at this unfortunate reference to the tomb of the Ming Dynasty. Wan Li was impressed as well as disgruntled. He shook his sleeve, dismissing the savant.


  “Very well,” he muttered. “I had it in my heart to hunt, but, if the omens—”


  Li Yuan departed hastily, a triumphant light in his faded eyes. In the outer hall he did not see the eunuch Ch'en Ti-jun step from a hidden door and follow him. Still less did the astrologer guess that this door gave access to a compartment directly behind the silk hangings of Wan Li's chamber. The eunuch laid his hand roughly on the savant's shoulder.


  “Treacherous imbecile!” hissed the eunuch. “Is that the way you obey the command of Wei Chung-hsien? After a week's humbug!” Li Yuan freed himself with dignity.


  “The message of the stars,” he said gravely, “is not subject to the will of men. I have told his Majesty the truth. Let him be warned by it. I care not for Wei Chung.”


  “You will think otherwise,” assured Ch'en Ti-jun savagely, “if your old fingers are crushed slowly and your brains squeezed until they run through your nose. Go back and tell Wan Li you have reconsidered, or Wei Chung shall deal with you.”


  “Am I the servant of Wei Chung?” Defiance flashed in the eyes of the astrologer. “Is the Lord of Ten Thousand Years a slave to his own minion? Even if the court has become a hotbed of spies and false tales, forbidden to men of honor? Nay; I serve Wan Li and the stars.”


  The eunuch smiled.


  “Even the decision of the stars, Li Yuan, can be bought by gold. You were witless to refuse Wei Chung's generous offer of rank and gold ingots. Truly, the matter is not important. What harm can come to Wan Li if he hunts?”


  “I know not,” the astrologer's voice trembled, and his glance fell. “But the stars do not lie. If the matter is so slight, why do you offer me so much to lie?”


  Ch'en Ti-jun gnawed his lip; then he passed his long fingernails softly across the astrologer's thin throat.


  “You know what happens to those who disobey Wei Chung? And how useless it is to oppose him? Are you entirely mad?”


  Li Yuan's figure, which had fallen to trembling, stiffened.


  “I shall be before long,” he muttered angrily, “if these rats and foxes who are eunuchs of the court seize what power is left to the emperor. Already they have the command of his armies and the decision as to who shall be admitted to the Presence. They build triumphal arches for themselves, while the Son of Heaven, blind to their sins, goes unhonored. They wear the imperial yellow and forge orders in his name. Now they would control the immutable verdict of the stars—”


  Still muttering, the old man moved away from Ch'en Ti-jun, down the passage. The eunuch looked after him, scowling. Then he turned swiftly and halted by the door from which he had come. He paused as if listening, nodding once or twice, as at a command from behind the hangings.


  “But if they deny it?” he whispered.


  Apparently the reply satisfied him, for he went to the attendants of the emperor's chamber. Wan Li acknowledged his subservient greeting with a gleam of anticipation. Experience had taught him that the eunuchs were quick to guess his pleasure and minister to it when he was displeased—more so than the hereditary members of his court, who persisted in troubling him with protests and state affairs.


  “Lord of Ten Thousand Years,” began Ch'en Ti-jun respectfully, “it is the honor of your slave to be the bearer of good tidings. Some members of the court of astrology have disagreed with the ancient Li Yuan. They say he has not interpreted the stars correctly. Your slave brings you their word.”


  “Is it favorable?”


  “World Honored One, it is so. And this is the manner of it. While a certain star of ill omen is in the sky during the seventh moon, there is another star above it.”


  Wan Li nodded eagerly. The eunuch glanced involuntarily toward one of the silk hangings which swayed as if with a breath of air, although the chamber was closed on all sides.


  “It is due to the zealous Wei Chung, whose happiness it is to serve the Son of Heaven, that the good tidings were learned,” he continued smoothly. “He has questioned some of the astrologers and discovered this all-important fact. No less a star than that of good omen, your Majesty's birth-star, is now taking the ascendancy over the dark orb of ill omen. He does not believe that the venerable Li Yuan knew of this.”


  “Li Yuan is old,” agreed Wan Li eagerly; “he may have made a mistake.”


  “Doubtless unwittingly. But during the seventh moon, when the birth-star of the Son of Heaven is high, he may undertake a hunt in safety. His happiness is precious to those near the Presence. Excellent game has been sighted in the country between here and the Togra. Everything is prepared. Will your Majesty name the happy day of the opening of the hunt?”


  Mingled feelings were reflected in the good-natured face of Wan Li.


  “Is it not true,” he questioned, “that a birth-star and the one of evil omen together in the sky may mean death?”


  Ch'en Ti-jun shook his head with a smile.


  “In the case of lesser men, perhaps—and then not always. But there is no power like that of the Dragon Planet. Has not the star of your dynasty brought prosperity and long years to you? O Lord of Ten Thousand Years, has the word of the ancient Li Yuan more force than the good omen of your dynasty? Wei Chung-hsien would be grieved if he heard that the Son of Heaven had such a thought.”


  Wan Li shook his head dubiously. His better judgment told him that in matters of celestial omens the old astrologer would not deceive him. But he had the superstition of his time, and the prospect of the anticipated hunt was alluring. He dismissed Ch'en Ti-jun, unable to make up his mind.


  Not more than five minutes after the hangings had fallen behind the eunuch, they parted again and revealed the smiling form of Wei Chung-hsien, clad in resplendent silks, embroidered as was the emperor's tunic with a yellow dragon. The large eyes of the chief eunuch were soft with pleasure as his massive figure made a slight obeisance.


  “Glorious tidings for the ear of the Son of Heaven. All breathless, I hasten to bring them, to be the first to whisper the auspicious news. Your divine reign has been blessed by a true sign from heaven. A Manchu huntsman of my employ has sighted a Chi Lin near the yâmen. The god-like beast that is an omen of celestial goodwill.”


  Wan Li started and flushed.


  “A Manchu huntsman! His name? Bring him to me that I may hear the story from his own lips.”


  Wei Chung shook his head regretfully.


  “The fortunate man,” he responded, “is drunk, overcome by his find, and cannot come to the Presence.”


  A last doubt clouded the smooth brow of the emperor.


  “How could a Manchu recognize the sacred beast?”


  Wei Chung bowed with folded arms.


  “O Lord of Ten Thousand Years, do you not see that the wonder is twofold thereby? For he, being of low birth, did not know what he had seen. Only when he described the strange beast to me did I know of the good fortune of your Majesty. It is proof the man did not lie. As for the hunt—”


  “The day after tomorrow,” cried Wan Li joyfully, “I appoint as the beginning of the hunt. See that all is ready.”


  For a week the huntsmen had been idling in their quarters, and joyfully they received the tidings that night. The hunt was to begin at dawn on the second day. A eunuch of the court brought them the news, and they straightway fell to cleaning weapons and discussing the location of game on the plains beyond the Liao River.


  To Khlit and Arslan the announcement brought relief. They had been chafing at the inactivity. Khlit especially found it irksome. He had tried to enter the imperial yâmen to satisfy his curiosity concerning the Dragon Court. But every gate was guarded by the followers of Wei Chung. Nobles came and went in curtained sedans, surrounded by horsemen.


  The atmosphere of the encampment beside the yâmen, where the soldiers of the emperor were quartered, was also strange to Khlit. The officers treated him with a contempt which he bore with grim patience. The Chinese men-at-arms were suspicious of his unusual face and figure and avoided him. Their weapons excited his amusement—armored headpieces and vambraces guarding the arteries, huge quilted coats and two-handed swords, silken garments and black satin boots. The air of secrecy and distrust that pervaded the place was disagreeable to the open-handed Cossack.


  Thus he was surprised when a messenger came from the yâmen summoning him to the hunting pavilion with Arslan. The archer touched him on the shoulder warningly as they followed their guide into the darkness.


  “Silence is best, lord,” he whispered. “Where we are going, the curtains have ears. If any ask, remember that you are one of the stout fellows sent for by Wei Chung from the plains. Kurluk and I are among them. None will know that you were not summoned with the rest.”


  Khlit grunted understanding. They were admitted by the sentinels at the gate and turned into a narrow passage that brought them to some stairs leading to the floor above. Here the floors were carpeted with costly Persian rugs, and the walls shone with lacquer and enamel. The scent of dried flowers was in the air.


  A slender girl peered out at them from a curtain, which was drawn aside, and they stood in a dimly lit chamber where the walls were veiled in shadows cast by a red paper lantern overhead. Their guide had disappeared, but a squat eunuch took his place. Khlit felt that they were being carefully inspected by unseen eyes.


  Presently he saw the eunuch kowtow and Arslan follow suit. Then he was aware that a woman had entered the room and was seated on a couch in front of them. In spite of the warning hiss of the eunuch, the Cossack scanned the shadowy figure.


  He saw a slender form, erect, in a black silk dress, gold-embroidered, with a yellow crepe veil framing a delicate face. The tiny red lips were brilliant with paint; the dark eyes inscrutable. She was speaking in a low voice. Later Arslan interpreted what she had said.


  They had been granted an audience by the Lady Li, favorite of the emperor.


  She had heard, she said, that they were the leaders of the huntsmen who were to find game for the Son of Heaven. During the chase they would keep near the imperial sedan, pointing out the places where the finest animals were to be found. Such was the custom.


  Before the chase began, said the Lady Li, the Son of Heaven would go to the tomb of his ancestor, a few hours' ride into the plain from the yâmen. There he would enter the grave chamber to burn incense and offer prayer, as was permitted once in ten years to the Ming monarchs. This duty performed, Wan Li would go to his sedan. Then the signal would be given for the beaters to begin their casts into the plains, and the hunt would go forward.


  The departure from the yâmen would be after midnight so that the emperor would leave the Golden Tomb at dawn—such was his impatience to begin the excursion into the plains.


  From the moment they left the yâmen, said the Lady Li, it was her wish that the worthy huntsmen, comrades of Khlit and Arslan, should ride close to the imperial chair. Darkness, she hinted, was a screen for the working of evil by traitors, of whom there were many in the court. The huntsmen could be relied on to be faithful to their salt. They must see to it that the emperor was not molested during the confusion of the hunt. Especially when the chase pushed into the rocky regions in the distant plains where ambuscades were possible.


  The huntsmen must never leave the chair of the emperor.


  This was the word of the Lady Li of the shell-tinted face and the dark eyes. At a signal from the eunuch Arslan and Khlit took their departure, walking backward. A light rain was falling without, and the archer drew the Cossack into a group of cherry trees beside the pavilion gate while he told him the woman's message.


  “Hey, old warrior,” he chuckled, “you and I have been blessed with a rare sight, the face of the beautiful courtesan whose dainty hand upraised could slit the gullets of a thousand men if it pleased her. We shall have a fat purse of taels for this night's work. Nay, I marvel that she trusts us.”


  Khlit shook his head moodily.


  “Think you so, Arslan? Why should she put faith in us? Are the words of such a woman to be believed?”


  “She spoke us fairly. We are to watch over the emperor's person. Doubtless she has heard the tale of your swordplay with Kurluk. It may be she suspects evil of the fat Wei Chung.”


  “In whose pay you are.”


  “True. But the more masters, the more gold. The Lady Li has promised us costly emeralds and sapphires for doing her bidding. Wei Chung has not ordered otherwise.”


  Khlit stared at the lantern over the postern thoughtfully.


  “It is said the Lady Li has a son. Is it true?”


  “So the tale runs. A year ago the Lady Li announced that a son had been born, and the emperor burned incense before her tablet out of pure joy. Some said an infant had been smuggled into the woman's palace that night, but doubtless they were sliced in quarters for that calumny. Wan Li favors the child above his lawful heir, who has the support of the older nobles. There be rumors that Wan Li has signed a decree naming the son of Lady Li as his successor. I know not. In the Dragon Court a decree is often a forgery at the hands of these foxes of eunuchs.”


  “Evil follows the destiny of a ruler who gives power to servants.”


  Arslan stared at his companion curiously. Khlit's keen insight into what went on about him was something of a mystery to the light-minded archer.


  “You speak as one who knows the celestial omens, lord,” he muttered.


  The Cossack did not smile.


  “Have you forgotten, Arslan,” he responded, “that I have been, for a time, a leader of men?”


  “Nay, I have not forgotten, Khlit. Nor that you once saved my life. Wherefore, I am your man, and your will is mine. Your peril is my peril. But why have you come to this nest of evil?”


  This question had often troubled Arslan. Khlit did not reply at once.


  “It is in my blood to wander, Arslan,” he growled. “Why does a goshawk fly up into the sun? I have come to see the face of the Dragon Emperor, Lord of a Hundred Million Souls. When I have done so, I will be content.”


  Arslan shook his dark head dubiously. Why should a man risk his skin in such a profitless venture?


  “I have a thought,” mused Khlit, “that, if Wan Li died and the decree of which you speak could be produced, the Lady Li might claim the throne for her child. As the boy is an infant, she would then be empress dowager, in possession of the Dragon Throne.”


  The archer caught his arm hastily.


  “Those words would earn us molten silver down our gullets, Khlit,” he warned, anxiously. “Nay, you know not the power of the older nobles. If the Lady Li should be guilty of such a crime, all her influence at court would not save her life.”


  “Not if she were allied to Wei Chung?”


  “The chief eunuch is his own master, Khlit. Nay, the slayer of Wan Li would be snuffed out like a candle in the wind, if he were the all-powerful eunuch himself.”


  “Wan Li might die by accident.”


  “Does the sun become dark by chance? To think that is madness.”


  The archer broke off, pointing to the postern. A sedan-chair had drawn up at the gate. The two watchers saw a robed figure descend from it hastily.


  “That is the astrologer, Li Yuan,” whispered Arslan, peering out between the tree trunks.


  Khlit saw the face of the old man in the lantern light as he spoke to the guards. Li Yuan F'o seemed strongly agitated as he begged admittance. The attendants barred his passage.


  “The old stargazer is wroth,” interpreted Arslan, who had caught the raised voices of the trio. “He asks why a noble of the court is barred from the presence of the emperor.”


  “What say the guards?”


  “The Son of Heaven is asleep and must not be disturbed.”


  Li Yuan seemed to be protesting violently. He tried to push between the guards and was thrust back by their spears. Beating his forehead with clenched fists, he returned to his chair, which was borne off in the darkness by the bearers.


  No sooner had he disappeared than the bulky figure of Wei Chung came to the doorway from within. The chief eunuch muttered something to the two guards, who seized their spears and ran after the sedan. Then Wei Chung retreated into the building.


  To Arslan's horror Khlit emerged from the trees and sought the door, now empty of attendants. The archer followed unwillingly in time to see the tall Cossack peer up the stairs after the figure of the chief eunuch.


  Not content with this, Khlit, motioning the archer to silence, slipped up the stairway. Looking into the silken hall, he saw Wei Chung vanish into the chamber where they had left the Lady Li. Arslan heard a moment later the shrill laugh of a woman.


  “If we are found here,” he whispered fearfully, “we shall be meat for the hunting dogs on the morrow—”


  This time Khlit accompanied Arslan to the door and out into the rain. His face was moody, and he did not speak until they regained the hunters' quarters.


  “A woman and a eunuch,” he said, “and well pleased.”


  



  The next day Arslan reported that an imperial decree had ordered Li Yuan and the other astrologers from the grounds of the hunting pavilion. The name signed to the decree was that of Wei Chung.


  It is written in the annals of Wan Li, of the Ming dynasty, that on the day before the hunt of the seventh moon, his Majesty out of generous goodwill toward his subjects ordained that a puppet show be given in the courtyard of the pavilion for the hunters. In the halls by the stables Arslan greeted the announcement of the servant with a loud shout of approval, while his black eyes snapped with excitement.


  “Ho, brothers,” he cried, “here will be merry music of fiddles and rare wine for the men of the chase. Let us go at once and seize the benches before the puppet cage!”


  His words were greeted by an answering shout from the idlers, whose interest was lightly stirred. The Manchus and plainsmen, Khlit among them, were early on the scene. They found the fruit-garden of the pavilion surrounded by eunuchs with drawn swords and the gates of the building itself heavily guarded by armed soldiery. But their anticipation was aroused by sight of a painted wooden structure among the trees in the courtyard.


  The puppet stage was curtained on three sides, the fourth presenting a miniature stage to the audience. Swaying of the draperies suggested to the eager audience of soldiers, huntsmen, and servants that the puppets were already in preparation for the show. Musicians tuned up squeaky fiddles at one side of the edifice. An imposingly garbed mandarin stood before the stage, ready to interpret the actions of the play. Wine was not lacking.


  Wan Li had given especial orders that his huntsmen were to be well entertained. He himself deigned to appear behind the lattice screens of the pavilion balcony overlooking the court. Wei Chung and the Lady Li with her attendants were the only ones with him, for, since his decision to hold the hunt, the emperor had dismissed the nobles, who plagued him with matters of state, back to Peking. He sat expectantly on a couch, as eager as his servants for the play to begin.


  At a signal from the mandarin by the stage the huntsmen arose and kowtowed respectfully in the direction of the concealed monarch.


  “These worthies of the chase, sire,” bowed Wei Chung, “express their hopes for a great kill of antelope, deer, tigers and the splendid wild camels for the morrow. They rejoice with the Presence in the good omen of the Chi Lin.”


  Wan Li was still disappointed that he could not speak with the man who had sighted the legendary beast called the Chi Lin— that left no footprint and conversed with human beings in their own tongue. He half hoped, however, aided by the flatteries of the eunuchs, that the Chi Lin of good omen would be found in the hunt.


  In the courtyard below the hunters were astir, for the mandarin had begun his chanting recital of the play, and the fiddles were sounding. Arslan listened with a critical ear and nudged Khlit.


  “Harken, old warrior,” he whispered, “the play will be about the coming visit of Wan Li to the grave of his ancestor.”


  Khlit looked up indifferently.


  “Nay, we are like penned beasts, Arslan, guarded by drawn weapons. Since when have men been herded as animals?”


  The archer motioned him impatiently to silence.


  “Yon minstrel of the long robe chants,” he explained, “how the tomb is watched night and day by chosen warriors of the Son of Heaven, for within it by the body of the illustrious dead man is a treasure beyond price. Harken—gold inlaid in enamel jars, and eternal candles that burn for ten years on pedestals of jade, also pearls and rubies of the rarest, and golden vessels. Small wonder it is called the Golden Tomb.”


  A puppet garbed in the imperial yellow appeared on the stage, manipulated by the hands of the men behind the edifice. It bowed before a candle and a black box, purporting to be the tomb, while the voice of the mandarin chanted on and the fiddles struck up a rude tune. Then a form with a gray beard descended from the ceiling of the stage and bent over the kneeling monarch.


  “See,” commented Arslan, “it is the dead emperor's spirit come from the ten courts of purgatory. No one but a Son of Heaven can set foot in the tomb. Even he does not approach the coffin but stands in the grave chamber. A pity such glorious riches should be buried. Only once in ten years are they seen. Ho, I see singing girls coming from the pavilion entrance!”


  Khlit took no heed of what was happening. His thoughts were occupied by the request of the Lady Li that they guard the emperor during the hunt. Why had the favorite of Wan Li chosen them for this important post? Because she distrusted the usual guards? But these were the men of Wei Chung. And the Lady Li appeared on the best of terms with the chief eunuch.


  Why had the old astrologer, Li Yuan, been kept from the emperor the previous night? Because the guards of Wei Chung were unwilling for him to deliver his message. What did the eunuch hope to gain from the hunt? Khlit did not know.


  Memories of various things he had seen during his stay at the yâmen flocked upon him. Why had the veteran Ming generals of the Chinese army who had come with Wan Li been sent back to Peking on one pretext or another?


  And why had Wei Chung sent out to the plains and the northern provinces for Arslan and Kurluk and their comrades? The Lady Li had spoken truly when she said that the huntsmen, who had no interest other than their own skins, would be trustworthy guards of the imperial sedan. And, undoubtedly, they knew the whereabouts of game and could show Wan Li the best sport. Perhaps, after all, Wei Chung only hoped to make the chase a success.


  Still Khlit was not altogether satisfied. His keen eyes had searched the faces of those in the yâmen, and he had been powerless to read the thoughts behind the inscrutable, slant eyes, but he had read deceit and consummate cunning of a kind strange to him.


  He looked up as the puppets disappeared and a murmur from the huntsmen greeted the coming of the singing girls—delicate and fancifully garbed damsels, who postured gracefully, swaying their supple bodies and chanting a shrill, melodious tune echoed by the fiddles. Arslan grinned with delight. Then, when the festival was almost at an end, one of the girls ran from the group and flung herself on her knees before the gallery where the emperor sat.


  She stretched her slim arms upward imploringly, and Khlit, who was near, saw that her cheeks were blanched under their coating of red.


  “Harken, Lord of Ten Thousand Years,” she screamed shrilly, “to a low servant of your beneficence! Heed my message. Because it is a word from the dead for the ear of the Son of Heaven.” Sheer surprise silenced those around her. The singing ceased, and the fiddles broke off their tune. A movement behind the lattice showed that she was observed.


  “Harken to a message from the unlawfully slain! Go not on the hunt at midnight. Your Majesty has been tricked with lies. The men of wisdom, who would have advised the Dragon faithfully, were sent away by forged decrees. Where are the generals of your army? They are dismissed. Only eunuchs and their followers remain. The story of the auspicious beast Chi Lin was false, to delude the Son of Heaven. My father, the lowly Chang, was slain at his door because he voiced his suspicions—”


  A heavy hand caught the daring girl by the hair and flung her to the earth. The high voice of Wei Chung rang out from behind the lattice.


  “A knife for the mad wench! Her wails disturb the Son of Heaven.”


  The tall form of Ch'en Ti-jun strode to the side of the prostrate girl. Khlit saw him seize a sword and slash the unfortunate woman savagely. When the sword was running red, the eunuch tossed it aside and kicked the quivering form. The assembled hunters were hustled from the enclosure by the eunuchs.


  In the balcony Wan Li had risen with a frown.


  “Are you the emperor, Wei Chung?” he demanded, “to have power of life and death?”


  The chief eunuch bowed his head abjectly, with a scornful look Wan Li did not see.


  “If your servant has offended, may his head fall from his shoulders. I did but speak hastily, fearing lest your Majesty's peace be irked by the prating girl. For what is the like of such to the enjoyment of the kingly hunt that begins tonight?”


  Wan Li surveyed him, hesitation mirrored in his good-natured face. The beautiful favorite stepped to his side.


  “Lord of my life,” she whispered, “I also have offended. It was I who slew the scurrilous Chang because he dared to breathe tales against my name. His madness has affected his child—”


  “I forgive you,” said Wan Li.


  The courtyard was nearly deserted when Khlit and Arslan turned to go. To the archer's dismay Khlit picked up the body of the girl and strode off with it to the gate.


  “Have you love of the bowstring necklace?” whispered Arslan hurriedly. “Nay, the child is accursed now. Even while Ch'en Ti-jun was striking her, she cried that there was a conspiracy against Wan Li and that those who honored him should not leave his side in the hunt—”


  But Khlit shook his head.


  “Dog!” he growled. “This is the body of a young girl. Would you leave it to be defiled? Nay; we will give it to a priest.”


  For all his protest the archer did not leave Khlit until the Cossack had seen to the burial of the slain girl at one of the temples. Then he followed as Khlit strode back to their quarters with moody brow.


  “Truly, this is not such a great matter—a singing girl slain,” quoth Arslan.


  “It is devil's work.”


  Khlit swung around and grasped his companion's arm. Drawing the Turkish pistol at his belt, he thrust it into his hand. “Will you serve me, Arslan?”


  “My will is your will. Aye, that I shall do.”


  “Then seek out your horse. Say that you go on business of the hunt. Bear this weapon as a token from me to the Togra. You know Dokadur Khan?”


  “The Khirghiz bandit? Aye.”


  “Bid him, if he values his life, assemble his men. Say to him that I, Khlit of the Curved Saber, sent you. Say that there may be rich spoil for the taking. But he must be watchful. Post sentries at the entrances of the Togra ravines. I will join you there tomorrow.”


  Arslan's eyes widened in surprise.


  “But the hunt—who will guide the emperor?”


  “I will—with Kurluk and some of the Manchus.” Khlit's gray mustache twitched in a smile. “The hunt? Nay; it has begun. But other game is sought than antelope or tiger.”


  



  IV


  The spirits of the everlasting dead have ascended on the Dragon. But in the tombs, hallowed by a thousand years, they are to be found. Humbly must the visitor come to the tombs.


  For the mightiest emperor is a child before the faces of the invisible dead.


  Li Yuan F'o, astrologer of the court


  



  In the plains beyond the Liao River the Golden Tomb had been built by one of the early Ming emperors. To guard against discovery, a half dozen tomb mounds were constructed of which only one was used. There was no visible monument, except the high mound of earth rising among some low, pine-clad hills.



  In accordance with immemorial custom, an armed guard was stationed in the hills, a guard called the kang leen or watchmen at night. The captain of these picked soldiers himself did not know the location of the true grave—a precaution made necessary by the treasures housed within. But on the night of the seventh moon, when the hunt of Wan Li began, a confidential messenger came to the guard from the court bearing an order sealed by the ring at the emperor's girdle, commanding the captain to unearth the doorway of a certain tomb, buried underground.


  So it was that, when the midnight gongs resounded in the yâmen of Wan Li, fifteen miles away in the plains, Chinese soldiers were working by moon and torchlight to uncover the stone door of the Golden Tomb. Under the pines they worked hastily, for the emperor was coming, and being alone in the hills they were gripped by fear of the dead man beneath the earth.


  Wan Li entered his waiting sedan-chair with a light heart as the drums and gongs struck midnight. From the latticed gallery the Lady Li with her women watched his stately figure escorted through the courtyard, illumined by a hundred torches in the hands of mounted attendants.


  A roll of drums announced to the waiting soldiery that the chair of the emperor was in motion. In front of it went a troop of armor-clad horsemen, under command of Ch'en Ti-jun. The sedan-chair of Wei Chung followed that of Wan Li. The quick glance of the Lady Li noted that the eunuch's chair was blazoned with the imperial dragon and possessed the same number of bearers as that of Wan Li. To all intents the two were alike, such was the presumption of the chief eunuch who had drawn to himself nearly all of the imperial power.


  The lips of the dark-eyed favorite curled scornfully as she noted this proof of Wei Chung's arrogance, passed over by Wan Li. Truly, Wan Li was blind, she thought. A man enslaved by pleasures, bound by his own weak will. Her glance fell upon the group of fur-coated huntsmen riding on either side of the imperial chair, led by the tall rider whom she had heard called the Curved Saber.


  Behind the emperor's cortege came an array of courtiers, robed for the chase, and such of the lesser nobles as Wei Chung had allowed to remain at the pavilion. Without the courtyard were waiting the ranks of soldiers and beaters who were to make a wide cast through the plains, hemming in the game to be killed in the presence of the emperor.


  When the last torches of the cavalcade had vanished toward the plains, the Lady Li went to the chamber where she was accustomed to burn incense before the tablet of Wan Li. Instead of doing so, however, she locked the door and sank upon a couch, pressing her dainty hands against her temples, staring at a long candle, marked off at regular intervals to tell the passing of the hours.


  Once clear of the pavilion, the imperial cortege fell into a swift trot, the sedan-bearers keeping up easily with the horsemen. On either flank the troops of soldiery spread out, their torches marking a line several miles from end to end. The huntsmen accompanying Wan Li kept their place in the procession silently. Their task would not begin until the ceremony at the Golden Tomb was completed.


  Khlit rode at their head within a few yards of Wan Li's sedan. The emperor, he noted, kept himself hidden in the screened depths of the chair. Beside him rode the swaggering Kurluk, who had taken Arslan's place.


  Khlit's thoughts were busy as he rode. Chiefly he wondered concerning the singing girl who had sacrificed her life to warn Wan Li against venturing on the chase. She must have known the danger she courted by her rash speech. Arslan had heard her speak of a conspiracy, even under the mortal blows of Ch'en Ti-jun. But he could see no evidence of a plot against Wan Li.


  True, the emperor's immediate followers were all eunuchs, or nobles under the influence of Wei Chung. Yet he knew the main body of the soldiery would not countenance any violence to the person of Wan Li, sacred by the traditions of fifty generations. A weapon lifted against Wan Li would mean the death of the offender.


  He believed that the Lady Li and the chief eunuch had joined forces. Both were interested in breaking the power of the emperor in order to install the favorite's child on the Dragon Throne. With Wan Li out of the way, this might be done. But how was the way to be cleared?


  Khlit did not know. Were all his suspicions groundless? It seemed so. But the old Cossack was wise in the ways of evil, and he smelled treachery as keenly as he scented the damp night air.


  Another thing that gave him food for thought was the treatment he and the Manchu mercenaries had received. Wan Li had given orders that the huntsmen should be honored. But was this the only reason that he and Arslan had been unmolested, although both must have earned the enmity of the all-powerful eunuchs?


  They had been given a position of trust. And it was because Khlit's shrewd mind had guessed at the reason that he sent Arslan to Dokadur Khan. If what he suspected came to pass, he and his friends would have need of aid, even from the bandits of the Togra.


  Truly, thought Khlit, this would be a strange hunt. One where the hunters were silken-robed and inscrutable of eye, and where the lives of men counted as less than those of the beasts they sought.


  He kept a keen lookout during the ride, but nothing occurred until they came to the pine hills that sheltered the tombs.


  Here the soldiery on the flanks came to a halt, and the emperor's cavalcade went forward alone under the pines. A few minutes' trot, and they met the sentinels of the kang leen who accompanied them to the unearthed entrance to the tomb. The sedan-chairs of Wan Li and Wei Chung were deposited near the excavation. Khlit and the huntsmen dismounted and pressed forward curiously.


  The torches of the kang leen lighted the place fitfully. Khlit saw that the courtiers and nobles remained at a distance in a semicircle about the entrance. A flight of stone steps led down to what appeared to be a stone slab in the form of a door.


  Wan Li had emerged from his chair when he was approached by Wei Chung who escorted him to the tomb. Khlit was anxious to gain a better view of the Lord of Ten Thousand Years and made his way close to the entrance, in time to see his face clearly as he descended the steps and vanished in the shadows of the tomb.


  Wei Chung was busied in arranging guards between the sedans and the gate. In doing so, the eunuch failed to notice Khlit, half-hidden in the shadows by the piles of freshly dug earth. The other huntsmen had returned to their horses. Khlit was about to do likewise, when he hesitated.


  A sudden thought struck the Cossack. He was but a step from the sunken gate, and unobserved. It might be possible for him to slip into the tomb after the emperor. The risk would be great. But the Golden Tomb was a prize worth seeing.


  Khlit did not waste a second thought on his venture. Bending low, he scrambled down the freshly dug earth to the foot of the stairs. The huge stone gate was ajar, sixty feet below the earth's surface. It led into a passage built up with teakwood pillars, the ceiling supported by beams of the same wood, fifty feet above the Cossack's head. Some distance ahead of him light came through a door similar to the one he had entered. A glance showed Khlit the grave tunnel was empty as far as the further portal, and he walked forward quietly.


  Midway he hesitated. He had heard a step on the stair behind him.


  The sound caused the blood to quicken in Khlit's veins. The light ahead of him was faint, and, looking over his shoulder, he could see nothing in the shadows of the stairway. A moment he waited, then turned, reassured. No one had appeared in the grave tunnel. He remembered that the place was forbidden to all the Chinese except those of imperial blood.


  He had little fear of being followed. And to the best of his knowledge no one had seen him enter the mausoleum. Ahead of him, Wan Li would be engaged in his devotions. Khlit made his way to the second door and looked within.


  Unlike the first stone gate, the second portal swung on cleverly contrived hinges, making it possible for one man to open it. The hall that Khlit now saw was the grave antechamber, built of jade slabs and empty of ornament. In the center knelt the emperor.


  Wan Li's back was toward the Cossack. He held a bronze bowl in which incense smoldered, sending thin spirals of smoke toward the ceiling. His face was toward the third chamber, which was the tomb, visible through half-drawn curtains of yellow silk, gold-embroidered.


  In a low undertone Wan Li was repeating a prayer, bending his massive back over the bowl. The glow from the grave illumined the dragon emblazoned on his robe. Beyond him Khlit saw the stone slab bearing the coffin of the Ming emperor. On either side of the slab were ranged sacrificial vessels of gold, emblems and ornaments of gold, studded with jewels.


  The jewels reflected, with a hundred brilliant eyes, the light from the everlasting candles. These were huge masses of walrus fat, ascending in a pyramid, half-way to the ceiling. Khlit understood now why they were said to burn for ten years at a time beside the coffin.


  Wan Li laid the bowl on the floor and touched his forehead to the stone. Silence reigned in the tomb. Khlit's gaze was fixed unblinkingly on the treasure of the grave chamber. The panoply of death meant nothing to him. The thought came to him that all this gold beside the dry bones of a dead man was like the dragon robe of the living Wan Li—the trappings of immortality decked about a human frame.


  Khlit looked at Wan Li and smiled. A weak creature wielding the power of other men's making—a man ruled by women and courtiers, obedient to the words of astrologers. Was this the ruler of a hundred million?


  Wan Li was praying again. Echoes in the rear chambers caught the murmur of his voice and whispered it back to Khlit. In spite of his scorn, the Cossack comprehended something of the spirit which had brought Wan Li to the tomb, the faithfulness to the memory of those who had worn the dragon robe before him. The link which bound Wan Li to the dead.


  The emperor rose to his feet, and Khlit stepped back from the stone gate. He walked swiftly to the outer door and slipped through it as a sound behind him told him that Wan Li had closed the portal of the grave chamber.


  The outer tunnel was now in darkness, and Khlit was forced to feel his way forward by the teakwood pillars. He went swiftly, not wishing to be observed by the man behind him. From the massive entrance gate he passed to the stairs, halting in the shadows at one side of the excavation.


  It would be dangerous for him to walk out into the torchlight before the emperor came out. He reasoned swiftly that Wan Li would summon his men to help close the stone door. Then Khlit might make his appearance without exciting curiosity.


  As he had thought, it happened. A resounding blow on the door by the man behind him brought Wei Chung with a dozen of the kang leen running to the stairs. As the dragon-robed figure passed up the steps within arm's reach of the Cossack, Wei Chung and his followers swung-to the door.


  The gate thudded into place, and the fastenings were secured. Khlit joined the men, who retraced their steps as the task was performed. He was in time to gain his horse, held by Kurluk, and trot to where his men were waiting before the imperial cortege was in motion.


  Surely, thought Khlit, Wan Li's mind had been fixed too long upon the dead, for his face was stony and drawn as that of a man who has seen his own grave.


  He saw Wei Chung assist the imperial passenger into the sedan and lean within, as if to adjust the cushions, before he closed the door. Then the chief eunuch motioned to the courtiers; the drums sounded, and the chair-bearers broke into a trot. Khlit brought his men to their previous position, abreast the imperial sedan. They passed swiftly through the pines and out to the plains. The kang leen remained behind to guard the tomb.


  It was near the hour of dawn. A fresh wind had sprung up in their faces, causing the torches of the cavalcade to flicker and the silk trappings of the sedan to rustle. The stars were dimmer overhead, and the spears of the horsemen who rode in the rear were outlined against the scarlet glow of sunrise in the east.


  The huntsmen about Khlit were crying to each other, cheerful with the prospect of the coming hunt. Ch'en Ti-jun reined back his horse until he was within earshot of Khlit.


  “Ride closer to the emperor's chair,” he cried softly. “Remember the warning of the Lady Li.”


  Khlit made no response. The attending eunuchs and courtiers were a bow-shot length away; the soldiery even further. Only the hard-worked bearers and a half-dozen linkmen were between the huntsmen and the chair. There was no sign of any danger. Nevertheless, Khlit did as he was instructed.


  The closer formation moved the Cossack slightly ahead of Wan Li's chair. His men formed a ring about it. He heard a sudden exclamation from one of the riders and turned.


  A glance showed him what had happened. One of the torch-bearers, pressed closer to the sedan by the huntsmen, had allowed his brand to touch the side of the chair. Instantly the dry sandalwood lattice-work and the silk trappings caught. A cry of horror broke from the bearers.


  The flame crackled in the high wind. It licked up the side to the roof of the chair. The shout of the bearers was echoed by the nobles who had sighted the fire.


  “Treachery!” screamed Wei Chung, leaping from his sedan. “The dogs have attacked the emperor!”


  “Slay them,” shrilled Ch'en Ti-jun, striking at the nearest of the huntsmen. “Save Wan Li!”


  The man within the chair could not have seen the flames. The bearers, plainly paralyzed by fear, had let their burden fall to earth. One of the Manchu riders, endeavoring to wrap his cloak about the flaming wood, was struck in the face by an arrow launched toward the group. Kurluk beat at the mounting fire with his heavy hat, only to be almost unhorsed by the rush of Ch'en Ti-jun.


  Khlit had wheeled his mount into the group. But by now the fire had caught about the door and roof of the sedan. The wind quickened its progress.


  “To the emperor!” Wei Chung was shouting. “Treachery!”


  “Aid for Wan Li!” screamed the nobles, charging into the dancing horses of the hunters.


  Swords gleamed in the glow from the flames. Khlit saw that the huntsmen, surprised and surrounded, were being cut down. The Chinese appeared blinded by their excitement. Yet the Cossack noticed that their efforts were devoted as much to killing the riders as to quenching the fire that was consuming the remnants of Wan Li's chair.


  By now it was impossible that the man within the imperial chair could be saved.


  The lattice door had swung inward, its fastenings loosened by the flames. Khlit had a fleeting glimpse of a ghastly, round face and wide, staring eyes. Already the face was blackened by heat, and the dragon robe was shriveling.


  What he saw made Khlit rein in his horse and wheel away from the chair.


  “This way!” he cried above the tumult. “Kurluk, men of the hunt!”


  Several of the riders heard him and spurred toward him. The giant Kurluk, however, was hemmed in by the Chinese, using his sword valiantly. Some nobles were beating at the flaming chair with their cloaks, but the eunuchs seemed intent on cutting down the riders who had been escorting the sedan.


  Khlit rose in his stirrups after the fashion of the Cossacks and led his few followers into the group around Kurluk. The giant Manchu saw them coming and beat himself free from his antagonists, who quailed from his heavy sword.


  Another moment and he had gained Khlit's side, cursing, his face streaked with blood.


  “The devil himself set fire to Wan Li,” he panted. “By my father's grave, it was no work of ours—”


  Ch'en Ti-jun rode up to the Manchu, his seamed countenance alight with evil triumph. The eunuch pointed a pistol at Kurluk's shaggy head and fired. Khlit saw his friend sway in the saddle, eyes closed and chin on breast. Then he slid to the ground.


  “Ride,” shouted the Cossack to his remaining men, “or you are dead men!”


  From three quarters the Chinese were closing in on them. But ahead of them a way was clear to the plains. Through the opening Khlit and his handful of hunters spurred, cutting down the few who tried to head them off. Cries and shots pursued them.


  They were now free of the Chinese and settled down into a fast gallop, hugging their saddles to avoid the pistol shots. A motley troop of soldiery galloped after them. But the huntsmen were well mounted. Led by Khlit, they slowly widened the gap between them and their pursuers.


  “Ho, comrade,” snarled a bearded fellow close to the Cossack, “the accident to Wan Li will cost us dear. The Son of Heaven is burned to a crisp.”


  Khlit eased himself in his saddle, with a hard laugh.


  “Have you lost your wits?” he demanded. “That was no accident.”


  “Be that as it may,” growled the other, “we are dead men. Aye, dead by the rarest tortures known to those devils behind us. They will hunt us down like cornered antelope.”


  “Aye,” muttered another, “there is no hope for us.”


  Khlit was silent, thinking grimly of the false words of the Lady Li. Truly, they had been trapped. The Chinese courtiers and soldiers, as well as the eunuchs, had seen the flames break out on Wan Li's chair in the midst of the hunters. The torch-bearer who had been responsible for the mishap was undoubtedly slain. Those of the sedan-bearers who lived would testify against the hunters to save their own skins.


  He had suspected that they would be used in some such manner by the scheming eunuchs. But the swiftness of the catastrophe had surprised him. Wei Chung had planned well. There was no proof that the affair had not been an accident.


  “Silence your loose tongues,” he growled over his shoulder, “and you will yet save your skins.”


  In the plains ahead of him the dawn showed the rocky ridges of the Togra, still veiled in the distance by morning mists.


  



  Arslan had ridden very rapidly to the Togra, for Khlit's words had been urgent. When he came to the first of the rocky defiles, the Manchu drew rein and halted his beast with a calculating glance of his black eyes over the heights in front of him. The midafternoon sun shone full in his tanned face. There was no sign of watchers in the defiles, but Arslan knew that the men of Dokadur Khan could not be far off. It was the season of the hunt, and at such times the riders of the Togra were accustomed to come forth from their haunts.


  The experienced archer had no wish to be taken for a scout of the imperial forces, as might readily happen. So he slung his bow over his back, adjusted the quiver carelessly at his left hip and displayed his guitar ostentatiously. By these signs he hoped to make plain that his mission was one of peace. To leave no doubt in the mind of those watching him from the heights, he rode forward slowly, to all intents heedless of where he went.


  His strategy had its reward, for, instead of a matchlock ball or an arrow in his back, he was accosted by a dark-faced Khirghiz, exceedingly well mounted. In response to the other's questions, Arslan stated that his mission was to see Dokadur Khan; that it was imperative; that he was alone and without intention of spying on the men of the Togra. Only half satisfied, the Khirghiz bade him accompany him, and they presently came out into a large gorge in which some hundred men were dismounted about fires.


  Here his guide left him, and it was only after a long delay that the man returned, accompanied by the broad figure of Dokadur Khan, whom Arslan easily recognized by the missing ear. The Togra chieftain inspected his visitor narrowly.


  “What is your message, Manchu?” he growled.


  Arslan, who had dismounted, returned the other's somber stare thoughtfully, his small head cocked to one side.


  “In the last moon, Dokadur Khan,” he began—Khlit had told him as much—“you had a guest at your yurt in the Togra, a grayhaired rider who was not Tatar nor Manchu.”


  “I remember. What of him?”


  “He sends a message by me. Also a token. Do you recognize this, also?”


  Arslan drew the chased Turkish pistol from his belt, being careful to handle it inoffensively, for the men of the Togra being outcasts were quick to suspect evil. Dokadur Khan's eyes lighted as they fell upon the weapon, perceiving that it was one he had coveted. He was now the owner of the brace, for the other reposed in his own belt. He accepted it without acknowledgment.


  “And the message?” he asked again.


  “Was one of pressing importance. The hunt of Wan Li has begun. The man who sent me bids you sharpen your eyes and ears and watch well from the Togra, or the Chinese swords will slit your jaws from your gullets.”


  “Does a goshawk need warning to watch its quarry?” snarled the chieftain. “You ride hard to say very little.”


  Arslan held up his hand as a sign he had further tidings. Khlit had had time to tell him few things that were in the Cossack's mind. But Arslan knew that Khlit would not send him on a venture that was not necessary, supremely so. There was no telling if Dokadur Khan was professedly loyal or not to the Chinese, for the moment.


  “Heed this well, Dokadur Khan,” he said impressively. “There will be taking of spoil before many suns. He who sent me, knowing this and trusting in the skill of the men of the Togra, will offer you a share in what is to happen.”


  The Khirghiz threw back his broad head with a growling laugh.


  “Nay, small of wit! Does a man offer share in the spoil he has taken, if not from weakness? Has this old man of yours a tribe of horsemen? Nay, he is alone. How then can he take spoil? And where is it to be found?”


  Arslan considered. Khlit had told him that they would have need of refuge in the Togra. And to bid Dokadur Khan be prepared with his men when he came to meet them. More than this he did not say. Arslan himself was curious as to why Khlit would come to the Togra; also, what he had meant by speaking of the hunt that had already begun. It would not do to promise anything, or the Khirghiz would suspect.


  “There be matters, Dokadur Khan,” he suggested, “that are best managed by one man alone. Where the stake is highest, a few players gain the best reward. Such a matter is this. The man who sent me has eaten at your fireside, and he has judged that you are one who may serve him. The honor is high.”


  “Nay, am I a jackal to feed from other's offal? In the Togra I am master.”


  “Be it so. You are a free man. You need not come to meet the one who sent me, if it pleases you not. Yet Khlit said you would be of service.”


  Arslan turned toward his horse indifferently. The Khirghiz halted him with an exclamation.


  “Is this man Khlit of the Curved Saber? He who was master of the Jun-gar?”


  “And of many others. Yet you need not join with him in this matter. The Khan Khlit deals with higher stakes than horseflesh or the plucking of a scurvy caravan. I will tell him that you will not see him.”


  Arslan made as if to mount. In his interest at the news he had just learned, Dokadur Khan went so far as to lay hand on his shoulder. The archer swung around with a scowl, hand at sword.


  “Stay!” muttered the chieftain quickly. “I will not harm you, Manchu. So, I remember now the old warrior's face. It was like that of Khlit as it has been described to me. Dog of the devil! That is strange. What does the Curved Saber in the land of Wan Li?”


  “That is for his telling,” responded the Manchu curtly, not failing to note the other's quickened interest. His own indifference appeared the greater. Khlit had chosen his messenger well. “He comes to the Togra early tomorrow. I will meet him and say that you will not hear his tidings.”


  Dokadur Khan meditated, his thoughts mirrored in his swarthy, pockmarked countenance. Khlit he knew to be a warrior of note, one who had more than once caused grief to the men of the hat and girdle. What was he doing alone on the plains? Surely, it must be an important mission. He recalled that Khlit had hinted at a certain event that was to come to pass. What was this?


  “He comes alone to the Togra?”


  “What friends has he in the camp of Wan Li?” countered Arslan. “Nay, there will be few with him.”


  “He is the foe of Wan Li, without doubt.”


  “He has many enemies.”


  “And he schemes to take plunder from the Chinese courtiers during the hunt?”


  Arslan laughed. Khlit had not told him what was in his mind, but the archer knew it was not that. He judged that the Cossack had come to Wei Chung's yâmen to gain sight of the Chinese court and that yesterday he had made up his mind on a course of action. What this might be, he did not know.


  “Does a great khan seek for such plunder? In your village you know not the ways of the white-boned.”


  The Tatar tradition of believing nobles to possess white bones and their inferiors black was known to Dokadur Khan, who stared ominously at the archer, angered, yet curious and anxious to learn what was in his visitor's mind.


  If Arslan had delivered his message outright, claiming refuge and aid for himself and Khlit against the men of Wan Li, Dokadur Khan would have given him a contemptuous refusal. This in spite of the magic of Khlit's name. For the slow-witted khan could have nothing but indifference for men who sought help from him. But an enterprise against Wan Li was another matter and familiar ground to him.


  “I also am a khan not lightly named by men,” he boasted, and Arslan smiled at the vanity of the man. “I have two thousand horsemen in the Togra, who are proved fighters, the chosen warriors of a dozen tribes.”


  Arslan looked fleetingly at the motley array of riders, lying about the fires, occupied with bowl and dice. Mongrels, he thought, but hardy.


  “Hey,” he growled as if disappointed, “no more? Khlit of the Curved Saber has led fifty times as many. Nay, I was at his side in the pillaging of Shankiang. Still, he has said that the fewer men the larger portions of spoil.”


  Dokadur Khan scowled. “What is his plan?”


  “He will say. How should I know? Am I one of the whiteboned? But this I will tell you. In the Ming court the leaders are no more of one mind. Wan Li is fast losing his grip on the Dragon Throne. Others have their hands on it already. The factions may divide during the hunt. And while they fight among themselves— Nay, you are said to be quick of wit.”


  “Aye, that I am. If the Chinese quarrel, we may profitably join with one party, now that they are on the plains, far from their main armies.”


  Arslan laughed long.


  “Have you forgotten the wisdom of Khlit? Would he waste thought on such a plan? Not so. I tell you he is foe to the end with the Dragon Court. Can you not see what he means to do?” The shrewd archer knew that others were within hearing and that Dokadur Khan would be loath to admit his stupidity. As he had fancied, it came to pass.


  “Aye, Manchu. But I will speak only with Khlit. He and I are one kind.”


  “See that your men are ready when he comes. He will act quickly, or I know him not.”


  Hence it was that the band of Dokadur Khan watched expectantly from the defiles of the Togra the coming of Khlit. But at this time, although Arslan did not know it, the old Cossack was riding to them, hard-pressed and harassed, a man marked for death by a half million swords, and the outlawed foe of the Ming nobility, as well as the party of Wei Chung and the Lady Li.


  



  V


  Two men may have equal cunning, but he who can best look into the mind of the other shall be leader. Not otherwise.


  



  The sun was near the point of midday the morning after Arslan's arrival at the camp of Dokadur Khan when Khlit and six followers spurred their wearied horses into a gallop within the shadows of the Togra ravines.



  More men had been with the Cossack at dawn. Some had fallen by lucky pistol shots of the pursuing Chinese—who were poor marksmen with this new weapon. More had dropped behind when their horses became exhausted. These, facing death with grim hardihood, knelt by their fallen beasts and shot what arrows remained to them into the ranks of their pursuers. Thus, each man lost in this manner had served to delay the Chinese as a straggling deer holds the wolf pack for a moment until its flesh is torn from its bones.


  Khlit had done his best for the men. Well mounted himself, he stayed near the rear of his group of riders, encouraging them and directing their course. They knew as well as he that there was no hope of quarter at the hands of the Chinese soldiery. On the frontier of the Dragon Empire war is carried out to its termination—the sword or bowstring for able-bodied men, the conqueror's kang for children and handsome women, and whatever spoil may be available taken to the last bit of bronze or of silk cloth.


  The Cossack had taken responsibility for the betrayal of the huntsmen upon himself. He had suspected that they were to be tools in Wei Chung's intrigue. But how was he to foresee the manner of the eunuch's treachery?


  The men were content to follow him. They knew the fate that lay upon them after the burning of Wan Li's chair. It mattered not if Wei Chung proclaimed it a plot on the part of the huntsmen or an accident. It meant death for them in the land of the Dragon. And Khlit had said they might yet be saved. By reason of his careful leadership during the pursuit, they had come to believe there might be truth in his words.


  They rode into the nearest rock-bound defile with horses foam-flecked and dark with sweat. They splashed across a stream and wound into some scattered scrub larches. As they did so, one who had looked behind gave an exclamation.


  Khlit glanced over his shoulder in time to see two of the pursuing Chinese drop from their saddles with the feathered ends of arrows sticking from their chests. The others drew rein. The arrows continued to fly from the larch clump with great accuracy, and presently the riders turned and galloped back the way they had come. They were lost to sight almost at once in a bend in the ravine.


  The huntsmen walked their horses forward slowly. Out of the larches trotted Arslan, several of the bandits following.


  “Ho, uncle and brothers,” laughed the Manchu. “You bring a swarm of venomous insects into the Togra. Where are the others of our band?”


  “Slain,” said an evil-looking plainsman with an oath.


  “Nay, devil take it—Kurluk?”


  “Slain.”


  Briefly Khlit told Arslan what had happened at the beginning of the hunt and asked for Dokadur Khan. The sobered archer informed him that the master of the Togra with the bulk of his men was at the encampment, a short distance into the defiles. Also, that strong troops of Chinese had been sighted riding toward the Togra from the plain.


  “It was an evil day we entered the service of the devil-begotten Wei Chung,” he growled. “Kurluk and two-score brave fellows spitted like ripe fowls! Nay, that is an ill word. Bethink you, lord, our lives hang by a thin halter here. The Chinese will not lightly give up the pursuit. And Dokadur Khan has seen them and suspects that it is you they are after. He is like a weed moved in the wind, a friend to the strongest side. It may enter his fat head to give us up to the Dragon riders.”


  “I sent you with a message.”


  “It was faithfully delivered.” Arslan recounted what had passed between him and the bandit chief. “Nay,” he concluded, “where the saddle chafes is here. Dokadur Khan believes you have come to offer him a share in a rare barranca, with excellent spoil for the bait. Instead you come like a tired antelope, marked by the falcon—”


  “You did well. What do the Chinese?”


  “The yellow faces are spreading out to cover all approaches to the Togra on the east—whence you have come—so our lookouts report. Presently they will enter not one but several of the passes at once. They are many, with leaders.”


  “Then take me to Dokadur Khan.”


  Khlit was silent until they reached the encampment where the master of the Togra was seated on his horse, several hundred followers with him. He eyed Khlit blackly as the Cossack rode forward with his dust-coated men. He did not raise his hand in greeting, nor did he offer to speak. Arslan would have broken the silence but refrained at a quick glance from Khlit.


  The huntsmen scanned the men of the Togra with the searching glances of those whose lives are at stake yet who hope little. It was clear that Dokadur Khan was not pleased at their coming.


  “Have you no more men than these?” said Khlit suddenly. “I sent you a warning to be ready. These men are not enough.” Dokadur Khan grunted in sheer surprise. The Cossack had spoken like a leader who finds fault with a subordinate. Yet the Khirghiz saw that he had only seven riders with him and had come fleeing for his life.


  “I have thrice this number,” he assured Khlit; then he scowled, fearing to lose dignity before his men. “My sentries tell me you are followed by the Chinese. The Togra is no place for doomed men. Your archer lied to me. Why should I not give you to the Chinese—since he has lied?”


  In spite of himself he had asked the question. Khlit had not the manner of a hunted man. And Dokadur Khan found it hard to forget the reputation of the Cossack leader.


  “They will be here within the hour,” he continued as Khlit was silent. “Already they form for attacking the defiles. We will bind you and give you to them, for thus we can save ourselves from attack and our villages from fire. I did not bid you come to the Togra with yonder hounds at your heels.”


  A murmur of assent from his men greeted these words. Arslan frowned. It was clear that the chieftain was excited, even frightened and thus dangerous. The huntsmen had dismounted and were watching Khlit.


  The Cossack was still gazing at Dokadur Khan fixedly. Abruptly he laughed, and Arslan took a deep breath of surprise.


  “We must make our peace with the Chinese,” scowled Dokadur Khan. “We have no quarrel with them.”


  “In my first visit,” said Khlit slowly, “I marked you as one light of wit, yet I did not think the leader of a thousand men was altogether a fool. I know not if that be true. Answer me a question, Dokadur Khan. Know you why the men of the Dragon seek our lives?”


  “It matters not.”


  “Nay, it matters much. They believe, falsely, that we have slain Wan Li. But they believe.”


  In spite of himself the Khirghiz gaped.


  “Wan Li—the Son of Heaven—slain?”


  Khlit nodded grimly.


  “Ask these men who came with me. The sedan-chair of the Lord of Ten Thousand Years was set fire to this dawn. There was a great killing of those around him at the time. By the speed of our horses we escaped.”


  The importance of the news was beginning to leak into the thick skull of the khan.


  “And you rode here,” he growled. “A dog without home or friends. Nay, you are accursed now. We must surely give you up.”


  “How?”


  “Dog of the devil! I will see to it myself.”


  “And admit the Chinese to the Togra?” Khlit laughed again, and Arslan's black eyes gleamed, for he thought he saw light. “Nay, then you are altogether a fool, Dokadur Khan. Think you the men of the Dragon will stay their hand when they have slain us? Is the killing of an emperor so little a thing? Will they leave you and your villages unharmed? You know it is not so.”


  The khan glanced down the ravine blackly. He realized the truth of what Khlit said. The huntsmen of the Cossack were much like his own men in race and appearance. Moreover, his own reputation with the Chinese was hardly above suspicion. Once in the Togra, the Chinese would undoubtedly slay right and left until their blood-thirst was appeased.


  “If we give you up and flee to the upper defiles of the Togra Nor, they will weary of the pursuit in time.”


  But in the eyes of Dokadur Khan and his men there was the glint of fear. They knew the numbers and strength of the men of Wan Li. In any case, their lot would be hard, and many would die.


  Khlit leaned forward in his saddle and spoke quietly.


  “Then you will lose the man who can aid you. I am that man. Fool! Do you think my coming of itself brought the men of Wei Chung hither? Nay, they would have come in any case, for the eunuch must have planned to slay hundreds of men on the frontier to bear out his scheme—to throw the blame for Wan Li's death on the bandits. I alone know something that will protect you and your men and their women. If you give me up, your hope of safety will be gone. For then I will not tell you what I know. Choose and choose quickly, for the Chinese are approaching the passes in force.”


  Dokadur Khan pretended to weigh the words of Khlit, while Arslan and the huntsmen watched without seeming to do so. In reality the mind of the Togra chief was tumultuous with uncertainty and fear. He had never been called upon to face the united strength of the Chinese forces. The fact that they were riding upon the defiles excited and flurried him. A bold enough man where a small barranca was concerned, the magnitude of the coming event confused him.


  The calmness of Khlit further puzzled Dokadur Khan. How was it that the Cossack was untroubled, unless he knew of a secret reason by which he could win safety? It was true that the men of Wei Chung would lay waste the outlaw settlements of the Togra. And Dokadur Khan had no place to flee; no ally except Khlit.


  “What is it that you know?” he demanded.


  And Khlit knew that he had won his cause. But the way was not yet cleared.


  “That which will save us—you and me and our men. What I know, no one else knows.”


  Dokadur Khan stirred impatiently.


  “Already some Chinese have been slain in the Togra,” added Khlit.


  One of the Khirghiz riders who had been with Arslan spoke. “It was the Manchu archer.”


  “Do the men of the Dragon know the difference?” asked Arslan logically, and by Khlit's silence he knew he had said the right thing.


  The bandit khan scowled the more, and his followers swore. After this, they knew, there would be no escape from the Chinese.


  “Nay, Khlit,” he asked, “speak. What is your thought? There is no time to be lost.”


  The Cossack drew his whip slowly through his hand.


  “We did not slay Wan Li, Dokadur Khan. The plot was the work of others. Of Wei Chung and his allies. They pursue us—and you. But other factions of the Dragon men do not yet know what is the truth of the event this morning. They would not slay us until they know what we know. From them we have not so much to fear. If Wei Chung's guilt is proved, we are free men. I speak of the other Ming nobles and especially Li Yuan, the astrologer.”


  “Would you have us go to Li Yuan, the whole of us with women and children! Nay, how may that be? The men of Wei Chung are already on three sides of the Togra, and they number five times our strength. Li Yuan is at the Great Wall.”


  “By now, at the news of Wan Li's death, he will be riding toward the Liao yâmen.”


  “Even thus, how may we reach him?”


  “In due time. That was not my plan.”


  The men of the Togra cursed uneasily. Each moment increased their fear, a fact which did not escape Khlit.


  “Harken, Dokadur Khan,” he continued. “My thought was that a picked few of us can win through the forces of Wei Chung tonight with darkness. The rest can hold the Togra. The ravines are well nigh impregnable if well held. Have you a place where the women and children can be concealed?”


  “Aye, a rocky gorge near the lake. It is reached by a hidden tunnel.”


  “It is well.” Khlit snapped his whip as if reaching a decision. “But this must be a fair bargain, Dokadur Khan. My men must have fresh horses and good ones. There must be no further talk of lies or treachery. We are of one race, we plainsmen, and the yellow faces are our enemies. If we hold together, we will win free. But you must do as I order.”


  The slant eyes of the khan narrowed as he considered this. Here was a request that endangered his own prestige. If Khlit took the reins of leadership and was successful, his men would hold him in contempt. The Cossack shrewdly guessed what was in his mind.


  “We will do more than win free,” he said. “We will gain spoil the equal of three years of your raids. I promised it, and it will come to pass. Thus your men will be rewarded.”


  “Where is this spoil?”


  “The Golden Tomb. The gateway is unearthed.”


  To a man they stared at him, and Dokadur Khan gnawed his mustache. How might they go to the Golden Tomb when their own lives were in danger?


  “The Togra is a natural fortress,” explained Khlit, who was watching him. “None can defend it so well as you. Arrange the defense as best suits you. The Chinese attack upon us, under Wei Chung, will draw them all to the Togra. Wei Chung dares not turn back until we are slain, for we are witnesses against him when any can be found to hear us. In the excitement the Golden Tomb will be forgotten. It will be lightly guarded. With darkness I will take a hundred men, pass through the ranks of Wei Chung and ride to the tomb.”


  “I will go with you,” meditated the khan.


  “As pleases you. Tomorrow, when we have gained the ear of Li Yuan and the nobles, the attack on the Togra will be given up, for Wei Chung and Ch'en Ti-jun must hasten back to the Lady Li, their ally, if suspicion is aroused against them.”


  Dokadur Khan hesitated. If Khlit went with them, they need not suspect treachery from him, because he would be at their mercy. Yet the prospect of the ride across the frontier troubled him. For the third time Khlit guessed at his thought.


  “In the Golden Tomb,” he added, “is the wealth of an emperor, riches enough to load a dozen horses. We will take the extra horses with us. And at the Golden Tomb we may win safety from the wiles of Wei Chung.”


  “It will be dangerous,” objected the Khirghiz, who nevertheless saw the eyes of his men glitter.


  “Nay, Khan,” growled Arslan suddenly, “if you follow not the plan of the Curved Saber, our heads shall decorate the saddles of Wei Chung's men in any case. Is there no danger in that? Are we sleek sheep to wait in a huddle for the happy dispatch of the butcher?”


  A growl of agreement rose from the bandits. Dokadur Khan lifted his hand in decision.


  “It shall be as you say, Khlit.”


  “Remember, Dokadur Khan,” warned the Cossack, “there will be many slain. This is not a game of children. Ho, men of the Togra, have you good heart for kingly spoil and the clash of sharp swords? Will you put your strength against the evil brain of the eunuch?”


  “Aye!” shouted those within hearing. “We be of good heart,” added one. “We will follow the Curved Saber!” shouted another, the one who had been with Arslan.


  “It is well,” said Khlit, satisfied. “Now, do you see to the defense of the ravines, Dokadur Khan. You have skill at that. I and those with me will sleep until the shadows are long in the afternoon, for we are weary. Then waken us, having picked a hundred good men.”


  And Arslan wondered to himself. He had seen a man worn and hunted, with only seven followers, win mastery over a thousand who wished him ill rather than good. And he had watched the plan of that man put into action over the objections of the khan of the Togra. Yet he had a doubt. Were they to face Li Yuan, loaded with the spoil of the Golden Tomb? If not, how were they to win back to safety with their burden? And what of the Lady Li, who was still at the yâmen with many followers?


  



  The six who had ridden with Khlit to the Togra had not slept in thirty hours, and they quickly fell into a doze after retreating a short distance into the ravines to a cleared place which served as a meeting spot for the tribesmen. The Cossack, however, did not join them until he had seen to the selection of eight fresh horses for himself and his followers and the preparation of a good meal against their waking. Arslan aided him in this, for the confusion in the place was great, owing to the preparations of Dokadur Khan.


  Khlit did not rest until everything had been arranged to his satisfaction. This done, he seated himself on his saddle, back against a sheltering rock, and was asleep on the moment. Arslan noticed that a small urchin of the encampment stood beside Khlit, holding his horse, and refused to move. When he questioned the boy, the Khirghiz told him that he had once guided Khlit out of the Togra and was waiting in hopes of being taken on the expedition that night.


  “Ho, small warrior,” chuckled the archer, “we take no one who cannot quaff a bucket of the Ming men's blood. But, if the jade Fortune blesses my bow, you shall have the skull of one Ch'en Ti-jun to play with ere nightfall.”


  With that he swaggered off to his horse, and sought the ranks of the tribesmen.


  Dokadur Khan was a skilled leader at this form of warfare. Moreover, his men were fired by hatred of those who had invaded their fastness. It was too late to try to hold the entrances to the Togra, but within these Dokadur Khan had distributed his men in ambush at strategic points.


  Arslan knew that the narrow, rocky gorges would afford little cover to the Chinese. Few trees grew in the place, and frequently the ravines contained streams up which Wei Chung's soldiers must force their way, coming as often as not to the blind barrier of a waterfall. The tribesmen knew the ground thoroughly and used their knowledge to good advantage.


  Attracted by scattered shots, Arslan made his way to a height where a score of the Khirghiz held one of the main approaches of the Togra. Dismounting, the Manchu saw that the ranks of the mandarins' troops had been thinned by the arrows of those above and they were giving ground in confusion. Their few pistols and arquebuses, badly aimed, were not sufficient to annoy the concealed bowmen.


  “This is but idle sport,” laughed Arslan. “Come, we will make music for our friends below.”


  Unslinging the guitar from which he rarely parted, he struck the strings and sang, exposing himself recklessly.


  



  In the land of the mighty bowmen


  The Ming men come,


  To find a doughty foeman


  In his Togra home.


  



  Heedless of the pistol balls which sped near him, he composed another verse.


  



  The fox is in his burrow,


  O wise Wei Chung!


  Red wine will warm the furrow


  Of the Liao Tung.


  



  He ceased his chant as the scattered soldiers in the ravine below gave back against the cliffs. The men beside him peered out from their concealment in time to see an array of armor-clad footmen advancing through the ranks of the routed horsemen. Over their vital parts they wore heavy-quilted pads. At their head went a banner of one of the armies of Wan Li.


  “Oho,” muttered Arslan, unslinging his bow, “here we have a goose that will require another kind of plucking. Fall to, good sirs, with your arrows and decorate yonder quilts for me.”


  The archers plied their shafts. A few of the foot-soldiers fell, struck in the face and throat, but the majority passed on, closing up their files. These were not the mounted rabble of the hunt, but paid soldiers of the emperor, intent, as they believed, on avenging his death.


  “Drop your bows, good sirs,” directed Arslan, noting the ill-success of the arrows, “and we will make cannon of ourselves and bump the helmets of the gentry beneath us.”


  The tribesmen caught his idea and fell to with a will, some of the older men and boys who had been hiding behind them dragging up the stones and the archers launching them over the cliff. Several rocks, bounding down the ravine, did good execution, but the trained soldiery parted their ranks to let them roll through and pressed forward, although more slowly.


  Even Arslan's high good humor, bred by the prospect of battle, was beginning to fail when there was a shout from his companions. Down the ravine he saw a body of horsemen galloping, led by one of the lieutenants of Dokadur Khan. The mounted men struck the first ranks of the Chinese and crumpled them, pressing them back on those in the rear. Their armor was poor protection against the expert swords of the riders, and they gave ground.


  It was not the custom of the tribesmen to continue such a hot hand-to-hand conflict, and they withdrew presently, leaving the Chinese badly cut up by their charge. The invaders halted where they were, waiting the coming of reinforcements before renewing their efforts. Seeing this, Arslan mounted and left the spot, seeking Ch'en Ti-jun.


  Much the same kind of conflict was raging in the other ravines, the tribesmen inflicting heavy losses on the Chinese and withdrawing slowly when overmatched. The struggle was bitter, neither side asking quarter, but it was difficult for the Chinese to gain the heights as they were ignorant of the paths up the rocks. Whenever they attempted to climb the cliffs, old men and boys of the Togra greeted them with rocks and spear points. By late afternoon the Chinese had won forward only a few miles at a heavy cost.


  Arslan noted the success of his new companions with high glee. He was untiring in his efforts to locate Ch'en Ti-jun, and by diligent inquiries he was finally successful. The lieutenant of Wei Chung was directing one of the attacks against the heights from his sedan-chair, attended by a few followers. Arslan rode to the spot at once, and his slant eyes glittered evilly as he looked down from a nest of rocks upon the gilt chair of the eunuch.


  The distance, however, was too great for an arrow. Arslan surveyed the scene before him carefully. The bulk of the Chinese soldiery were pressing forward with shouts and cries into one of the passes beside him, harassed as they went by the vindictive tribesmen. Other groups of the eunuch's horsemen were acting apparently as a reserve some distance in the rear. The sedan-chair rested in the center of a natural amphitheater, surrounded by rocky heights through which ran the pass the Chinese were assaulting.


  The smile faded from the Manchu's dark face as he unslung his bow and saw to his saddle girths. Gripping his steppe pony with his knees, he spurred forward quickly. The snorting horse slid and sprang downward among the rocks. Arslan kept his eyes fixed on the yellow sedan. So far he was unobserved.


  “The philosophers have said,” he muttered piously, “that with the slayer of his brother alive a man may not rest unavenged. May I prosper in my honorable purpose!”


  He was now clear of the last of the rocks and spurred his mount forward. A shout told him that the men around Ch'en Ti-jun had seen him. As he rode, he fitted arrow to bowstring and bent low in the saddle. Other shafts flew around him. The servants seized spears and swords and ran toward him. But the experienced archer swerved his horse, to pass the sedan at a short distance from it.


  Then he launched his shaft, reaching over his shoulder for another from the quiver. Swiftly he sent three other arrows crashing through the brittle lacquer-work of the sedan and grinned as he heard a shrill scream. His horse stumbled and fell, struck by a pistol ball. The archer sprang clear nimbly and ran for the rocks on the further side of the clearing, waving his bow triumphantly. The servants pursued him.


  From the sedan-chair the bearers saw dark drops falling to the earth. Ch'en Ti-jun no longer screamed.


  Arslan had now gained the slope of the ravine, but a hue and cry was raised about him. He paused from time to time to discharge an arrow at his pursuers. The servants of the dead eunuch were soon distanced, but the Chinese men-at-arms nearby had observed him and were closing in.


  The Manchu was forced to drop his bow and take to his sword. When a foeman appeared from behind the rocks, Arslan sprang at him with catlike agility, his small frame twisting and writhing.


  From the first of these encounters he emerged successful. Men were now running toward him from all sides.


  He stood in his tracks, swinging his short sword, his eyes red, agrin with the lust of slaying. Then he lifted his deep voice in song.


  



  The tide of blood is flooding,


  With the setting sun;


  When I see the ravens brooding


  Over Ch’en Ti-jun.


  



  He cut a menacing spear point from its haft and slew the wielder. Then he hurled himself at the group of his enemies.


  



  It was during the last of twilight that the Khirghiz lad, who had waited to see the departure of Khlit and his fellow horsemen, remembered the words of the Manchu archer. Arslan, the child reflected, had been missed when the picked horsemen under Khlit and Dokadur Khan rode off.


  Searching among the slain where Arslan had last been seen the boy came upon the archer. The Manchu was half-sitting, half-lying against a stone, and at first the grin stamped on his dark face deceived the lad into thinking he was still alive. A second glance showed him the breastplate torn off and the body hacked from throat to belt.


  The boy did not pause by his Manchu acquaintance. He was too busy despoiling the other slain of their weapons. But after a moment's consideration he left the body of Arslan unmolested. He remembered that he had heard that spirits of the unburied dead peopled the earth, and Arslan had been too hardy a warrior to risk enmity with his shade, fresh from the Rakchas and the ten courts of purgatory.


  



  Khlit had missed Arslan at the assembly and guessed that his comrade was slain when he did not appear. But the business of the hundred riders could not wait. When the men were equipped and ready, he followed Dokadur Khan out of the Togra at the head of the horsemen, noting that they took the hidden path through which the boy he had befriended had led him on his first visit to the place.


  The men, numbering one hundred and seven, counting Khlit and his surviving huntsmen, were picked with care from the bands of the Togra and were well mounted on fresh horses. Khlit had also seen that a score of led horses were brought. During the ride through the ravines, he let Dokadur Khan guide him, but once clear of the defiles he assumed the leadership himself. To this the Khirghiz made no objection. He had the good sense to see that the dice were now cast.


  The safety of his own men, surrounded in the Togra, rested on the success of their expedition. The defenders of the wilderness could hold out for another day and night. After that they must have aid, or the forces of Wei Chung, embittered by their losses, must be withdrawn. His companions were satisfied that Khlit spoke the truth. The magic word, Golden Tomb, had been sufficient to still their doubts.


  But, as Dokadur Khan rode after Khlit, who was leading them by landmarks and sight of the stars, through scattered bands of the Chinese, he bethought him. During the heat of the day's conflict the khan had had little time for consideration of Khlit's plan.


  Now he reflected. It was true that Li Yuan and the older nobles would pay highly for proof of Wei Chung's guilt. It might be true, furthermore, that they were at the yâmen at Liao. And that Khlit might reach them there, since Wei Chung's party were at the outskirts of the Togra.


  But would Li Yuan believe what they said? It would appear to the Ming nobles that the plainsmen were trying to throw guilt on the eunuch to save themselves. Lady Li was with the Ming party. Dokadur Khan had heard that the favorite had a guileful tongue. Who were they to confute her words? He knew that Wei Chung and the Lady Li were the ruling party at the court.


  “I have considered all this,” Khlit answered briefly when Dokadur Khan drew up beside him and voiced his doubts. “In the Golden Tomb is that which will save us.”


  Dokadur Khan weighed this laboriously in his mind and was not satisfied. Were they to plunder the tomb? That was well enough in its way. There would be much gold. But, once possessed of the treasure, after driving off or slaying the kang leen, they would be between the forces of Li Yuan and the eunuch.


  How could they go to the Ming nobles with the wealth of the Golden Tomb in their hands and say that they came as friends? This was a heavy doubt, and to the slow mind of Dokadur Khan it appeared insuperable. Apparently they were to go first to the grave and then to the yâmen. How would they guard the treasure when approaching the Ming party? In time it would be seen, and the truth would be known. Moreover, it would provide rare reasons for the nimble tongue of the Lady Li to pour into the ears of the nobles.


  “Silence is best, Dokadur Khan,” snarled Khlit when he explained what was in his mind. “Does the condemned criminal debate with himself whether the noose that will hang him shall be silk or horsehair? Our plight, thanks to the evil Wei Chung, is no better than that. If we succeed, we shall save our skins and the lives of your folk in the Togra. If we fail, our fate will be no worse than in the Togra.”


  “Nay,” growled the chieftain, “you have not heard of the torture of the red-hot nails driven slowly into the ears or that of the wooden donkey.”


  “Aye, I have heard. But, if we win what we seek, the ears may happily be those of Wei Chung.”


  “There may be truth in that. But harken, Khlit, you do not seek to hold the treasure of the Golden Tomb as ransom for our lives?”


  “The treasure is vast. But thrice its worth would not serve to turn aside the vengeance of the Mings against those who have slain him they call the Son of Heaven.”


  Dokadur Khan considered this in silence.


  “Then you have proof that will convict Wei Chung?” he asked. To his surprise Khlit laughed.


  “I have no proof.”


  “If that be so, you cannot prove to Li Yuan that Wei Chung slew the emperor.”


  “Nay, I cannot do so.”


  “Nor that the Lady Li is guilty?”


  “How should I have such proof?”


  “You swore—”


  “That at the Golden Tomb we may yet save our lives. Harken, Dokadur Khan, if you must think, consider this. In this land it is said that the spirit of the unburied will be met with by those who are blood-guilty. Wei Chung and the Lady Li are guilty, and Li Yuan is a man of wisdom who knows the high arts of divination and magic.”


  Whereupon Dokadur Khan, who understood not what Khlit had said, was silent. Which was what Khlit desired, for their task in reaching the Golden Tomb was difficult.


  They rode fast, avoiding the caravan tracks and keeping to the plains. Fortunately the countryside was aroused by the news of Wan Li's death, and such bands of soldiers as were in the vicinity of the yâmen were debating whether to take sides with the Ming nobles or Wei Chung. It was rumored that already the Lady Li had claimed the Dragon Throne for her infant son and was gathering troops to support her cause.


  On the other hand the Ming party, consisting of those sent from Wan Li by Wei Chung before the hunt, was already nearing the yâmen. This served to throw the province of Liao into confusion in which it was possible for the small band of tribesmen to make their daring ride unmolested and almost unnoticed.


  Only once more did Dokadur Khan speak when Khlit had halted to inquire the way of a peasant.


  “If there is no proof and the gold treasure will avail us naught,” he said slowly, “what is it in the Golden Tomb that will save our lives?”


  Khlit was silent for a moment.


  “I followed Wan Li into the tomb entrance,” he responded. “And, while the emperor was kneeling before the shrine of his ancestor, I saw what gives me hope now and what brings us here.”


  Dokadur Khan breathed quickly.


  “Did you see Wan Li write something down and leave it in the tomb? He may have suspected Wei Chung.”


  “He wrote nothing. I have said he prayed.”


  “Then did Wei Chung leave proof of his guilt?”


  “He has left no proof.”


  “What, then?”


  Khlit turned irritably in his saddle.


  “This. See you that star ahead of us?”


  “Aye, Khlit.”


  “And its reflection in yonder pool of water?”


  “Aye.”


  “It is the star called by the wise Li Yuan the star of evil omen. He spoke truly. What I saw in the tomb was not the star. But it was like to it. Ho, Dokadur Khan,” laughed Khlit with sudden merriment, “I was looking at two emperors, one living and one dead. Yet before my eyes formed the image of death. When I tell what I know to Li Yuan he will understand. For he is a man of wisdom, while you are one without sense.”


  Surely, thought Dokadur Khan, Khlit was mad. For how could he have seen the likeness of death with his eyes? And how could a dead man come to life to save their lives? Nay, they were doomed to the fate of the red-hot nails. For the peasant had said that the Chinese army and many of those at court were joining the ranks of Wei Chung and the Lady Li, and the cause of the Ming nobles appeared lost.


  



  VI


  The wisdom of a shrewd man is like finely tempered steel. It is like to a sword of rare workmanship.


  For it may slay its owner in the same manner as the enemies of its possessor. But it does not blunder amiss.


  



  The excitement that held the Liao province in its grip had reached the kang leen during that night in the seventh moon. The captain and soldiers who guarded the tombs in the pine hills were debating among themselves which party to join. In their quarreling they neglected to fill in the entrance to the Golden Tomb. It is not impossible that they considered, if civil war broke out in the Dragon Empire, they might despoil the mausoleum for themselves.



  It is related in the chronicles of Wan Li that because of this confusion the kang leen neglected to post the usual sentries. Even as late as the third hour of that night they were gathered in groups about the fires in front of their pavilion. Thus it was that they failed to see the troop of horsemen which approached swiftly from the plain, dividing at the first of the pine hills, to ride to either side.


  Doubtless the neglect of the captain would have been punished by torture at the hands of his superiors if he had survived. It is written that the blight of an evil conscience falls upon a man without warning. In this case he had argued to his men that, by going over to the rising power of Wei Chung, whom he knew to be already hastening back to the yâmen and to Peking, they would be on the stronger side. And might also despoil the tomb without reproach, since they were no longer of the Ming party.


  To this some objected that the spirits of the mighty dead might trouble them. But the treasure of the tomb, although they had not seen it, they knew to be of great value. Hence the majority sided with the captain. But, before they could act, the retribution for their evil intentions, as written in the annals of that year, was upon them.


  From the pine clumps on either side of the fires came the hurried beat of horses' hoofs, followed by cries of the soldiers by the outer fires. The kang leen ran for their arms which were scattered around the camp, as they had become careless in their talk. They saw the flash of swords in the firelight, and two groups of horsemen rode among the fires, one from the north, one from the south.


  The captain of the kang leen was among the first slain. His men, surprised and ignorant of their foes, made a poor defense for picked troops of the Liao province. Some formed in groups with their spears; others fled into the darkness, but the greater part submitted to slaughter with the fatality of their race. The invading horsemen made no prisoners. To the fleeing kang leen it seemed that the evil they had summoned upon their heads had been swift in coming.


  Khlit saw to it that no fugitives were left, concealed in the pine clumps. He had lost few men in the attack. He sent some of his horsemen to harry the scattered guardians of the tomb and others to set fire to the pavilion so that they should have an abundance of light to work by. When he was satisfied that the place held no more of his enemies, he summoned Dokadur Khan with a few men and approached the entrance to the tomb.


  The flames that rose from the pavilion that had sheltered the kang leen showed him that little earth had been restored to the excavation. Some had fallen in from the sides; that was all. Doubtless the news of Wan Li's death had interrupted the work of filling in the earth over the stairs.


  With the tools that lay at hand he had his men clear the steps. By this time all the plainsmen had returned from their tasks and were clustered about the excavation, staring. Only Dokadur Khan and a few others went with him down the steps. They had heard what he had said about the spirits of the dead.


  These few carried torches. By their light Khlit set about opening the massive stone gate. The fastenings were of heavy iron, and the gate itself was a foot or more in thickness. It was some time before the way was clear for it to swing back.


  Then it took a dozen stout fellows to move it on its stone hinges. It creaked slowly open, and the tribesmen hung back. It was a place of the dead, and none of them cared to enter except Khlit, who lacked superstition. Nevertheless the Cossack's eyes shone strangely under their shaggy brows as he led Dokadur Khan and the torch-bearers forward into the grave tunnel.


  The stale odor of cold and confined air struck their nostrils, and their boots echoed on the stone. The tribesmen glanced curiously at the lofty pillars of teakwood and at the further door.


  Khlit walked the length of the grave tunnel in silence and pushed open the inner door, which was lighter, being designed to be swung back by one man. Standing within the threshold of the inner door, they now saw the cavernous grave chamber, lighted by the everlasting candles of the tomb. And the plainsmen halted in their tracks with muttered oaths. Before them glittered the wealth of the Golden Tomb.


  And in the tomb stood Wan Li.


  The Lord of Ten Thousand Years faced them impassively, his wide-sleeved arms folded across his deep chest, the candlelight caressing the sheen of his silk robe. Only his eyes moved, eyes under which were dark circles, searching from face to face.


  Dokadur Khan recognized him and drew a deep breath of amazement. Here was the man the empire mourned as dead. Or was it really a living man? He swore softly but, looking long, was reassured. It was Wan Li, undoubtedly alive. His followers were uncertain, gaping and moving uneasily while they looked from Khlit to Dokadur Khan and from them to Wan Li. They had forgotten the wealth that they had first seen in their bewilderment. Only Khlit was tranquil.


  “As I promised, Dokadur Khan,” he said grimly, “here is what will save our lives. The Son of Heaven was left by Wei Chung in the tomb of his ancestor.”


  The emperor spoke sharply, but none among the plainsmen understood his words, which were in the dialect of Peking, the court speech. Dokadur Khan swore again; then he laughed gruffly. Then he stared at Khlit.


  “How has this come to pass?” he asked, and the men hung upon Khlit's response, pressing forward.


  “Stand back,” commanded the Cossack sharply. “Wan Li is no foe of ours. Moreover, his safety means our lives. Nay, the matter is simple. I have said I came to the tomb, watching Wan Li from the shadows. As I said, I saw the dead emperor in his coffin and the living monarch, Wan Li. And also the image. For, as I watched, I saw another enter the tomb after me, unseen by Wan Li. It was a eunuch, much like the emperor in face, and dressed in similar robes. He it was who walked from the tomb, while Wan Li was shut within by his enemies. I saw it from the shadows of the stairs.”


  Dokadur Khan's mind moved slowly, and here was a weighty matter. He stared at the tall figure before him, wetting his bearded lips.


  “And the other,” he asked, “the false Wan Li—”


  “Was a servant of Wei Chung's. He was not suspected by the soldiery without the tomb when he walked to the sedan-chair, for what reason had they to doubt he was Wan Li? The mind of Wei Chung is dark and evil as that of a serpent.”


  “Then he planned to have Wan Li die in the tomb?”


  “Without doubt. Of starvation and thirst. Harken, O slow of wit. See you not he plotted the death of the emperor. But it was needful to do it without casting suspicion on himself. He could not slay the Son of Heaven. So he slew the servant, being treacherous even to his own men and heedless of the life of one who served him. It was when he helped the false Wan Li into the sedan that he slew him with a knife. I saw the wound by the light of the fire that consumed the sedan.”


  The emperor stared at Khlit, striving to fathom what he said. In spite of his plight, he did not lose his habitual dignity.


  “In this way,” concluded Khlit, “Wei Chung silenced the mouth of the servant that might have betrayed him—for the race is one without honor—and, if he should have been discovered in that act, he could have said he did it to punish one who had assumed the person of the emperor. But he was not seen, and the chair with its body was burned as he plotted—”


  “To hide the body that might have bared the trick,” swore Dokadur Khan.


  “And to cast the guilt upon us to conceal what he had done. That was why he wished to slay all who were present.”


  “Aye,” assented the khan, who saw light at last and could understand this. “Death silences tale-bearers.”


  



  In the annals of Wan Li it is written that during the hunt of the seventh moon, when the star of evil omen was ascendant, Wan Li was missed for a day and night, being thought slain, until he was restored to Li Yuan and other nobles by a band of huntsmen who had found him.


  That is all that is written, because much was left out owing to the evil influence of the eunuchs about the emperor. Still, the chronicles state that an open rebellion by the forces of the Lady Li was only averted by the fortunate appearance of the Son of Heaven at the yâmen. Owing to this the silken cord of happy dispatch was sent to the Lady Li, for her slim throat, by order of Wan Li himself.


  Khlit had kept his imperial prisoner by his side and, escorted by Dokadur Khan and the remaining huntsmen, sought for and found the party of Li Yuan and the Ming nobles who were encamped near the yâmen, a few hours' ride from the tomb. In the ranks of the Togra men a man was found who could converse with the emperor, and through him it was explained that his huntsmen had seen him imprisoned in the tomb and had rescued him. Whereupon they gave the Son of Heaven food and wine.


  This done, Wan Li promised them that their lives should be safeguarded and they should receive a fitting reward. All this does not appear in the annals of his reign, owing to the power of Wei Chung, who censored all that was written.


  Khlit and Dokadur Khan saw that Wan Li was delivered to Li Yuan, who greeted him on bent knees, accompanied by the other nobles of his party.


  “It is a night of true beneficence,” murmured the delighted astrologer. “Because the influence of the star of evil omen has been overcome by the rising birth-star of the Son of Heaven and the Lord of Ten Thousand Years.”


  Khlit did not understand this. He waited impatiently on his horse while the court kowtowed. He saw the silken cord of suicide sent to the beautiful favorite, without understanding what it meant.


  But Wei Chung, who had arrived at the yâmen, heard, and sent a messenger to Wan Li bearing congratulations on his return and saying that his faithful servant, Wei Chung-hsien, had been striving to punish those who had conspired against the throne, the evil servants of the doomed Lady Li—so said the messenger—and who had nearly caused the Son of Heaven to lose his life while in the care of Wei Chung, who was innocent—thus ran the message—of all blame, because he had not been aware of the conspiracy of the Lady Li nor of the eunuch who had impersonated Wan Li.


  “It is a lie!” Li Yuan had cried, lifting his clenched fists.


  But Wan Li had hesitated. Nor would he give the word to slay the eunuch.


  Hearing of what had passed from the plainsmen who understood the talk, Khlit did not at first believe that Wei Chung was actually to be spared. But his own eyes told him that Wan Li hesitated, unwilling to believe evil of the chief eunuch. Whereupon Khlit swore and whispered to Dokadur Khan to assemble his men. Unnoticed in the confusion, they left the yâmen. Riding swiftly, they gained the plain.


  There they met the rest of their men with loaded pack horses. Under cover of darkness they made their way out to the Togra. Dokadur Khan swaggered jubilantly in his saddle.


  “Hey, old warrior,” he cried familiarly to Khlit, “it is a good night's work. The spoil of the Golden Tomb, taken after we left with Wan Li, will well repay my men. Half of the treasure, as you have asked, will be sent to the Tatars, your old friends. You have served well me and mine, and I will see that the division is even, to the weight of a hair. The Tatars shall have a royal gift from you.”


  Khlit did not reply at once.


  “I have seen the master of a million men,” he said at length, “and he is a weaker man than you or Arslan or I. For he cannot safeguard the lives of those who are his friends. Nor can he save his own. He will yet die by the hand of Wei Chung.”


  The tribesmen listened, for these were the words of one who had done them a great service. But they understood them not. At Khlit's next speech, however, they laughed with him.


  “Hey, good sirs,” he cried, leaning forward and patting the neck of his horse, “we have our lives and our good horses, and the free steppe is before us. It is well.”
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  In the temples are the many-handed gods. High is the wisdom of the gods.


  Is the wisdom of the gods one with Fate? Nay, how can it be known?


  And in the palace is the face of a woman. There is perfume in her heavy hair, and the eyes of the maiden are dark, as with sleep. Her hand is small as a lotus blossom.


  Yet in her petal-hand is the destiny of a man, of many men. The gods have ordained it, and it is true.


  



  Khlit, called by his enemies the Cossack of the Curved Saber, was followed.



  He was aware of this. It caused him no uneasiness. For, he thought, if a rider carries nothing of value, should he fear thieves? He was not less watchful, however, on that account. It was the Year of the Rat, reckoned by the Chinese calendar—in the first decade of the seventeenth century of the Christian Era—and the border of the desert of Gobi was a refuge of the lawless.


  From time to time the Cossack reined in his horse and glanced backward over the wind ridges which formed an ocean of sand on three sides of the rider. On the fourth was the river Tarim. This Khlit was following, having heard that it would take him from the desert to the southern mountains. Beyond these mountains, he had been told by wandering priests, was the fair land of Ladak and Ind.


  Wise in the ways of warfare and plunder, the old Cossack knew that only one rider followed him. Save for this half-perceived shadow that clung to his path, Khlit was alone. Such was his custom. Years since he had ridden from the war camp of the Cossacks—an outcast.


  Now, disgusted with the silken treachery of the men of China, whither he had come from Tatary, the warrior had taken up his journey in a new direction, south. A veteran of many battles, impatient of authority, his shrewdness, enforced by very expert swordplay, had safeguarded him in a time when men's lives hung by slender threads. And had earned him enemies in plenty.


  As he guided his mount beside the riverbank Khlit meditated. Why should one rider follow him? It was clearly to be seen that he carried no goods worthy of plunder. Merely some handfuls of dried meat and milk curds in his saddlebags. Even his horse was not one to be coveted by a desert-man, being a shaggy steppe pony.


  Perhaps the rider in his rear planned to wait until he dismounted at nightfall, slay him, and take the horse. Yet it was not the custom of the Gobi bandits to hunt their prey alone.


  Down a steep clay bank his pony slid, pursuing the half-visible caravan track marked by dried bones and camel droppings. At the bottom of the slope, beside a stunted tamarisk, Khlit halted and faced about, drawing a pistol and adjusting the priming. He would see, he decided, what manner of man followed him.


  Quietly the Cossack waited, his tall form upright in the saddle, sheepskin svitza thrown back to allow free arm play. His keen eyes peered under tufted brows at the summit of the mound down which he had come, searching the skyline.


  The stillness of the place was unbroken. The sluggish river moving through the waste was lifeless. There were no birds or game in the region. Even the warmth of a Summer sun was seasoned by the high altitude of the southern Gobi.


  The horse pricked up his ears. Khlit lifted his weapon and scowled. By now the other rider must be near. His sharp ears had caught the impact of a stone dislodged from a nearby ridge.


  Back and forth along the ridge summit his glance flickered. There was no sign of movement. A second sound arrested his attention. It was faint, coming from no definite direction. It was a low, whispering laugh.


  The sound came from the stillness around him, softly mocking, almost caressing. It was a tiny sound, akin to the drip of sand. It might have issued from the ground under his feet. Then he heard a brief, dull mutter, as of a sword drawn from a rusted scabbard.


  Still Khlit waited, impassive. His horse seemed to have lost interest in what was passing near at hand. In fact, Khlit himself was not oversure the sounds had not been a trick of the imagination.


  With a stifled oath he swerved his mount and spurred up the ridge, his weapon ready in his free hand. His pursuer, apparently, had sighted him and turned back. The pony dug his leather-shod hoofs valiantly into the sand, which afforded evil footing, and gained the summit panting.


  Khlit cast a quick glance over the plain. Nothing was to be seen of the other rider. True, the depressions between the ridges might shelter the other. But the scattered tamarisks and forlorn bushes by the river offered no concealment. Khlit was standing on the edge of the bank some hundred feet above the water, and the thickets in the region whence he had come were clear to view.


  He looked down thoughtfully at his horse's tracks, outlined along the caravan trail. Then he swore aloud.


  “Dog of the devil!” he grunted.


  Beside his own tracks were those of another horse. They came within a yard of where he was, then ceased.


  Khlit searched the summit of the ridge carefully. There was no mistaking the message in the sand. A second horse, making small, clearly indented tracks, had walked nearly to the crest of the sand. It had not returned, for there were no traces leading rearward. Nor had it passed him—his own eyes had been witness to that.


  The Cossack replaced the pistol in his belt and tugged at his heavy mustache. The sounds might have been his imagining. Certainly the soft laugh had startled him. But the hoof prints were not fancy.


  Khlit thought briefly of the tales he had heard from the gylongs—wandering beggar priests of Buddha—concerning the Ghils of the desert. These were spirits which followed the course of travelers, appearing beside them in the shape of men and luring them to destruction.


  Woman's tales, he reflected, and not to be believed. The priests had warned him against the shrill cries of the Ghils heard at night. But he was familiar with the strange noises the sands make at times, similar to the sound of drums or horse's hoofs.


  The priests, he reasoned, would no doubt say that he had been followed by one of the spirits of the desert, which took flight into the air when he observed it. Khlit scowled at the tracks in the sand.


  Undoubtedly another horse had come to the sand ridge. Since it was not to be seen, it had left. But where, and how?


  Khlit laughed, a gruff hearty laugh, and slapped his thigh. Then he dug spurs into the pony's sides and as the animal sprang forward jerked the beast's head to one side. Down the embankment of sand into the river went pony and rider.


  



  II


  “Ho, one-without-sense!” growled Khlit as the pony struggled in the current of the Tarim. “Do you fear to do what another has done? Nay, we go not back here.”


  The thought had come to Khlit, standing on the ridge, of how the other rider had vanished. Only one way was possible—into the river. And a slope of loose sand, as the Cossack knew, left no tracks.


  He guided his pony down the current in the direction he had been going. This way the other must have gone. Or Khlit would have seen the rider as he searched the riverbank to the rear. Clearly his companion of the desert path was anxious to pass him by rather than meet him. This stirred Khlit's curiosity the more.


  As he crouched in the saddle, Cossack fashion, he scanned the shore keenly. His pursuer, he thought, must have been anxious to press ahead. And to escape observation. Otherwise the rider would have passed him by along the sand ridges instead of choosing the river. Of course, to do so would render the other visible to Khlit. Hence the leap into the Tarim.


  Who, wondered Khlit, rode the caravan track alone and in haste, yet in fear of observation?


  With difficulty Khlit kept the pony's head away from the bank. The water, in spite of the hot rays of the sun, was cold and torpid, winding between its banks with the silence of a huge reptile passing over the barren waste of the desert. A cold wind stirred the sand on the ridges and fanned Khlit's beard.


  The Cossack presently gave an exclamation of satisfaction and headed for the bank. He had seen the tracks of a horse leading up the slope. Dark water stains showed that the horse and rider he was following had but recently passed that way. He had guessed correctly the maneuver of his erstwhile pursuer.


  He urged his pony into a quick trot, following the traces in the sand. Before long he was convinced that the other's mount was fleet of foot, for he gained no sight of rider or beast, urge his horse as he would.


  He saw only that the rider had returned to the caravan track. The sun, which had been low on the plain to the west, disappeared suddenly. The sky overhead changed from a clear blue to a dull purple. Khlit reined in his pony and dismounted.


  Warmth, gathered during the day, was still exuding from the sand, but the Cossack knew that the night would be chill. He picketed his beast in the depression between two sand mounds, collected a bundle of tamarisk roots and kindled a small fire.


  He placed his leather saddle-cloth between the sand slope and the fire and seated himself thereon with his saddlebags, preparatory to making a meal of dried meat. The other rider, he thought, would not molest him, judging by what had happened at the river.


  Khlit lay back on his heavy coat, gazing up into the purple infinity overhead. One by one the stars were glittering into being. Khlit knew them all. He had followed their guidance over the Roof of the World into strange countries. Unlike most men, he was best contented when alone. His few companions in arms had been slain, and as for women, the Cossack regarded them as rather more troublesome than magpies or the inquisitive and predatory steppe fox.


  The next instant he was on his feet, sword drawn, limbs taut and head sunk forward between his shoulders. A horse and rider had moved into the circle of firelight.


  Khlit's first glance made sure that the intruder held no pistol. His second, that no weapons at all were visible. Nevertheless, he did not lower his sword. He had seen death reward imprudence too often.


  And then he heard the echo of the soft laugh that had startled him by the river bank. Peering at the newcomer, he grunted. It was a woman, clad in a fur-tipped khalat, under which a silk shawl was wrapped over head and breast. Over a veil which shielded the lower half of her face two dark eyes scanned him calmly. Black hair of shimmering texture, evenly divided, crowned a high, fair forehead.


  So much Khlit observed in surprise. He noted that the horse was a mettled gray stallion and the saddle trappings costly.


  The rider of the horse spoke in a limpid tongue unknown to Khlit. Then Khlit sheathed his sword.


  “Nay, I know not your song, little night-bird,” he said in Uigur, the semi-Turkish dialect of Central Asia. “Devil take me—I knew not the great desert breeds such as you.”


  The dark eyes snapped angrily.


  “What matters your knowledge, O small-of-wit?” the rider lisped in the same tongue. “Among my people a gray horse is a sigil of wisdom. Here I find it on the mouth of a fool.”


  Khlit considered the woman in surprise. By the shifting firelight she appeared beautiful of face. Certainly her figure under the khalat was rounded and slim. What was such a maiden doing alone on the desert? True, they were not two days' ride from the city of Khoten; but the caravan tracks were peopled with scoundrels, and Khoten itself was a rendezvous for the lawless of all nations.


  Moreover, the woman puzzled him. She was not Chinese; her beauty was too great for a Khirghiz or flat-faced Usbek. Her dress and imperious manner were not those of a Turk.


  She leaned forward in the saddle, eyes bent intently on him. Her attitude suggested that she was ready to wheel and flee on the instant.


  “Hey, you have truly the tongue of a magpie!” grumbled Khlit. “Were you the rider that braved the waters of the Tarim to pass me by along the caravan trail?”


  “Aye, dullard. While you were swearing like a caphar and reading lies in the tracks in the sand. Now it is my whim to seek you. A fool, and an old fool, is harmless.”


  So saying she urged her horse nearer to the fire by a slight pressure of the knees—for she rode astride, as a man.


  “Whence come you? Whither go you, in the great desert, O prattle-tongue?” asked Khlit.


  The bright eyes over the veil were fixed on the fire, yet Khlit was aware that they kept him well in view.


  “Nay, gray-beard, am I other than a Ghil of the waste? Have you seen me come to your fire? I am here at the word of one who was master of the earth. Now he is dead, yet his word keeps me here.”


  “Ha! The fat Son of Heaven who is master of China?”


  “Nay—” the black eyes half closed in a tantalizing smile—“a greater one than Wan Li. Because of his death there is no bed where I am safe, nor any palace gate where I may enter. From beyond the grave his hand reaches out to me.”


  “Child's riddles,” grumbled Khlit, striding to the fire.


  He cared little that a woman of rank, and unescorted, should be in the Gobi. One thing he had guessed. The soft, quick speech of the woman stirred his memory. He recalled another who had spoken similarly. His visitor was a Persian by birth.


  She placed a jeweled hand lightly on his shoulder.


  “I am hungry,” she said plaintively. “And those who were to meet me here by the Tarim, two days' journey from Khoten, have not come. I have no food—and it grows cold.”


  “Dismount, then, and eat.”


  Long and earnestly the dark eyes scanned the tall Cossack. As if reassured, the girl slipped from the saddle of the gray steed to ground, uttering an exclamation of pain as the circulation started in numbed feet. Khlit silently arranged a seat for her on his saddlecloth and set about preparing a meal with the small means at his disposal.


  



  III


  “While I sleep, gray-beard, you may mount your horse and watch, lest others approach too near. With the dawn you should see two riders coming from the south in haste, for they are belated—a sin worthy of death by bastinado to those not of such high caste as these two.”


  Khlit eyed his companion grimly. Was he one to be ordered about by a woman? Even such as this one? For she had put down her veil on eating, explaining that, as he was a caphar—a Christian—there was no sin in his seeing the countenance of a woman who was a true believer. When Khlit asked how she knew he was a Christian she touched the miniature gold cross he wore at his neck with a ringed forefinger. Khlit saw that the ring bore an emerald of great size.


  “There were some of your faith at the court of the great king,” she remarked idly.


  “What name bears this khan?”


  She glanced at him and smiled fleetingly. Resting her rounded chin on her hand, she gazed at the fire. Khlit saw that her beauty was as fine as the texture of a peacock's plumage, as delicate as the tinted heart of a rare shell. Her eyes were not aslant, but level as his own.


  The molding of the luminous brow and the tiny mouth bespoke pride and intelligence. The dark hair peering from under the hood of the khalat was abundant and silk-like.


  The shawl about her slender shoulders was open at the throat, revealing a splendid throat ringed in pearl necklaces. Here was a woman who had undoubtedly been mistress of many slaves, who was a Mohammedan, with jewels to the value of many horses— even a principality.


  “Akbar, of Ind,” she said.


  Khlit had heard of Ind as a land of many peoples and great treasure, whence caravans came to China. As far as he had a purpose in his wandering, he was bound there.


  “Are there many yurts and tents in Akbar's camp?” he inquired. The girl stared at him frankly and threw back her head with a musical laugh.


  “O steppe boor! O one-of-small-wisdom! There be palaces in the empire of Akbar the Mogul as many as the tents of one of your dirty Tatar camps.” The laugh ended abruptly. “Nay, he has a following of millions of many faiths, who obey his word from Samarkand to the Ganges' mouth. And his word has laid the seal of death on Nur-Jahan—”


  She broke off, biting her lip swiftly with a vexed frown.


  “Hey—is that the name they have given you, little night-bird?” Khlit yawned indifferently. “It has a strange sound.”


  “It is mine at the bidding of a prince, dolt!” she cried. “And you have heard it. That is an evil thing, for I wish it not to be known.”


  “It matters not,” growled the Cossack, lighting his longstemmed black pipe while the woman regarded him with vexed intentness. “I shall not speak it—nay, I care little for the secrets of a palace courtesan.”


  Nur-Jahan leaned swiftly toward him. Khlit caught the glitter of metal in the firelight and threw up his hand in time to seize the slender hand that held a dagger a few inches from his chest. He turned the girl's wrist curiously to the light, inspecting the tiny weapon, scarce larger than the jade pendants that twinkled at her ears.


  “Are these the weapons of Ind?” he asked mildly, a glimmer in his deep-set eyes. “And have you forgotten, Nur-Jahan, the faith of a follower of Mahomet, who may not slay one with whom he has shared bread and salt?”


  With that he released the Persian's wrist. The girl's cheeks were crimson and her eyes brilliant with anger. But the dagger fell to her lap.


  Truly, thought Khlit, she was one of rank, for an ordinary concubine would not be so quick to resent a slight. The favorite of a prince, perhaps.


  “Harken, little spitfire. Why did you leave the land of Ind for the foul Gobi desert—alone?”


  “Nay, not alone. There was one with me who is worth ten other warriors. In the morning he will come, by the caravan track. Let him find you gone, caphar, or your life will cease as the flame of a candle in the wind, and the ravens will eat of your head!”


  “He must be a brave khan, then. But he left you, Nur-Jahan, alone in the lap of Gobi. How may that be?”


  “He went to Khoten for news—of Ind. For tidings, and another who came over the mountains to join us. Also, to get food, which we lacked. As I said, Chauna Singh is belated and I shall scold him well. Nay, caphar, I could not go to Khoten lest I be seen; and Breath of the Wind—” she pointed to the gray horse—“is a stallion of Kabul, fleeter than the beasts of this country. He would keep me safe.”


  “A good horse, little night-bird. But fear you not I will slay you for those jewels—” Khlit nodded at her throat—“take the stallion and leave your fair body for the eyes of this Chauna Singh?” Nur-Jahan shook her dark head with a smile.


  “What will be, will be. And it is not written that my grave lies in the desert. Besides, I read honesty in your dull eyes—honesty and stupidity. Strong men are my slaves. Speak, caphar!” She shifted on the robe until her head was near his shoulder. “Without doubt you are old in the ways of loves and have had many women to your will. Have you seen one so fair as I? Speak—is it not so? A prince, ruler of ten thousand swords, swore I was more lovely than the gardens of Kashmir in Spring. Aye, than the lotus and tulips of the divine wife of Prithvi-Raj. What say you, old warrior?”


  There was assurance in the poise of the splendid head near Khlit, and a soft undertone to the musical voice. Nur-Jahan spoke artlessly, yet with the pride of one whose beauty had brought to her—power. And great power.


  Khlit was conscious of a perfume that came from the silken garments under the heavy khalat—a mingling of faint musk and dried rose-leaves. He looked steadily into the dark eyes, eyes that were veiled shadows changing to luminous pools, deep and full as the waters of quiet lakes.


  “You are a child, Nur-Jahan,” he said gruffly, “and there is evil in you as well as beauty.”


  Nur-Jahan considered him gravely, drawing the khalat closer about her, for it grew cold.


  “What is evil, old warrior?” she mused. “The word of Allah the wise tells us that we know not what is before us or behind. We are wind-swept leaves on the roadway of fate. Our lives are written before we come to the world. Why do you call me evil? Nay, I will show you that it is not so.”


  She paused, making designs in the sand with the dagger point. Khlit threw some more wood on the fire.


  “You know my name,” she continued. “And that must not be. I am hiding, to save myself from the decree of Akbar, who, when he felt the angel of death standing near, ordered my execution. There was no place in Ind where I would be safe—nor in Tibet or Ladak. So I came with one other over the mountains into the desert. You go to Khoten, doubtless, and my enemies are there. So you may not live to say that you have seen me.”


  Khlit made no response. His indifference vexed the girl.


  “By the face of the Prophet, you are witless!” she stormed. “Nay, since you have shared bread with me, I will offer you a chance of life before Chauna Singh comes. Or he will assuredly slay you. For the life of one such as you—and a caphar—is of trifling importance beside my secret. In spite of your sharing food with me he will slay you very quickly. He is a swordsman among a thousand.”


  “Then I shall wait until I see him, prattle-tongue. I have not seen a true swordsman since a certain Tatar khan died at my side.”


  “Fool! If you stay, your grave is dug here. Get you to horse. It will be several hours before Chauna Singh will sight our fire. If you ride north at once, he may not follow far, for he will not leave me again for long. So you may save your skin.”


  Khlit stretched his gaunt arms, for he was sleepy and the woman's talk disturbed him.


  “I go south to Khoten—not north,” he responded curtly. “As for Chauna Singh, let him look to his own skin, if he stands in my way.”


  Nur-Jahan stared at the Cossack as if she had not heard aright. She noted the deep-set eyes under gray brows, still alert in spite of their wrinkles, and the lean, hard cheeks, stretched firmly over the bones. A man not unlike her own people, she thought, yet one of rude dress and coarse bearing.


  “Chauna Singh,” she protested, “is a man in the prime of life,


  O one-without-wisdom, and you—”


  “Truly, I am wearied of talk.”


  With this Khlit betook himself to the other side of the fire, where he rolled himself in his long coat and was asleep almost on the instant.


  Thus it was that Khlit shared food and fire with the woman who came to him in the desert, whose name was strange to him. And Nur-Jahan, watching sleepily by the tamarisk flames, thought that here was a man of a kind she had not met with, who cared not for her beauty and less for the threat of death, yet who gave up his shelter and the half of his food to her.


  



  IV


  It is written in the annals of the Raj that Pertap, the hero, gave his horse to a generous foe, thus risking death.


  Wherefore do the men of the Raj cry: “Ho! Níla-ghora ki aswár,” when they ride into battle. For the memory of a Rájput is long.


  



  The sound of voices wakened Khlit from a deep sleep. A glance told him that two riders had come up and were halted beside the woman, who was on her feet, talking to them.


  Khlit rose leisurely and stirred up the remnants of the fire. This done, he scanned the newcomers. Both were well clad and mounted. One, a lean man of great height, bore a scar the length of his dark cheek. The Cossack noted that he sat his horse with ease, that the beast was of goodly breed, that the peaked saddle was jewel mounted and that gold inlaid mail showed under the white satin vestment over the rider's square shoulders. His turban was small and knotted over one ear, the end hanging over the right shoulder.


  He was heavily bearded and harsh of face, thanks in part to the scar which ran from chin to brow, blighting one eye, which was half-closed. The other man Khlit passed over for the time. He was bent, with the fragile frame of a child and a mild, wrinkled face.


  Nur-Jahan was speaking urgently to the man with the scar, who frowned, shaking his turbaned head. His glance searched Khlit scornfully. Apparently he was refusing some request of the girl's. Without taking his eyes from the Cossack, he dismounted and strode toward the fire.


  “Ho! Rider of the mangy pony!” he cried, in broken Uigur. “One without manners, of a race without honor. I have heard the tale of Nur-Jahan and your death is at hand.”


  Khlit lifted his arm, showing his empty hand.


  “I seek no quarrel, Chauna Singh,” he said slowly. “I am no old woman, to gossip concerning the affairs of others. Peace! Go your way, and I go mine.”


  “To Khoten?” The bearded lip of Chauna Singh lifted in a snarl. “It may not be. Nay, I do not desire your death; but the life of Nur-Jahan is my charge, and the sword is the only pledge that seals the lips of a man. Come, take your weapon!”


  Khlit stared at the other grimly. He had no wish to quarrel. And Chauna Singh was an individual of formidable bearing. There was no help for it.


  “Be it so,” he said briefly.


  On the instant the two curved blades were flashing together, the two warriors soft-stepping in the sand. The weapons, like the men, were of equal size. Chauna Singh, however, wore a vest of fine mail, while Khlit was protected only by his heavy coat.


  The warrior attacked at once, his scimitar making play over Khlit's sheepskin cap. A tall man, the champion of Nur-Jahan was accustomed to beat down the guard of an adversary. Khlit's blade was ever touching the scimitar, fending it skillfully before a stroke had gained headway.


  Chauna Singh's one eye glittered and his mustache bristled in a snarl. Here was not the easy game he had anticipated. Nor was the Cossack to be tricked into a false stroke by a pretended lapse on his part—as the other speedily learned.


  The girl and the other rider watched in intent silence. Khlit had sufficient faith in the honor of his foes not to fear a knife in his back at the hand of Chauna Singh's comrade. He had eyes for nothing but the dazzling play of the other's weapon, which ceaselessly sought head, throat, and side.


  While Khlit's sword made play his brain was not idle. He saw that Chauna Singh appeared tireless, while his own arm lacked the power of youth. Soon he would be at a disadvantage. He must put the fight to an issue at once.


  And so Khlit lunged at Chauna Singh—lunged and sank on one knee as if from the impetus of his thrust. His blade, for a second, was lowered.


  Had Chauna Singh not held his adversary in mild contempt he would have known that a swordsman of Khlit's skill would not have made such a blunder. But the Rájput, heated by the conflict, uttered a cry of triumph and swung aloft his scimitar.


  “Ho! Níla-ghora ki aswár!” he shouted—the war-cry of his race.


  Ere the blow he planned had been launched, Chauna Singh jerked himself backward. Khlit's weapon had flashed up under his guard, and the wind of it fanned his beard. Had the Rájput been a whit less active on his feet his chin would have been severed from his neck. As it was, the outer fold of his turban fell to his shoulders in halves.


  A blow upward from the knee—a difficult feat—was an old trick of the Cossack.


  Momentarily the two adversaries were apart, eyeing each other savagely. The voice of Nur-Jahan rang out.


  “Stay, Chauna Singh! Peace! Hold your clumsy hand and let me speak!”


  Khlit saw the girl step between them. At her whispered urging Chauna Singh sheathed his weapon with a scowl.


  “Harken, gray-beard, you be a pretty hand at swordplay. Almost you had dyed red the beard of stupid Chauna Singh. I have need of such men as you, and, verily, I can ill spare the big Rájput. You know my secret, and Chauna Singh, who has room for only one thought in his thick skull, will not consent to letting you go free. But come with us. Thus we can keep watch over your tongue.”


  The Cossack considered this, leaning on his sword.


  “I go to Khoten, Nur-Jahan,” he made answer gruffly.


  “And we likewise. These men have brought me news which takes us to the city. Come! In Khoten a lone man fares ill, for the place is a scum of thieves and slit throats.”


  Khlit had no especial liking for company. On the other hand, Chauna Singh's swordplay had won his hearty respect. The Persian's words had not the ring of treachery. And her champion, although quick to draw blade, was not one to slay without warning.


  “Whither go you from Khoten?” he asked.


  Nur-Jahan hesitated. But the man on the horse spoke, in a voice strangely musical.


  “We go into the heart of peril, warrior—by a path beset with enemies. If you live, you will reach the hills of Kashmir and Ind and find honor at a Mogul's court. Have you heart for such a venture?”


  Khlit glanced at the speaker curiously. The other could not have chosen words more to his liking. He saw a thin, dark face bent between slender shoulders, a sensitive mouth and shrewd, kindly eyes.


  “Aye, khan,” said Chauna Singh bluntly, “if you want good blows, given and taken, come with us—and gain a treasure of rare horses and jewels. But, give heed, your life will not be safe—for we face a thousand foes, we three, and a thousand that we see not or know not, until they strike.”


  “Be you men of the Mogul?”


  Khlit saw the three exchange a curious glance. Nur-Jahan's eyes lighted mockingly.


  “If we live, khan—aye. But if we die we be foes of the mighty Mogul Akbar of Ind. Will you come, being our comrade-in-arms and the keeper of my secret?”


  The Cossack sheathed his sword.


  “Aye—be it so. Many enemies give honor to a man.”


  The Rájput strode forward, placing hand on lips and chest.


  “By the white horse of Prithvi-Raj, I like it well! I have not met such a swordsman in a feast of moons. Ho! If we live, you will drink good wine of Shiraz and I will watch. If we die, we will spread a carpet of dead about us such as will delight the gods.”


  Nur-Jahan's piquant face was smiling slightly, but the shrewd eyes of the man on the horse were inscrutable.


  



  V


  “And it was as the mir said. The word of a dead man has doomed her. Because of her beauty is she doomed. It is written that a fair maiden is like to a ruby-cup of wine that heats the brain of men while it stirs their senses.”


  Hamar, the companion of Chauna Singh, smiled meditatively at Khlit, stroking his mustache with a thin hand. The man, Khlit had discovered, was a musician of Hind, a wandering philosopher of Nur-Jahan's country. He it was who had come from Kashmir to Khoten with word from the Mogul court that they were to hasten back.


  The four were trotting along the caravan track, a day's ride nearer the city. Nur-Jahan, on her gray horse, was leading, with Chauna Singh at her side. Khlit and the minstrel followed at some distance, keeping a wary eye on the rear, for they had passed one or two corteges of merchants, journeying from Aksu to Khoten.


  “How may that be?” grunted Khlit, who had no liking for riddles and twisted words. “When a man is dead he cannot work harm.”


  “Nay, but this is Akbar, lord of Delhi, ruler of the Raj, conqueror of Kashmir and Sind—monarch of five times a hundred thousand blades. His whispered word was law from Turkestan to the Dekkan. A mighty man, follower of Mahomet, achieving by his lone strength the mastery of the Mogul empire. He is dead, but his word lives.”


  “And that word—”


  “To slay Nur-Jahan.” The faded eyes of the minstrel had gleamed at mention of the glories of Akbar; now they were somber. A man of wisdom, thought Khlit, considering his companion, and a dreamer.


  “Harken, khan.” Hamar roused himself. “This is the story. Akbar carved for himself the empire of the Moguls, following in the footsteps of his illustrious grandsire, Babur. Yet is the empire formed of races of many faiths—Muslims from Turkestan, Hindus of Ind, Jains and Buddhists of Ladak, and priests of another temple who are masters in the hills. To hold together such an empire, the ruler must be one with his subjects—and Akbar, of blessed wisdom, was a patron of many faiths. Men say that he died calling upon the gods of Brahma, although a Muslim. I have seen him bow the head in many temples. So he held the jealous races of the empire together. And so must his successor, Jahangir, do.”


  Hamar paused, glancing over the waste ahead of them, where the barren trunks of dead trees reared themselves above the whitened bones of camels.


  “When Jahangir was a youth of fifteen,” he resumed, “he met the maiden Mir-un-nissa, now called Nur-Jahan, in a palace festival. He gave the Persian girl two doves to hold for him. One escaped her grasp. Jahangir, angered, demanded how. Verily, then the proud temper of the maiden showed. 'Thus!' she cried and freed the other bird. From that moment the prince loved her—aye, steadfastly.”


  “The tale wearies me,” growled Khlit. “Bah—doves and a maiden—what have they to do with an empire?”


  “Much,” smiled the minstrel patiently. “In our land men love passionately and long. Jahangir still desires Nur-Jahan—and he is now Mogul. Akbar, foreseeing this in his wisdom, married the maiden to one Sher Afghan, a notable warrior and a proud man. Yet Nur-Jahan fled from Sher Afghan when Akbar sickened.”


  “Wherefore?”


  “Nay, you know not our people, khan. Jahangir, being ruler, will doubtless slay Sher Afghan, for the new Mogul's love for the maiden is great and they betrothed themselves, one to the other, when they were young. Again, Akbar thought of this and pledged the friends of his deathbed to slay the girl before she became the queen of Jahangir.”


  Khlit thought that Nur-Jahan might well prove a disturbing influence over a young ruler. Yet surely there must be a further reason for Akbar's command of death. Hamar, as if reading his thoughts, pointed to the slim figure of the girl.


  “Shall a serpent come into a nest of eggs? So reasoned Akbar. The maiden Nur-Jahan is devoted to Islam and the rule of the Muslim. She is strong of will, and she would win Jahangir to her views. Then the Mogul would join himself to the Mohammedans and the empire of Babur and Akbar would vanish, thus!”


  Hamar plucked a dried rose from a wallet at his girdle and tossed it into the air. The delicate petals fell apart and dropped into the sand. Hamar watched them moodily. His voice had been vibrant with feeling.


  “Nur-Jahan escaped death?” Khlit demanded, for the other's story had begun to interest him.


  “Once, by aid of Chauna Singh, a follower of Sher Afghan. And fled over the mountains. Now Jahangir has sent me from the Agra court with word for her to return. Once in his palace, he will safeguard her.”


  “What of the knight, Sher Afghan?”


  Hamar lifted his eyebrows slightly and waved a thin hand.


  “A broken twig swept away by the current of a strong river—have you seen it, khan? Not otherwise is Sher Afghan. He is a proud man, who will not give up his wife—even if she be so only in name. His days are numbered.”


  Khlit nodded. He had seen a citadel stormed because of the beauty of an insulted woman and the emperor of Han pardon treachery because of the smile of a favorite. The witchery of such women, he reflected, was an evil thing.


  “Hey,” he laughed. “Then the matter is simple. We have but to take the maiden to Agra, to the embraces of her lover, the Mogul.”


  The minstrel smiled inscrutably.


  “Think you so? You forget the word of Akbar. Among his followers are the priests of Kali, the four-armed, and—from the mountains—disciples of Bon, the Destroyer. They have sworn an oath to him that the girl shall not live. Their shrines are found from Khoten to Delhi and in the hills. Their servants are numbered as the sands of the great desert. Likewise they are priests of the gods, and the death of the Persian Muslim will safeguard their faith in Ind. Why did not Jahangir send an army to bring her to him? Nay, in the ranks would be assassins of Kali. The elephant drivers would see that she fell from the howdah.”


  Khlit grunted scornfully. Hamar's eyes flashed as he pointed ahead of them, where the dust of a caravan rose.


  “If we drink from a cup, we must look for poison. If we sleep in a caravansary, the camel men will come to us like evil lings with drawn knives. We be but four against a thousand. Aye, from his tomb, the hand of Akbar has set the seal of sacrifice on Nur-Jahan's forehead.”


  



  VI


  In every Temple they seek Thee; in every language they praise Thee. Each faith says it holds Thee.


  Thee I seek from Temple to Temple.


  But only the dust of the Rose Petal remains to the seller of perfume.


  Akbar, the Mogul


  



  The caravansary was a low stone wall built around a well by the desert route. It was littered with dung and the leavings of former visitors. In the twilight it loomed desolate and vacant.



  Chauna Singh had been unwilling to rest there the night, but Hamar pointed out that the sun was down, the air chill, and they had need of water. True, the caravan they had passed a short way back was hard on their heels; but they had been seen as they rode by it, and if danger was to be expected from the merchants and their followers it was better to face it in the lighted enclosure of the caravansary than to journey further into the desert—where they could easily be traced.


  Nur-Jahan added her voice to Hamar's, and the Rájput, grumbling, bestirred himself to build a fire for the woman on the blackened debris of the hearth. Khlit tended the horses—a task readily yielded to him by Chauna Singh, who was not overfond of manual labor, except on the behalf of his mistress.


  Khlit saw that the enclosure was similar to a Khirghiz aul—sufficiently large to accommodate them and the cortege which presently entered. Chauna Singh had shrewdly chosen a corner of the place farthest from the gate, where they could face the new arrivals. He aided the Cossack in preparing some rice over the fire, both apparently giving no heed to the other caravan but keeping a keen lookout.


  “They be low-caste traders from the Han country,” muttered the Rájput beneath his breath. “Men without honor, poor fighters; still—with ruffianly following.”


  “Hillmen—Khirghiz, a few,” assented Khlit, who knew the folk of the uplands. “Hook-nosed Usbeks, a fat mandarin or two, some beggarly Dungans—and a swine-faced Turkoman.”


  “Aye, the Turkoman may bear watching. He has a score of rascals.”


  Chauna Singh glanced at Khlit in some surprise at the Cossack's knowledge. The look was scornful, half askance, the look of a man who traced his ancestors to the gods and held honor dearer than life.


  “Whence come you, khan, that you know the people of the hills? What is your caste?”


  “For the present, Chauna Singh,” said Khlit, “I come from Tatary. There I was but one among a hundred khans. They called me Khlit, of the Curved Saber.”


  “That is a strange name,” meditated the Rájput. “Nay, by Shiva, you must be more than a small khan—a leader of a hundred! Surely, you had rank?”


  Khlit stirred the fire calmly. He traced his ancestors to Genghis Khan, and the curved sword was that of Kaidu, overlord and hero of Tatary. Yet the Rájput's insolence irked him. Chauna Singh did not know that Khlit had been Kha Khan of the remaining tribes of Tatary.


  “A leader of a hundred?” he growled. “Not so. I am lord of nothing save yonder pony. As for rank, I once spoke to the great emperor of Han—and he gave me some gold.”


  The Cossack's whiskers twitched in a smile, for he had saved the emperor Wan Li from burial alive in the tomb of his ancestors and had appropriated the treasure of the tomb as payment. But this he neglected to confide to Chauna Singh.


  “Ho—gold!” The Rájput muttered, giving up his questioning as fruitless. “You will have rubies and sapphires if you live to reach Jahangir.”


  “You are a follower of Jahangir?” asked Khlit, eyeing the lean face framed in the firelight.


  Chauna Singh's head snapped up.


  “Since the breath of life was in Ind, a Rájput has been faithful to his lord.”


  Nur-Jahan kept in the background as they ate. She had performed her after-sunset prayer as quietly as might be, keeping her veil drawn close. Hamar had impressed upon her the need of caution.


  Even Khlit felt something of the alertness that possessed the two followers of the girl. Truly, they must fear the danger they stood from the priests of Akbar, the followers of Kali and Bon. When the Turkoman strolled over from the other fires with several men and stared at them, the Cossack saw Chauna Singh rise indolently, stretch and take up a position between Nur-Jahan and the newcomers.


  Hamar had drawn forth his vina—a guitar-like instrument—at which he was plucking softly. The Turkoman's slant eyes took in the scene and he swaggered forward.


  Khlit did not hear what the caravan man said to Hamar, but Chauna Singh said in a whisper that he was asking if Nur-Jahan were a slave.


  The minstrel responded idly, without raising his eyes from the guitar. As he did so Khlit saw the ragged followers of their visitor edge to either side of the fire, as if to watch the musician.


  Intently as he watched, he could not tell if the movement was preconceived or chance. The Turkoman spat into the fire, squatting opposite Hamar.


  “He asked,” whispered the Rájput to Khlit, “for a song. He has the face of a dolt, but—take care lest the followers get behind you. They have knives in their girdles.”


  The Turkoman, who announced that his name was Bator Khan, demanded in a loud voice that Hamar make them a tune and the slave girl dance. It was a breach of politeness that Chauna Singh and the minstrel passed over in silence. The attendants had ceased moving forward and were staring at them, chattering together, clearly waiting for a word from Bator Khan.


  The conduct of the group did not impress Khlit favorably. They were too curious, too serious in what they did. Suppose that the evil-faced Turkoman should prove to be an enemy of Nur-Jahan? They were four against a dozen.


  The Cossack was too wise in the ways of violence to show his foreboding. He waited quietly, his hands near his sword hilt, for what was to come. Perhaps Bator Khan was merely a merchant who saw an opportunity to seize a slave girl. If so, he would not be likely to try force unless he thought he could take the three men unaware.


  A silence fell as Hamar leaned forward to the fire. Khlit saw him lay a white silk scarf on the ground before him. Reaching behind him, the minstrel placed a crystal goblet on the cloth.


  “Bring water,” he said softly to one of the followers of Bator Khan. “And fill the goblet to the edge—no more. The water must be clean.”


  The man did as he was bid, with a glance at the Turkoman. All eyes were on the minstrel as he took up his guitar. His delicate hands passed lightly over the strings, which vibrated very faintly.


  “You have asked for a song, Bator Khan,” he said mildly. “So be it. I will play the bhairov, which is the song of water. Nay, you know not the high art of music—the training which enables one versed in the mysteries of tones to influence the elements—fire, air, and water—which correspond to the tones. But watch, and you will see.”


  With a swift motion he tossed something from his hand into the flames. The smoke grew denser. A strong, pungent odor struck Khlit's nostrils. Some of the men of Bator Khan started back fearfully. Those who held their ground stared wide-eyed. Khlit knew the superstition of their breed.


  Hamar closed his eyes. Sounds, faint and poignant, came from the strings under his fingers. Khlit had seen him exchange no word with Chauna Singh or Nur-Jahan. Reflecting on this later, he reasoned that the other two must have known what the minstrel was about.


  Bator Khan stared mockingly at the musician. Gradually, however, as the note of the guitar grew louder, the mockery faded and the Turkoman watched open-mouthed.


  Hamar was repeating the same chords—varying them fancifully. The melody was like the tinkling of chimes with an undertone as of heavy temple gongs. It vibrated, caressing the same note, until it seemed to Khlit that the note hung in the air.


  He had never heard the mystical Hindu music and he liked it little. Yet the impression of chimes persisted. Almost he could have sworn that bronze bells were echoing in the air overhead. And still Hamar harped on the vibrant note.


  The ring of men was silent. Khlit saw that they were all staring at the goblet, save Chauna Singh and Nur-Jahan, who were in shadow. And he saw that the water in the glass was stirring, moving up and down.


  The melody grew louder. Khlit swore under his breath. For the water was splashing about—although the goblet was steady and the cloth a good yard from Hamar. And then the water began to run down the sides of the vessel, staining the cloth.


  It trickled down slowly, while the Turkoman's men drew back. One or two started away from the fire, staring at the cloth in fear. Even Bator Khan got to his feet and stepped back a pace.


  The tune of Hamar ceased. And the water in the goblet was still. “Hide of the devil!” swore the Turkoman. “It was a trick.”


  Hamar opened his eyes and smiled. Khlit saw him cast a halfglance behind him.


  “Lift the cloth, then, O one-of-small-faith,” said the minstrel. “How could it be a trick?”


  Bator Khan did so, hesitantly. The whole of the scarf was wet through. But the goblet was still full to the brim. Hamar regarded him smilingly.


  Khlit rose, intending to speak to Chauna Singh. He grunted in surprise. The Rájput and the girl were gone.


  



  


  VII


  They did not return to the caravansary. Bator Khan, apparently in an ill humor, left the Cossack and Hamar to themselves. They spent the night in the enclosure. The dawn was yet cold in the sky the next day when Hamar roused Khlit and the two saddled their horses and rode from the place.


  “It was agreed,” explained the minstrel, “that if we separatedI was to meet the Rájput and Nur-Jahan at a certain tavern in Khoten. They must have ridden during the night and will be there ahead of us.”


  Khlit spurred his horse.


  “Hey, minstrel!” he cried. “That was a rare trick you played the Turkoman.”


  Hamar's brow darkened.


  “Call you that a trick? Dullard of the steppe! One without wisdom! Is my art like to a conjurer's mummery? I will teach you otherwise.” His frown lightened, “Nay, Khlit, you know not our art. 'Tis true I played but to draw the attention of yonder fools while Nur-Jahan slipped away. But as for the music—”


  He smiled again, the sad, almost bitter smile that was the habit of the man. For the rest of the day they rode in silence. Khlit's thoughts turned on the man beside him.


  Hamar perplexed him. Apparently a Hindu, the minstrel was familiar with the Muslim faith, a deep thinker, an ascetic. Khlit seldom saw him eat, and then only sparingly. His faded eyes, blank almost as those of a blind man, were masks for his thoughts. Khlit had not seen his like before.


  At Khoten—a nest of hovels where four caravan routes met and crossed, yet some palaces and temples and a teeming population of every race—Hamar avoided the central squares and led Khlit down a bystreet to a low structure of sun-dried clay.


  It was already evening, and they found the tavern half-filled with dirty camel drivers and some ill-favored merchants. Slaves were quartered in the courtyard with the horses.


  Hamar left Khlit seated over a beaker of rank wine and a joint of meat, to seek out Chauna Singh and his charge. The Cossack beckoned the tavern-keeper—a silk-clad Chinaman.


  “Hey, moon-face,” he growled, “who is the master of this town?”


  “May it please the illustrious khan,” bowed the man, speaking in the Tatar tongue, as Khlit had done, “who has sullied his boots by entering my insignificant house—the city of Khoten is free of august authority, save for the Heaven-appointed folk of the temples.”


  “And what manner of scum are they?”


  “Doubtless the illustrious khan has heard of the never-to-be-profaned Buddha and the many sects of the mountains, who are called the priests of the black hats. He may see for himself, for within two days there is the festival of Bon.”


  “A festival? Then there will be feasting in the streets of Khoten?”


  The innkeeper, arms crossed in his wide sleeves, became silent. The Cossack, with a swift glance, threw a piece of gold on the board from his wallet. His host caught it up, thrusting it into a sleeve. The slant eyes scanned the room cautiously and he leaned nearer.


  “May the liberal khan be blessed with many children and great honor. Lo Ch'un has kept his dirty house in Khoten for twice ten years, but he has not seen the rites of the august black hats—the bonpas. They are divine secrets. Yet it has been whispered by those loose of tongue that the masked slaves of Buddha sacrifice to their altars on the Year of the Rat.”


  Khlit nodded impatiently. He, also, had heard tales of the Khoten temples and those of the mountains but had set them down as idly spoken. Nevertheless, he had had reason to know the power of the Buddhist sects in Central Asia—different from the mild religion of the Chinese, and little better than demon worship.


  Lo Ch'un continued with the same caution:


  “It is not well to speak of such things, illustrious warrior, and my fear is greater than my yearning to be of service. But—” a crafty smile distorted his features—“I know what may be of value to you—”


  Khlit laid another gold-piece on the table, and Lo Ch'un appropriated it with a claw-like hand, his bleared eyes gleaming covetously.


  “Servants of Bon, the Destroyer, have arrived from Ladak and Ind and entered the Khoten temples. Men say they have censored the priests here for indolence in serving the faith. There are many black hats in the town and they have insolently—nay, augustly—made search of the caravans and taverns. They bear scowling brows. Harken, noble khan, to a word of wisdom from the lowly Lo Ch'un.”


  The tavern-keeper bent his evil-smelling mouth close to the Cossack.


  “The Khirghiz and Usbek merchants and tribesmen are leaving Khoten before the festival of Bon. It would be well to go hence—say not that I have spoken thus!”


  Khlit nodded indifferently. He had neither fear nor respect for the mummery of the priesthoods that influenced the borderland of China. Interpreting what Lo Ch'un had said in the light of Hamar's story, he guessed that the bonpas from over the mountains had been messengers of the sect bearing news of Nur-Jahan. It was possible. And possible, also, that the Turkoman Bator Khan had been one of the slaves of the black hats.


  Frequently, he knew, the priesthood controlled tribesmen through the bondage of fear.


  A woman peered between the curtains of the further side of the room, her sallow cheeks crimson with paint, and faded flowers in her hair. She beckoned silently to Lo Ch'un, who pad-padded to her side. For a moment the two talked. Khlit drew out his pipe and scanty stock of tobacco. He began to wonder where Hamar had disappeared to.


  When Lo Ch'un came to remove the joint of meat, Khlit stayed him.


  “A word, moon-face,” he growled. “Know you aught of the Turkoman merchant Bator Khan? Does he come often to Khoten?”


  “I know not, honorable khan.”


  “Well, devil take you—do the caravan merchants stop here?”


  “If it is their noble will.”


  “How dress these precious masked servants of Bon?”


  “How should I know, honorable warrior?”


  Khlit stared at Lo Ch'un, scowling. A change had come over the wrinkled face of the Chinaman. All expression had faded from his half-shut eyes. His voice was smooth as before, but less assured.


  It was clear to the Cossack that his host regretted his speech of a moment ago. Wherefore? Perhaps the woman at the curtain had warned Lo Ch'un. Perhaps it was the mention of Bator Khan. Khlit rose and grasped the shoulder of Lo Ch'un.


  “Harken, keeper of a dirty house,” he whispered. “I shall stay in Khoten. If I meet with ill treatment from those you call the black hats, I shall have a tale to tell them of a loose tongued Lo Ch'un. Meditate upon that. The priests like not to have their secrets talked of.”


  The dim eyes of the tavern-keeper widened slightly and he licked his lips. With a sudden motion he shook himself from the Cossack and vanished behind the curtain.


  



  VIII


  Khlit smiled to himself, well pleased. If Lo Ch'un was actually under the kang of the priests, the man might tell them that Khlit purposed to remain in Khoten. Which would be well, considering that the Cossack doubted not Hamar planned to be on his way shortly.


  Doubtless the three fugitives had stopped at Khoten but for provisions. Khlit turned this over in his mind. If he had been in Chauna Singh's place he would have sent one man in for the food and remained without the town. Surely it was dangerous for Nur-Jahan here.


  But then, he reasoned, Chauna Singh—shrewd in fighting—was a blunt man, of few brains. On the other hand, Hamar should have known better than to come to Khoten. Well, after all, the crafty minstrel had been obliged to follow the other two. He had had no chance, owing to the intrusion of Bator Khan, to confer with them before they left the caravansary.


  Where was Hamar? Had he found the other two? What was keeping him?


  Khlit yawned, for he was sleepy. It would not do for him to fall asleep here in the house of Lo Ch'un. He determined to go forth and seek the minstrel.


  As the Cossack pushed through the door, he saw, from the corner of his eye, a man rise from a table and follow. Khlit continued on his way, but once in the shadows beside the door frame— darkness had fallen on the town—he drew back against the wall. Experience had taught him it was not well to let another come after him from a place where were many enemies.


  No sooner had he done so than another appeared in the doorway, peering into the dark street. Light shone on him from within and his features struck Khlit as familiar. It was a surly rascal in tattered garments—one of the men of Bator Khan.


  The fellow looked up and down the street, muttering to himself. He did not see the Cossack in the deep shadows beside him. Then he stepped forward into the gloom at a quick pace. It was clear to Khlit that the man was seeking to follow him and angered at having missed him.


  Khlit wasted no time in slipping after the camel driver. Two could play at that simple game, and if the other was interested in him he might do well to observe whither the man went.


  The Cossack's keen brain was active as he pressed after the hurrying servant, keeping in the deep shadows of the low buildings. There was no moon, but occasional gleams from doorways served to reveal his guide.


  Bator Khan must have arrived in Khoten. Moreover Khlit and Hamar had been traced to the tavern. How? Well, it mattered not. But Bator Khan alone could not have located them so speedily. Others must have given him information.


  Here were tidings for Hamar and Chauna Singh when he met them. Khlit grinned to himself. The Rájput and the minstrel had shown little liking for his advice. Let them lie in the bed they had made for themselves! But there was the girl, Nur-Jahan—aye, Nur-Jahan.


  Khlit paused. From a lighted door had come a fellow who spoke to the camel driver. The two whispered together. At once the man he was following turned aside down an alley.


  The Cossack did not hesitate. Freeing a pistol in his belt, he made after the man. Boldness was Khlit's policy in any hazard. He had learned that it paid best to be on the move when there was danger afoot and leave indecision to his enemies.


  Gloom was thick in the alley, and thick also the stench of decayed meat, fish oil, and dirt that filled it. The man ahead was running now, which was fortunate, for Khlit traced him by ear, trotting as lightly as his heavy boots permitted.


  Down the alley into another the two passed; from thence to a wide square—evidently a bazaar—where crowds loitered. The light was better here and the Cossack kept his man in sight until both halted before the shadowy pile of a massive building.


  Khlit scanned the bulk of the place in the gloom. He made out a stone structure, windows unlit, a dim lantern over the postern door where his companion knocked.


  A small panel opened in the upper half of the door and the camel driver was subjected to a long inspection. Whispered words passed between him and the person within. Whereupon the door swung open, the servant passed inside and a tall form in mail and a black cloak appeared.


  It was a spearman, helmeted and grim of visage. He yawned sleepily, leaning on the haft of his weapon.


  So, Khlit thought, the place—whatever it might be—was guarded. A building of that size could only be a temple or palace. And it had not the look of the latter. Khlit yearned to see what was within. The spearman did not look overshrewd.


  The Cossack had learned that it was easier to get out of a building than to get in—easier sometimes than to find a place of safety else—where among many enemies. Still, it would hardly do to use violence on the spearman. He might have comrades within.


  Khlit swaggered up to the man.


  “Bator Khan sends me,” he said briefly in Uigur. “A message for those within.”


  He was watching the fellow's face keenly. At a sign of suspicion the Cossack would have turned back. But the bearded countenance was sleepily indifferent.


  “It is well,” the other growled. “If you see one of the black hats about, bid him send me a relief. The men within must have weighty business on hand, for they hum through the corridors like a swarm of insects. But I must eat and sleep.”


  Khlit passed him by without reply. He found himself in a low, long hall. At one side was a bare chamber, evidently a guard room, and empty. The Cossack paced the length of the corridor warily. At the end a flight of stone steps led upward.


  These he ascended to an ill-lighted hall where two men—Chinamen—sat on benches that ran around the wall. They were dressed as servants, and unarmed. Khlit spoke to them gruffly.


  “The man at the gate bids the black hats send him a relief.”


  One arose at this and Khlit motioned impatiently at the other. Both left the chamber with the submissiveness of the underlings of their race. Khlit judged them little better than slaves.


  He was about to go forward, when he paused in his tracks. A strong, clear voice had spoken. Yet Khlit saw that there was no one in the room with him. The voice had seemed but a few paces distant.


  Again it came, loud but muffled. Whispers repeated the words from the corners of the chamber, and fainter whispers down the stairs.


  A cold tremor touched Khlit's back and he swore under his breath. Was the room filled with men he could not see? What manner of place was this?


  Then he realized the cause of the mystery. The room was lofty, of bare stone. The voice came from an adjoining corridor and the echoes of the empty halls carried the sound to where he stood.


  



  IX


  Grim and desolate was the abode of Bon, the Destroyer, in the city of Khoten. Narrow embrasures formed the windows. In the great hall of the temple proper were ranged the fetishes—miniatures of the monstrous idols in the main temple of Bon in the mountains.


  In the annals of the ancient city of Khoten it is written that the secrets of Bon were safeguarded jealously. Access to the temple was difficult. Those who came to speak to the bonpas—priests—were not allowed to see the face of the man they conversed with. Especially was this true when one of the higher order of the mountain temple visited the Khoten sanctuary.


  So a reception room was contrived, artfully designed so that the priest standing behind a curtain in the room would have his words carried to the ears of his visitor by echoes. The visitors stood sometimes in the chamber itself, on the outer side of the curtain, sometimes in the hall at the head of the entrance stairs—according to their degree of intimacy with the bonpas.


  For the rest, the sanctuary was a place of silence, ill-omened. For the bonpas were worshipers not of Buddha or Brahma, but of Bon, the incarnate spirit of power, drawing strength through destruction and death. Thus they were allied to the tantrik sect of Kali, the four-armed.


  In their halls few men showed their faces. By night men and women were brought into the halls, who left them cringing or laughing aloud, vacantly as those whose minds are disordered.


  Bator Khan and his servant being followers of the bonpas were admitted to the reception chamber on the night that the Turkoman's caravan came to Khoten.


  They stood uneasily before a heavy black curtain which stretched the length of the room. At one end of this curtain was placed a priest of Bon, masked—as was their habit during a ceremonial or a visit from their superiors of the mountain temple. This mask was merely a bag-like length of cloth, dropping over the face from the black hat and painted gruesomely to awe those who visited the sanctuary.


  The black hat itself consisted of a helmet-like cap of felt—to distinguish the followers of Bon from the yellow hats, who were servants of the Dalai Lama of Lhassa. In addition, the bonpa by the curtain held—as sigil of his office—a trumpet of human bone.


  “Your message!” he whispered to the two. “He who waits behind the curtain is impatient of delay.”


  Bator Khan's pig-like face was moist from perspiration.


  “I was sent, O favored of Bon,” he repeated huskily, “into the desert to seek the woman Nur-Jahan. Behold, I was aided by the god, for I came upon them in a caravansary. They be four—three men, two warriors, and the third a wandering musician—and a woman. Surely this is Nur-Jahan. I followed the four into Khoten, where I dispatched my men to find their abiding place.”


  He paused, licking his thick lips. The attendant by the curtain regarded him impassively from the mask.


  “This man—” he pointed to the camel driver—“found Hamar, the minstrel, and the old warrior at the noisome house of Lo Ch'un. Hamar went forth into the streets and we saw him not, owing to some black sorcery of which the man is master.” There was no response from the voice behind the curtain—naught save the echoes of the Turkoman's hurried words.


  “As to Chauna Singh and the woman,” continued Bator Khan, “they hide in the slave market. Truly, I do not think that Hamar has seen them yet. This man of mine has kept watch on the one at Lo Ch'un's. That is all, may it please the Presence.”


  Still there was no response. The camel driver paled visibly and stared at the curtain. Bator Khan breathed heavily. The grim mask of the attendant leered at them sardonically.


  “I found the woman Nur-Jahan,” protested Bator Khan defensively.


  There was the sound of a laugh from the curtain, a sound taken up and passed down the corridor fitfully. The Turkoman shivered slightly.


  “Dog of a dog's begetting,” he heard, “think you to trick those who serve the gods—with lies? You were sent to find and slay the woman Nur-Jahan. Have you done so? Blunderer— braggart—heart-of-a-jackal—vermin-of-a-dunghill! The enemies of Bon have clouded your wits. We have heard what passed at the caravansary.”


  Bator Khan would have spoken, but the voice went on swiftly.


  “In the desert you had the four at your mercy. By a device of the minstrel, Hamar, the woman escaped. You have not seen her since. Speak, is not this the truth?”


  The Turkoman gulped and muttered—


  “Aye.”


  “What has the camel driver to say?”


  The man started and glanced furtively to the door through which he had come. But a motion of the masked priest brought his gaze to the curtain.


  “O exalted-of-the-gods, source-of-divine


  -wisdom,” he chattered, “hear the follower who is less than the dirt beneath the hoofs of your horse. I watched the man Khlit at the tavern. He talked long with Lo Ch'un in a tongue I knew not. So I dispatched word to him by one of the harlots of the place to guard well his tongue. Then, when the tall plainsman left, I followed, and I— I—”


  His eyes widened and he lifted hand to mouth as he sought for words.


  “And he escaped your sight?”


  “Aye—it was dark—a comrade of Bon sent me hither—I did my best!”


  The man fell on his knees, raising arms over head.


  “Fate has written a seal on your forehead, driver of camels,” observed the priest behind the curtain.


  “It was dark!” cried the ruffian.


  “Is Bon to be served by such as you?” the voice rang out mockingly. “Nay, the god has better servants. Harken, Bator Khan. The day after the morrow is the feast day of Bon, the Destroyer. You know the rites of the feast day. The hand of Bon will be stretched over the city, and the god will rise in his strength. He must be worshiped. There will be a sacrifice.”


  Bator Khan lifted a hand to wipe the moisture from his brow.


  “Votaries of the god,” cried the voice, “will offer their lives. Lo, the home of the god is in the sacred mountains of Himachal, to the south. There is his sanctuary. The votaries will walk, unarmed and afoot, into the mountains, up, over the snowline. No man—not even a priest of the temple—may molest them. They will die in the summits of Himachal. Will you and the carrion that is your man offer yourselves as votaries?”


  The echoes growled the words, drawn out into a long sound that was almost a shriek.


  “Sacred Himachal is the abode of Mansarowar, the beast Mansarowar. Lo, the mountain abode is the fulfillment of human desires, Bator Khan—and human death. Those who journey up bearing the mark of Bon will not return. Should they come back—if they survived the cold of the summits—to Khoten, the hand of the bonpas would slay them, slowly as if they were smitten with leprosy.”


  The wretched men stared blindly at the black curtain. But when Bator Khan had made as if to speak, the voice went on.


  “But you are too miserable an offering for Bon. Live then, for a time—it will not be long. Fate has set its mark on you. Meanwhile, the priest will see that Nur-Jahan and her men do not leave the city. When the feast comes, they will be sought out and brought into the crowd of worshipers. There a cry will be raised against them, and they will have heart and bowels torn out by the followers of the god. It will be a pleasing sight. Now, away from here and live—if you can escape the writing of fate.” Whereupon the two turned and ran from the chamber. The masked priest watched them pass into the corridor. Then he moved his head alertly. From the outer hall, below the steps came the clash of weapons and a cry.


  The priest hesitated, glancing at the motionless curtain. The ways of the man behind the curtain were sometimes secret and past knowing. Yet he had not known that the two were to be slain as they left. A second clamor, ended by a heavy fall, aroused his suspicions and he ran out into the hall above the stairs. Two frightened servants joined him.


  The three descended the stairs and passed into the entrance corridor. There they halted. The bodies of Bator Khan and the camel driver were prone on the stone floor. The mail-clad form of the spear-man who had been sentry at the gate sprawled over them on hands and knees. His weapon lay beside him, the point severed from the haft.


  The masked priest bent over him as the man sank to the floor, groaning weakly. A thin stream of blood trickled from his neck. “Fool!” cried the priest. “Have you slain the Turkoman?” The other coughed bestially, shaking his head. He was near death. “Another—a curved sword.”


  He pointed to the door which was open.


  The priest and the servants ran out. In the shadows of the street a tall figure showed for an instant, then vanished.


  The masked priest made as if to follow, then hesitated. Three armed men had been struck down in the space of a minute—and he did not follow.


  



  X


  Khlit and Hamar had waited in the ebony and lacquered room over the tavern of Lo Ch'un for the space of a day. The Cossack liked the room little. Tarnished silk covered the walls, and the varied odors of the alley outside, issuing through a circular window, did not relieve the smell of musk which pervaded the place.


  Now and then the women of the place—girls of China, Samarkand, with one or two Georgians—peered in through the hangings of the single door but did not linger, seeing who was within. Khlit sat on a bench against the further wall wiping his sword with a fragment of silk and watching the door, while Hamar squatted beside him, tuning his guitar softly.


  They had seen nothing of Nur-Jahan or Chauna Singh since their arrival in Khoten. Hamar reported that the two must be among the caravans of the slave market.


  Evidently, thought Khlit, the girl and the Rájput had been kept from coming to the tavern. That they had not fallen into the hands of the bonpas he knew from the talk he had overheard in the temple of Bon. Nur-Jahan, he reasoned, had guessed at the peril she faced in the streets of Khoten and had remained in hiding.


  The death of the three in the hall of the temple caused him no second thought. Not otherwise could he have escaped from the place, and they had had time to draw their weapons.


  He had told the minstrel of what passed the night before.


  “It is fate.” Hamar waved a lean hand, sniffing at a perfume he carried in a flask about his throat. “Higher than the scheming of the servants of the gods, khan, is the unalterable will which brings death to all things. What is to be, will be. What are the gods? Men worship them because they fear them. A dozen priesthoods wax fat on fear. They say there are good deities. How can it be so?”


  Khlit fingered the gold cross at his neck.


  “This is an evil place, Hamar,” he observed. “A city in the waste of a desert—caravans that hold revelry herein—black priests that hold the city in their power. Hey! I have not seen the cross of a church for many Winters.”


  Hamar glanced at him curiously.


  “A church. Nay, are there not temples enough for your liking about here?”


  “Does a horse like the meat of a tiger?”


  The minstrel fingered his guitar with a sigh. Suddenly Khlit found the man's faded, green eyes peering into his own.


  “Yet you like danger, Khlit, khan, and the thrill of clashing swords. Tell me, why did you not heed the warning of Lo Ch'un and leave this place before the feast of tomorrow? What matters Nur-Jahan to you? Our lives will be worth little more than the sand of the alley by another sun.”


  “Bah, minstrel,” grunted the Cossack, “shall I ride hence while the woman—mischief-maker though she be—stays? Truly, it will not be easy to escape with whole skins on the morrow. Think you Nur-Jahan is still in Khoten?”


  Hamar nodded.


  “Aye, the Persian is shrewd. Doubtless she has learned of the watch the bonpas keep on the place. If there be a way hence, she will find it.”


  He glanced again at Khlit thoughtfully.


  “It is written that a diamond shines from a heap of dirt. Nay, khan, the woman reaches out to the rule of an empire with her small hand. She will have great honor—or death. And the issue lies on the dice of fate. Harken, khan. Sher Afghan, the husband of Nur-Jahan, still lives. Chauna Singh is faithful to him. What if Sher Afghan is slain by Jahangir, the Mogul?”


  “Then Nur-Jahan will be free.”


  “But Chauna Singh? Since the name of Ind has been, a Rájput is faithful to his lord.”


  Khlit made no response. But he did not forget the words of Hamar.


  The circle of the window darkened. Twilight was casting its veil over the city. From somewhere came the sunset cries of a mullah. Hamar rose and, striking flint on stone, lit a candle. In an adjoining room Khlit heard the wailing of a woman in grief. The sound had persisted for some time.


  Hamar had paid no attention to it. Men were thronging into the place from the street, and the room below was a tumult of a score of tongues. Still the wail went on, shrill and dismal.


  With an oath the Cossack sprang up and pushed through the curtains. Following the sound of the crying woman, he came to another chamber like the one he had left. Within he saw a carpet spread, and on the carpet a man.


  Beside him kneeled the woman who had beckoned Lo Ch'un from the tavern the night before. Her hair was disordered in grief and the stain on her cheeks showed vivid against a pallid skin. She raised inflamed eyes to the Cossack.


  What drew Khlit's gaze and brought a second oath to his lips was the sight of a bonpa mask placed over the face of the man on the rug. It was the first that Khlit had seen, but he did not mistake it.


  “Hide of the devil!” he muttered, for the painted fabric leered at him grotesquely.


  Something in the loose position of the man's limbs and his dirty silk tunic aroused his suspicions.


  Stepping over the prostrate form, Khlit lifted the black mask. The distorted face of Lo Ch'un stared up at him, eyes distended and flesh purple. It needed no examination to show that Lo Ch'un had been dead for some time—and Khlit remembered the long wailing of the woman.


  “How was this done?” he asked the woman.


  She shook her head mutely, not understanding what he said. Khlit perceived the end of a silken cord hanging from Lo Ch'un's mouth. The cord, he saw, was attached to a gag which had been forced far down the tavern keeper's throat.


  Khlit flung the mask into a corner and turned from the room. Hamar looked up questioningly as he entered.


  “Hey, minstrel,” grinned Khlit, “there is a notable physician in the temple of the bonpas who has devised a cure for tongue-wagging. Doubtless—after the tidings brought to the temple by the man of Bator Khan—the priests thought he was too free with their secrets.”


  “A fool has paid for his folly.”


  Khlit reflected moodily that Lo Ch'un had been slain in a room adjoining theirs without the sound of a struggle. They must have been within a score of feet when it was done. Yet they had not been molested. He scowled as he thought how the hand of the priests was everywhere in Khoten. Doubtless the men in the temple knew where they—Hamar and Khlit were—and, knowing, waited. For what? For the feast of the morrow, when the death of Nur-Jahan was planned?


  The words of Hamar returned to his memory. They were four against many, and their foes were not to be seen.


  “Devil take it all!” he grumbled, for the thing was preying on his nerves somewhat. “Let us go below and eat, minstrel. Thus we will have a full meal under our belts. And it will be better so.”


  “I will not eat,” said Hamar, “but I will go with you. If the bonpas have marked Nur-Jahan's death for the morrow we have little to fear tonight.”


  With that the two descended to the tavern.


  Unwatched by Lo Ch'un, a motley crowd was drinking and gorging at will. The women of the house were scattered among the benches, aiding the merriment with shrill laughter. Some looked up drunkenly at his entrance.


  “Fill yourselves, dogs,” muttered Khlit, “there will be none to tally the drinks—”


  He broke off abruptly and clutched Hamar's arm. Among a crowd of men across the men he caught the veiled figure of Nur-Jahan, with bearded Chauna Singh towering at her side.


  “Here be our comrades, minstrel,” he whispered. Hamar thrust his way through the crowd.


  Then, as they approached the girl, she dropped her veil and smiled at them. Khlit heard Hamar draw in his breath in sharp surprise. Truly, it was a strange thing, for Nur-Jahan was a Mohammedan and it was forbidden to such to show their faces before the eyes of strange men.


  Chauna Singh flushed angrily, for Nur-Jahan was wife to his lord, Sher Afghan, and it was not fitting that she should be seen by the drunken men of the brothel. He made as if to clutch her veil, but she stayed him with a whisper, speaking softly to Hamar also.


  “Is the girl mad?” growled Khlit to the minstrel. “She hides herself for a day and two nights. Then, lo, she shows herself to these cattle. Look yonder!”


  Hamar looked and saw the eyes of the men in the room turn to Nur-Jahan and stare hotly. The girl's beauty stood out among the miserable women of the place in sharp contrast. A silence fell on the tavern.


  Men pushed wine cups away from lips and gazed at Nur-Jahan narrow-eyed. Bearded hillmen muttered to themselves. A sheepskin-clad giant rose unsteadily, his pock-marked face flushed with drink, and lurched forward, grinning.


  The fitful light of the place—from candle and hearth—gave the dark countenance of the girl a witchery that stirred the pulses of those who watched.


  “She says,” the minstrel whispered to Khlit, “that she wishes these dogs to see her beauty, that they may know her tomorrow.”


  “They seem little disposed to wait until the morrow, Hamar,” said Khlit grimly.


  He sensed trouble in the air, for the men were pressing closer. The Khirghiz giant planted himself in front of Nur-Jahan, his small eyes alight.


  “Ho, comrades!” he bellowed. “A dainty morsel is here. By the bones of Satan, this is a face to delight the gods!”


  Khlit moved closer to Chauna Singh. He was angry at Nur-Jahan's prank. Not content with the enmity of the priests, the girl had dared the lawless crew of the tavern. She smiled at them coldly. And some who stared at her moved uneasily under her glance. Here, they thought, was no common courtesan. What manner of woman was she?


  Thus it happened that while some pushed forward with silent intentness, others hung back, measuring the stature of Chauna Singh and Khlit and the bearing of the girl.


  “Drink, men of the caravan trails!” cried the girl in her clear, commanding voice. “It is written that wine is the sweeper-away-of-care! Give them wine,” she ordered the slaves. “Tomorrow they will see that which they will tell their children, and it will be a tale of many moons. Ha! Life is sweet when such deeds are in the air.”


  Her cry pleased many of the watchers and they roared approval.


  “Lo Ch'un is dead—there be none to guard the wine!” cried one.


  Over their heads Khlit could hear the faint wailing of the woman by the body. He glanced at Nur-Jahan curiously. Mad the girl might be, but she was fearless.


  Then silence fell again as the Khirghiz drunkard stretched out a heavy hand toward Nur-Jahan. She drew back swiftly and touched Chauna Singh on the arm.


  “Strike this dog,” she cried softly, “but do not slay him.”


  At the words the scimitar of the Rájput flashed in front of her. No time had the Khirghiz to draw weapon. Khlit saw the scimitar turn deftly and smite the forehead of the man with the flat of the blade.


  The knees of the Khirghiz bent under him and his bulk dropped heavily to the floor.


  “He was a fool!” cried Nur-Jahan aloud. “Harken, men of the desert, I am she who is called Nur-Jahan, Light of the Palace. Look well, for you may not see my face again. I go from Khoten tomorrow, at the feast of Bon. Come to the feast, for there will be a sight worth seeing.”


  With that she turned swiftly and disappeared up the stairs. Chauna Singh followed with a black glance at the gaping crowd. Khlit watched until he was sure none of the caravan men would molest them further. Gradually they returned to their cups and their talk.


  Khlit sought and found the joint of meat he had come for. Hamar had gone, and he ate alone, being hungry. His thoughts turned on the whim of Nur-Jahan. She had shown her face to these men willfully. They were, without doubt, devotees of Bon. Surely Nur-Jahan had a reason for what she did.


  What was it? At that time Khlit did not know.


  



  


  XI


  The midday sun was hot over Khoten's hovels and temples on the noon appointed as the feast of Bon. From the taverns and caravansarys issued a motley crowd—thin-boned Arabs, squat Khirghiz hillmen, hawk-faced Usbeks—a smattering of Hindus, cleanly robed. And as they pressed into the streets leading to the temple of Bon, there came the low thrumming of stone drums beaten within the building.


  The sound of the drums passed through the sand-swept alleys, out beyond the groves of wild poplars, leaves a-droop from lack of wind—out to the shimmering waste of the desert of Gobi to the north and the level plain that led to the mountains of the south.


  Dimly in the heat haze these mountains were to be seen—gleaming snow summits flashing into the blue of the sky. The narrow embrasures of the temple looked out upon the hills. Men whispered to each other that the fetishes of the sanctuary faced toward the mountains, where was the home of the god Bon.


  About the temple courtyard a throng was gathered, pushing and elbowing for a sight of the cleared space before the gate of the structure. A group of bearers set down the palanquin of a Chinese mandarin and escorted the stout silk-clad and crimson tulip-embroidered person of their master through the onlookers, striking aside those who stood in their way with their wands.


  A continuous hubbub swelled over the monotone of the drums. By now half the men and women of the city were in the square before the temple—sleepy-eyed and quarrelsome from the revelry of the night before.


  Bands of the black hats were passing through the streets. They were pale men, evil-eyed and complacent. Merchants still journeyed to the square, for it paid to be friendly with the folk of the black hat on the feast day of Bon. Votaries of the god went eagerly, driven by the blood-lust which yearned to see certain of their fellows marked for death.


  In the throng were those who had come to Khoten with Nur-Jahan—Chauna Singh, watchful and silent, disdainful of the multitude of low-caste—Hamar walking as if in a trance—Khlit, apparently oblivious of what passed, but inwardly observant.


  The Cossack was ill-pleased with their position. He had seen enough of the handiwork of the bonpas to know that their lives were put to the hazard. Bator Khan was dead; but other servants of the priests, he knew, were not lacking. Any Arab or Khirghiz in the throng might be the bearer of a knife destined for them.


  A crowd always disturbed the Cossack of the Curved Saber. Here there was no room for swordplay—no chance to set a horse to gallop and meet an enemy as he liked to do. He put little faith in his pistols.


  Left to himself, Khlit would have ventured on a dash from the city, mounted on his pony. But the party of Nur-Jahan was certainly shadowed by the priests—after the scenes in the tavern the night before there would be small difficulty in that.


  So long, however, as Chauna Singh and Hamar remained with the girl, he was grimly resolved to see the matter through. He would not let the Rájput say that he had drawn back from danger.


  “Give way, O born-of-a-dog and soul-of- swine!” snarled the Rájput at those in front as he drew Nur-Jahan forward.


  Hamar and Khlit pressed after them.


  Oaths and threats greeted their progress. But here and there were men who had been in the tavern the evening before, and these whispered to their neighbors, so that many turned to look after the girl. In this way they pushed to the first rank of watchers in the temple courtyard.


  The crowd was already stirred by the ceremony of the priests. Khlit saw men staring, rigid-eyed, and others muttering fragments of prayers. The throb of the drums beat into his ears.


  “It grows time for the servants of Bon to speak to us,” he heard a Dungan say. “The dance is near its ending.”


  For the first time he had sight of what was going on in front of the temple.


  An array of the black hats was sounding long trumpets, echoing the note of the drums—an insistent clamor that harped upon one note insidiously. Before them whirled and tossed a throng of the masked priests. In the center of the dances was the form of a woman, bare of clothing to the waist and streaked with blood.


  Khlit watched the scene indifferently. It was evil mummery, this prostrating before a hidden god. Almost he laughed at panting priests in their painted masks. But, hearing the beat of the drums, he kept silence.


  And, as at a signal from within the temple, the dancers ceased, flinging themselves on the ground.


  A voice issued from the dark gateway of the temple, a voice measured and calm.


  “On the summits of Himachal,” it said, “is the abode of Bon, the Destroyer. There is the seat of happiness, the shrine of the ages. In the silence of the mountains the avalanches reveal the anger and power of the gods.”


  “Himachal!” the shout was taken up by the crowd. “In Himachal is life and the blessed death!”


  Khlit caught Chauna Singh's eye and smiled without merriment. “Has Nur-Jahan come hither to be slain easily, as a white dove is caught by a falcon?” he growled.


  Chauna Singh shook his head moodily.


  “Nay, khan, I know not. It was her will to come. The city is guarded and we may not escape. But here is an evil place. Yet would she come, saying that we might yet live. Could I do otherwise? I am her man.”


  “Does she hope to awe these carrion with the name of Jahangir?”


  “Nay,” the Rájput grunted distastefully. “The Mogul is a stripling—and his power is distant.”


  “Then, what will we do?”


  “Watch!”


  “Aye—but not for long.” Khlit motioned over his shoulder. Men of the black hats were edging through the crowd. “Look yonder.”


  “I see.” Chauna Singh turned his back deliberately. “Nur-Jahan has ordered that where she goes we must follow. Mark that, khan.”


  The voice within the temple rose to a hoarse cry. Khlit understood little of what it said, but the crowd surged excitedly.


  “And the way to the hills is open,” he heard. “Whoever offers his life to Bon—be he slave or khan—he will be put upon the path that leads past the shrine of Kedernath, by the lake of Lamdok Tso, to the home of the gods—”


  A man sprang forward from the throng and cast himself in the sand before the woman.


  “A sacrifice!” the gathering roared. “A life given to Bon.”


  Khlit saw the priests go to the man and take his weapons from his belt. Then he was led within the temple.


  The Cossack snarled at the sight. Devilwork, he thought. The impulse to cast away life in religious frenzy was bred in the blood of the men around him.


  Nur-Jahan's hand clutched him swiftly.


  “Come,” he heard her whisper. “In this way we may win free!”


  He caught at his sword-hilt, for the black hats about him had pressed closer. Nur-Jahan's words had set him to thinking swiftly. He saw the girl, followed by her companions, step from the crowd.


  Khlit stooped in the throng for a moment. Then he sprang erect and leaped after the others.


  Nur-Jahan's silvery voice came to his ears. The girl was standing among the priests before the gate of the temple.


  “A sacrifice to Bon,” she called clearly. “I, Nur-Jahan the fair, offer myself to go into the mountains.”


  He saw Hamar's sensitive face pale and Chauna Singh scowl, as he joined them. The priests stared at them from their masks. A roar broke from the crowd.


  “It is Nur-Jahan!” he heard. “She of the tavern! Here is a fitting one to wander into the snows!”


  The cries were taken up by others, stirred by zeal. Khlit wondered if it was for this that the girl had shown herself in the tavern. As he wondered, he was caught by the priests.


  “To Himachal!” the crowd roared, as the black hats hesitated, glancing at the gate. “We will see them put afoot and weaponless at the foot of the holy hills. Let the men accompany her. Ho—she will be well attended in death!”


  The eyes of the crowd were fixed in the black gate of the temple where was the hidden priest of Bon. A brief silence. Then:


  “Let Nur-Jahan be the sacrifice! Let the gods have the flower of the Mogul! We will see her put afoot in the hills, in the snows! None may molest her—she belongs to the gods!”


  It was the cry of the camel-men who had seen the beauty of the girl the night before.


  The shout was taken up by the multitude. The priests stepped forward and seized the four. At this there was a roar of approval.


  “Bon has taken the woman!” shrieked a man. “Her limbs will wither in the snows!”


  Khlit saw the girl poised proudly among the black priests, veiled head high. He saw Chauna Singh's scimitar snatched from him and felt his own pistols jerked from his belt. His scabbard hung empty at his side.


  “To the camels!” cried the crowd.


  They were led by the bonpas to the waiting beasts. They were not molested, for it was the law of the priesthood that the sacrifices were inviolate from harm by human hands.


  Nur-Jahan was cast upon the back of a kneeling camel. Khlit and the others followed her. At the eager urging of the throng, the beasts, surrounded by mounted priests and their followers, were put into motion away from the temple, to the south.


  A black cloth was cast over Khlit's head and made fast.


  For the rest of that day and the night the camels did not slacken their pace. The next day many hands drew Khlit from the beast and mounted him upon a horse.


  They rode forward again—and upward. Still upward. The warmth of the foothills gave place to the chill of the mountain slope.


  



  XII


  All things that die on Himachal, and dying think of his snows, are blessed.


  In a hundred ages of the gods the glories of Himachal could not be told. Of Himachal, where Shiva lived and the Ganges falls from the foot of Vishnu like the slender thread of a lotus flower.


  Paradise is to be found on Himachal—even by the beast that bears the name of Mansarowar.


  Hymn to Himachall


  



  The shadows of the mountain slope were deepening, and the wind that whispered down the pass was cold. Gaunt pine trees reared overhead. Miles below, the level glow of the setting sun was still on the plain.



  Silence reigned in the forest—a silence broken only by the fitful brush of pine branches, one against the other. The snow that had glittered up the pass was a dull gray. In the distance, to right and left, massive peaks reared their heads, and their snow crests caught the last glimmer of the sun.


  Standing in the ravine, Nur-Jahan and her companions watched a cavalcade move out on the plain. The tiny figures progressed slowly across the brown expanse, horse and camel barely to be distinguished at that distance. Light glinted from the pinpoint of a spear or sword.


  Then, as if by magic, the sun passed from the plain. The cavalcade vanished in the shadows.


  Nur-Jahan turned to the men.


  “With Allah are the keys of the unseen,” she said softly. “Yonder go the priests of Bon. Here we be, cast upon the mountain. What say you?”


  Chauna Singh brushed his hand across his eyes. Long muffled in a cloth, the watching had strained his good eye.


  “Nay, mir,” he said slowly. “In my mind there is a thought. It is that the evil dogs have left some of their breed to spy upon us here.”


  Hamar roused himself from his reverie. “The Rájput speaks truth, Nur-Jahan,” he assented meditatively. “The servants of Bon are accustomed to keep watch upon the men they cast out to die. If we turn back, our heads will be cut from our shoulders and sent to the Khoten temple. We have offered ourselves as sacrifices. We must go forward.”


  “To what?” snarled Chauna Singh. “Over our heads is the snow. It would be the work of four days to pass the peaks, by way of the lake of Lamdok Tso, to the further side—four days for strong men, with food and weapons. Nur-Jahan is a woman—and we have not eaten since sunrise.”


  “Nay, more, Chauna Singh,” laughed the girl. “Your weapons are in the hands of the bonpas, who have taken our horses. Recall the word of the priest who said our way lies onward, or death awaits us.”


  “It was your will, Nur-Jahan,” observed Hamar, “that we should do this. Wherefore?”


  “Blind!” mocked the girl. “Allah has given you the gift of song, yet you are but a dreamer. Nay, we could not stand in Khoten. The knives of the black priests were already drawn for our slaying when I came forward from the crowd.”


  “A swift death is better than to be food for rooks,” muttered Chauna Singh.


  “Yet Sher Afghan gave you charge over me—to safeguard my life.”


  “Aye, Nur-Jahan—it is so.” Chauna Singh bent his head calmly. “And as I have promised, I will do.”


  “It is written,” sighed the minstrel, “that death among friends is like to a feast.”


  “And it is also written,” said the girl, “that Allah knows what is before us. Allah weakens the stratagems of misbelievers—and beyond the summits lies Kashmir.”


  She turned swiftly on Khlit, who had been moodily silent. “What say you, old warrior?”


  The Cossack stretched his big frame.


  “I?” He laughed low. “I thirst to have yonder carrion priests at my sword's end.”


  “Ho, old khan, you are not faint of heart.” She skipped from his side up the pass a pace. “Come, Hamar, Chauna Singh. Time passes and we must press on. We will see the heights where the god Bon dwells. Come, are you beasts of burden, to be whipped? Lead, Chauna Singh. I will follow with the khan.”


  The Rájput strode into the twilight without further word. Hamar accompanied him as best he could. The girl drew her khalat about her and followed, motioning Khlit to her side.


  The sides of the gorge frowned down on them. There was no trail, the pass being rocky. The Cossack wondered if men hidden in the pines were watching them. The girl touched his arm. “Harken, khan,” she whispered. “Know you where we are?” Khlit shook his head. The mountains were strange to him. “We be below the Lake of Lamdok Tso, the blue lake. Here is where the votaries are led from Khoten in the evil ceremonies of the black priests. By the Lake of Lamdok Tso runs the pass of Kandrum, which leads from Kashmir. Hither we came to Khoten. There is no refuge for us in the pass—but at Lamdok Tso a man awaits us.”


  As Khlit was silent, she continued.


  “Hamar came from Agra with the message from Jahangir, the Mogul—” she lingered on the name softly—“to hasten back to him. Chosen warriors of his are posted near to Leh to meet us. But Hamar fell in with a man of Sher Afghan in the outskirts of the town of Leh. The fellow said that Sher Afghan, the Lion-Slayer, would send a message to Chauna Singh—and to me.”


  “Where is this Lion-Slayer of yours?” grunted Khlit. “Will he not aid you against the devil priests?”


  “Nay, you know not our people, khan.” In the gloom he saw her smile. “My lord is proud—and I have fled from his side. I love him not—how may it be, when I was betrothed to Jahangir? After my flight with Chauna Singh, Sher Afghan would not lift a hand to aid me.”


  “Yet he sent the Rájput.”


  “Aye.” The dark head tossed proudly. “I am honored of many men. Chauna Singh lives but to serve me—and Sher Afghan. He rode after me from the camp of my lord, saying that Sher Afghan had said that I should not go unattended. It is well.”


  Khlit was silent, turning the matter over in his mind. Verily, these were strange folk, proud and swift to act. Their love was as quick as their hatred.


  “Hamar said to the man of Sher Afghan,” continued the girl, “that if his lord would send a message, it might be dispatched to the Lake of Lamdok Tso, in the Kandrum Pass—for we must return by the pass to Kashmir. Now, when Hamar, riding but slowly, for he has a weak body, passed the trail by the border of the lake, he found the messenger already there. Sher Afghan had sent word swiftly.”


  “That was the time of one moon agone,” observed Khlit.


  “If it were a hundred days the man would still be there. And if we can gain the Kandrum trail, by the lake, we will find him— with food and a horse.”


  “Aye, food,” growled the Cossack, who had already tightened his belt.


  “Does Chauna Singh know this?” he asked after a while.


  “Nay, why not?” said the girl lightly. Khlit glanced at her but could not see her face in the dim light. “Say not I have told you, khan,” she added.


  “In the mountains such as these,” he meditated, “a man must carry food with him, for there is little game to be had. Either food—or a bringer of meat.”


  He halted, despite the girl's impatient exclamation.


  “Go you with Chauna Singh,” he continued. “I will follow— presently.”


  “May Allah the merciful forgive me!” cried Nur-Jahan. “It is the hour of sunset prayer.”


  With a deft movement she undid the white veil from her head and spread it on the earth at her feet. Khlit fumbled under his heavy sheepskin coat. Nur-Jahan saw that he drew forth something that gleamed whitely in the twilight. Seeing it, she caught her breath.


  “How came that here, khan?”


  “Hey, little songbird,” the Cossack laughed, “where else than beneath the tail of my coat? Think you the men of Bon could rid me of this?”


  He swung his curved sword viciously about his head.


  “It is good to feel it thus. Nay, I slipped it from scabbard in the throng in front of the temple and none saw it done.”


  “Whither go you?” whispered Nur-Jahan, for Khlit had turned away.


  “To see if the servants of the black priests follow us,” he growled. “If it is so, then we may have food. If I come not back within an hour, go you ahead with the two.”


  Nur-Jahan watched his tall figure fade into the gloom down the ravine. She called softly to Chauna Singh to linger and sank to her knees on the white veil, facing, as was the law, toward Mecca.


  There was no cry of the muezzin to accompany her prayer. Nothing except the rising drone of wind in the treetops overhead, where the crests of the pines swayed and lifted.


  When she completed her prayer she arose and joined her waiting companions, drawing the khalat close about her slender form, for the night wind was cold. Briefly she told the Rájput whither Khlit had gone. They watched the ravine to the rear, while darkness merged the outlines of tree and boulder. Stars twinkled out over their heads.


  Chauna Singh was stirring impatiently when a form appeared beside them and they heard the Cossack's boots grating in the stones.


  When he came nearer they made out that he held something in his hand, something bulky, that moved of its own accord. Chauna Singh bent closer. Then he stretched out his arm and touched what was on Khlit's arm.


  “A bird!” whispered the minstrel.


  “Nay,” corrected the Rájput. “A falcon—a goshawk, unless I mistake its head. Whence came this, khan?”


  “A rider of the black priests held it on his wrist, Chauna Singh. Lo, here is a getter of meat—if there be game hereabouts.” He stroked the hooded and shackled bird, which clung to the gauntlet. “The men of Bon follow us—but they know not one of their number is missing. The horse escaped me. The man lies back among the rocks.”


  



  XIII


  Dawn flooded into the gorge as the sun gleamed on the snow peaks overhead.


  There was no mist as in the valleys of the foothills, yet the sun was long in dispelling the chill that clung to the rocks. The faces of the four were dark with chilled blood. Nevertheless, the light brought a certain amount of cheer.


  They felt the brief exhilaration of those who have watched through the night and feel the first warmth of the day in their veins. They had been stumbling ahead for the last few hours, making little progress, but Chauna Singh and Khlit had forbidden a halt. Sleep came with rest, and the two warriors knew that sleep, on stomachs long empty, lowered the vitality.


  There were circles under Nur-Jahan's fine eyes and her little feet limped in their leather slippers. Hamar's wrinkled face was a shade thinner. Of the four, he missed the absence of food the least, owing to his ascetic habits.


  Khlit and Chauna Singh showed no trace of hardship so far. The night's march meant little to them and they were saving their strength with the experience of men accustomed to the hazards of forced journeys.


  “We have not gone far, khan,” muttered the Rájput.


  Khlit cast a keen glance above and below. They were still in the forest belt, with the snowline a bit nearer. He understood now why they had been placed in the ravine by the priests of Bon. The rock sides of the gorge were sheer. And impassable. They must go forward, or back.


  And the men below would see that they did not go back.


  “Hamar says,” went on Chauna Singh, “that the pass leads up over the snowline to the valley of the blue lake—Lamdok Tso. It is pleasing to Bon, the Destroyer, that his victims perish near the blue lake.”


  “One has perished already,” laughed Khlit grimly.


  “May he be born for a thousand years in the bodies of foul toads!” amended the Rájput. “Harken, khan. Let us loose the falcon. Soon we shall be above the place where game is to be found.”


  “Presently. Nur-Jahan must press ahead now. When she tires we will unhood the goshawk.” Khlit tightened the shackles of the sulking bird. “We have a greater enemy than hunger.”


  “Cold,” assented Chauna Singh. His glance lingered on the form of the woman ahead of them. “So be it, khan.”


  They advanced up the defile steadily. Khlit, although he watched closely, saw no sign of those who were following. They had fallen back, he reasoned, trusting to the gorge to keep the four pent in.


  So far they had advanced for a night and the part of a day. Nur-Jahan had told him that the Lake of Lamdok Tso lay a journey of two nights, two days and part of a third night from their starting point. And they still had the snow to face.


  Khlit thought grimly that if the goshawk failed them it would go ill with the four. Yet he saw no chance of turning back. News of their venture would have spread through the foothills, and even if they succeeded in avoiding the guardians of the pass to their rear they would have no place of refuge to seek.


  His talk with Chauna Singh convinced him that the Rájput did not know of the man awaiting them at the lake, in the Kandrum pass. Nur-Jahan, then, had not told her follower what she had whispered to Khlit. Hamar knew.


  The minstrel, his vina slung across his shoulders, kept pace with them silently. Like most men of small frame, once the first weariness had passed off, his limbs carried him forward lightly— as easily as the two stronger, who had more weight to carry.


  Nur-Jahan's strength surprised Khlit, who knew not that the Persian had been a wanderer in many lands before she met Jahangir. When the sun was high overhead that day and the woman's steps began to falter, he unhooded the goshawk, slipping the leash from the bird's claws.


  Here was no opportunity to ply the art of falconry. They had sighted no quarry on the mountain slopes to fly the goshawk at. Khlit could only free the bird and pray that it would sight game for itself.


  The four halted, watching the falcon ascend in wide circles. It rose until it had become a dark speck against the blue of the sky. Still it circled.


  “Allah be merciful! Grant that it find prey,” uttered Nur-Jahan, eyes bent aloft.


  “And near at hand,” added Chauna Singh, pointing to the rock walls that shut them in on both sides. Hamar said nothing, watching the bird with the calm of the fatalist.


  “It must be well hungered,” observed the Rájput, who understood the pastime of falconry, “and it will not return until it has sighted quarry. Ho—look yonder!”


  The goshawk had darted downward, wings folded. When it was once more well within sight it fluttered and circled, quartering across its previous course.


  “It has sighted quarry!” cried Chauna Singh, moved out of his habitual quiet. “Now, it seeks it out—nay, it points to the thicket ahead of us. Ho—it strikes!”


  The bird had disappeared among a clump of trees at one side of the ravine, some distance ahead. Chauna Singh and Khlit ran forward, scrambling over rocks and plunging across a freshet to the trees.


  “Shiva send it be a mountain sheep. The bird was hungry!” Pushing into the bushes, the two cast about for the falcon. Presently the rustling of leaves attracted their attention and Chauna Singh pointed to where the bird was tearing at the body of a hare, shredding the flesh with its beak, fierce eyes gleaming redly at them.


  “A hare!” growled the Rájput, angrily. “A hare among four!” Nevertheless, he tore the bird from its hold on the warm quarry, hooded and shackled it. When Nur-Jahan and Hamar came up, Khlit had prepared the flesh of the animal, roughly, for eating. The girl shivered at sight of the blood.


  “Eat,” said Chauna Singh, almost roughly. “It is not only food—but warmth.”


  Obediently, she swallowed some mouthfuls of the meat, until sudden sickness stayed her. Hamar refused his portion.


  “What need have I of such?” he said tranquilly. “My strength lies not in meat.”


  Whereupon Chauna Singh, staring, put aside the minstrel's share for Nur-Jahan. What remained he placed in a fold of his tunic. He and Khlit ate sparingly and urged the others ahead.


  The ravine they had been following through many valleys gave way to the broad shoulder of the mountain. The last trees disappeared. The wind that pressed steadily in their faces grew colder. Standing in the open, they saw a score of mighty peaks stretching away on their left hand.


  On their right Khlit saw a small pile of stone, topped by a flat slab, on which were graven some signs unknown to him.


  “A shrine of the god Bon,” whispered Nur-Jahan, breathing heavily because of the thin air into which they had come.


  “Here be none but the god!” cried Hamar aloud. He pointed down the gorge behind him. “There our guards wait. Ahead is the heart of Himachal, home of the many-faced gods!”


  Khlit glanced at him sharply. The man's eyes were glowing somberly and his voice was shrill. The Cossack wondered if the lack of food had not done him harm.


  Nevertheless, it was Hamar who took the lead, guiding them upward among the ridges.


  At sunset Nur-Jahan's knees gave way and she sank to the ground, uttering no cry. When Khlit and Chauna Singh touched her they saw that she was shivering.


  The two glanced at each other significantly. Khlit took off his sheepskin svitza and cast it over the girl. Seeking a sheltered spot among the rocks, they rested, placing the girl between the three men.


  Khlit fell asleep at once, to be roused shortly by Hamar. Chauna Singh had also slept. The Rájput gathered the passive woman in his arms and strode forward, Hamar leading.


  In this fashion, relieved at times by Khlit, the man carried Nur-Jahan through the night. He spoke no word, nor did he offer to rest. Only his heavy breathing testified to the effort Chauna Singh was making.


  The silence of the higher spaces closed around the four. Khlit, plodding after the Rájput, thought of the sacrifice Nur-Jahan had offered at Khoten to the gods of Himachal. Were there gods on Himachal? The icy fingers of cold plucked at his veins—the girl had his coat—and he shook his head savagely.


  They had ventured into forbidden places, he thought. Here they were cast upon the Roof of the World. Their lives had passed out of their keeping.


  From the darkness ahead came the sound of a soft melody. The wind carried it clearly to Khlit. It was Hamar, striking upon his vina.


  



  XIV


  There are three things that change not—the will of the gods, the mountains of Himachal, and the word of a Rájput.


  Bengal proverb


  



  The Lake of Lamdok Tso lies in the heart of the Himalayas, below the line of perpetual snow, and it is said by some that the sacred Indus, called by the disciples of Bon the Sing Chin Kamba —Lion's Mouth—rises therein.



  It is written that the Indus, blessing the happy land of Kashmir and moistening the purple iris fields from the Dhal Lake to the Grove of Sweet Breezes, falls from the skies through the waters of Lamdok Tso.


  In the time of the Mogul Jahangir, the Kandrum Pass, leading from Leh to Khoten, ran by the left bank of the lake. Midway along the shore the trail crossed a promontory of rocks. This height could be seen from both ends of Lamdok Tso.


  And so it happened that when Nur-Jahan and her companions wandered down from the snowline on aching feet bound by strips of Chauna Singh's turban, into the Kandrum gorge, they saw ahead of them the pinpoint of a fire, as if hung above the shore of the lake.


  Nur-Jahan sighted it first, with a low cry.


  “Look yonder!” she whispered, for her lips were stiff with cold. “A fire—and aid. It is not far.”


  Hamar halted at her cry, peering ahead through the darkness. Khlit swore joyfully, although weakly, for since the slaying of the hare they had walked steadily for a day and a half. Chauna Singh had not spoken since the dawn of the last day. He had carried Nur-Jahan when she could not walk and aided her when she ventured afoot, her slippers bound by the cloth from his turban.


  In this fashion they had crossed the snow field, eating the last of the meat as they went and satisfying their thirst with snow.


  Hamar had not eaten. How the minstrel retained his strength Khlit did not know—not understanding the control over their bodies possessed by the ascetics of India.


  As they pressed forward toward the fire he pondered. Nur-Jahan had spoken the truth when she said that the messenger from Sher Afghan would wait. If he were another such as Chauna Singh he would remain in the pass until he had lost hope of meeting those to whom he was sent.


  Yet what was the message he bore? Hamar had seen him, spoken to him, but had said naught to Nur-Jahan of the message. It was possible the other had wished to deliver it to no one but the woman.


  Another thing. Here was a fire—some food —and a horse. But there also was the man who possessed them. How were five to live through the journey down the mountains to Kashmir? No other dwellers were in the heights. The chances of meeting with other travelers was slight. And four of the five were already greatly weakened.


  Even the falcon was gone. When the meat gave out they had unhooded it again, but the bird had flown far from where they were.


  Up the rising ground to the promontory they went, as quickly as might be. On their left hand the cold surface of the lake dropped further beneath them. On the right a precipice rose sheer. As they advanced the fire loomed larger—grew into a nest of flames, by which slept a man wrapped in a heavy cloak.


  A rock, dislodged by Khlit's boots, fell into the lake and the man awoke. He sprang to his feet, staring into the darkness—a short, bearded warrior, clad in fine mail, who fingered the hilt of a jeweled sword.


  Chauna Singh and Nur-Jahan stumbled into the light and the man by the fire gave a cry of recognition. As Khlit stepped forward to warm himself at the flames Hamar joined him. Chauna Singh and the girl had paused by the stranger. They spoke together in a tongue Khlit did not understand.


  He saw that Hamar watched out of narrow eyes, swaying the while with the movement of one who has been in motion for so long that his limbs are not readily brought to rest. The minstrel's eyes were sunk in his head, but they were quick and alert.


  Nur-Jahan had caught the arm of the messenger and was peering into his face intently. She had cast away her veil and the dark hair flooded about her pale cheeks.


  Khlit saw the man glance from her to Chauna Singh. Then silence fell upon the group.


  “Now we will hear the message,” whispered Hamar. “He would not tell me.”


  Khlit had turned to the fire, when he heard a cry from Nur-Jahan. In it dismay and joy were strangely mingled. He saw the girl draw back as if she did not wish the others to behold her face. Chauna Singh thrust his scarred face close to the man by the fire, questioning him fiercely. Hamar laughed softly.


  “The Lion-Slayer is dead, khan,” he whispered. “Sher Afghan has felt the hand of the Mogul—he who stood in the way of the love of the Mogul—he was sent for, resisted, and the men of Jahangir slew him in the fight that followed. That is the message. But give heed. There is a debt yet to be paid. The threads of fate must be knitted together.”


  “What mean you, minstrel?” growled the Cossack.


  “This!” Hamar laughed again. “I have known Sher Afghan. And Chauna Singh is his man, pledged to serve him to the death. When Nur-Jahan fled from the lord, he hated her—for his pride was stricken. And so he sent Chauna Singh. That much I know. Wherefore was the Rájput sent? Sher Afghan knew the love bond between the woman and Jahangir. He is not the man to see Nur-Jahan belong to another after his death.”


  Khlit scanned the group by the fire, frowning. Chauna Singh and his comrade had ceased talking. The Rájput passed his hand across his eyes—once —and fumbled at his girdle. It was the gesture of a man feeling for a sword.


  “See you that, khan?” muttered the minstrel. “Sher Afghan is dead. Chauna Singh has sworn an oath to his lord. Nay, I can guess what it was! Sher Afghan, as well as Jahangir, loved Nur-Jahan—and love knows no pity—”


  Khlit had left his side. The Cossack strode to the girl, who had drawn nearer the precipice, looking out over the lake. But Chauna Singh was as quick as he.


  The Rájput had placed his hand on the girl's shoulder, not roughly, but gently. Khlit caught his wrist and held it firmly. The eyes of Chauna Singh burned into his own, the blind eye dull and lifeless. Nur-Jahan turned and seeing the two men, was silent.


  “Nay, Chauna Singh,” growled the Cossack. “Are you a man to do a thing such as this?”


  The lips of the Rájput curled angrily.


  “Back, khan,” he snarled. “Fool of the steppe! This is a matter which concerns you not.”


  Nur-Jahan drew a quick breath. Hamar and the other stared, surprised into silence. Khlit's gaze did not flinch.


  “The woman came to me in the desert,” he said calmly. “We have shared bread and salt. You and I, Chauna Singh, have fought the same foes. We be true men—you and I. You will not harm the woman.”


  The Rájput wrenched himself free.


  “I have sworn an oath, O one-without-understanding!” he hissed. “Is the word of a Rájput to his lord to be broken? Nay, since my birth it has not been so. When Sher Afghan's death should be known to me, I swore that Nur-Jahan should die. Thus does widow of the Raj join her lord. The lake will give her a grave. Back! I have sworn. Ho—” Khlit had drawn his sword— “Ramdoor Singh!”


  Fiercely the Rájput cast himself empty-handed upon Khlit. As swiftly the Cossack struck. Chauna Singh's turban had been used to cover the feet of his mistress and his head was bare. The curved blade fell upon his temple, sending him reeling to the earth.


  As he struck, Khlit had deftly turned his weapon, so the flat of the blade had met the other's brow.


  The next instant, at a warning cry from Nur-Jahan, he had turned in time to ward a powerful sweep of Ramdoor Singh's weapon. The stocky warrior leaped back from Khlit's counterthrust and the two circled warily, striving to get the light of the fire in the other's eyes.


  Again the weapons clashed. Weariness smote through Khlit's lean frame. He saw the dark face of the other framed against the black expanse of darkness over the lake.


  Then Ramdoor Singh cast up his arms. His sword flew from his grasp. His body sank backward and away—and Khlit was gazing into the dark where his foe had been.


  A second passed—and he heard a splash over the precipice, far beneath. Hamar came to his side and peered over the edge of the cliff.


  “Ramdoor Singh wore mail,” the minstrel said slowly. “His death will be swift. I saw him slip on a little stone at the edge. Truly, the ways of fate are past knowing.”


  



  


  XV


  Khlit had seated himself on a stone, for he was weary, nursing his sword. And as he did so he watched Nur-Jahan. The woman had Chauna Singh's bleeding head on her knee. With strips torn from her undergarments and moistened in melted snow she bathed the dark bruise where Khlit's blade had crushed the skin.


  From the other side of the fire Hamar watched, his thin frame sunken together with fatigue, his eyes bright as with fever. Chauna Singh stirred, moaned, and lifted a hand that trembled to his head.


  “Ramdoor Singh!” he muttered. “Ramdoor Singh—to me! Ha—am I blind?”


  “Nay, Chauna Singh,” said the girl softly, “you are hurt.”


  The lips of the Rájput moved and his good eye opened, only to close at once. With returning consciousness the warrior stifled his groans. But the Cossack saw that he was in pain.


  “Ramdoor Singh is dead—in the waters of Lamdok Tso,” went on Nur-Jahan, “and you would be likewise but for the mercy of the khan. He stayed his hand when he might have slain. That is well, for I would speak with you, Chauna Singh. Look at me!”


  The man opened his eye and peered about him dully. A wrinkle of pain crossed his swollen forehead.


  “I cannot see—yet,” he said calmly.


  Nur-Jahan searched his bearded face intently, as if striving to read therein what she wanted to know.


  “Tell me, Chauna Singh, warrior of Jhelam, man of Sher Afghan, who is dead—is it your will still to slay me? When have I done you ill? Nay, I thought that you had love for Nur-Jahan, the betrothed of Jahangir the Mogul.”


  “By the sack of Chitore, I swore it—that I would safeguard you for him that was Sher Afghan, protect you and keep your honor with my life—until the death of my lord. I made him this oath when he set me after you, knowing that his life was no longer safe. Then, when I had news of his death, I was to slay you. By the sin of the sack of Chitore, on the word of a Rájput, it was sworn.”


  Silence followed upon this. Khlit, meditating, recalled the speech of Chauna Singh—since life was in Ind, a Rájput has kept faith.


  And Nur-Jahan had suspected something of this, for she had not told Chauna Singh that a man of Sher Afghan awaited them. Chauna Singh had done his best to keep his oath. Nay—knowing the man, Khlit felt this to be true—he would still strive to carry out his word.


  “What care I for Jahangir,” the Rájput muttered fiercely, “the Mogul—a Muslim without doubt—a stripling? Nay, Sher Afghan is dead.”


  Nur-Jahan stroked his forehead idly with the cloth. Fatigue had drawn the flesh of her round face close upon the bones—yet had increased the beauty of the lovely mouth and dark eyes.


  “The time came,” spoke Nur-Jahan softly, “and you attacked me, Chauna Singh. If I live, I shall be mistress of many thousand swords. Will you not forget and have the honor that I can give you?”


  “I will not forget.”


  “You cannot carry out your promise to—to Sher Afghan. Unwillingly I was forced to cross the threshold of the Lion-Slayer's home. Chauna Singh, my heart has been in the keeping of Jahangir—although I have seen him not for years. We were betrothed. Allah's mercy may bring me safe to the court of the Mogul. Think upon that, Chauna Singh—and say if you will not forget. You have not known the bond of love?”


  “Aye, for my lord. He was a true man.”


  “And you can be to me what you were to him.”


  A mute shake of the head was her answer.


  “We have shared peril together, Chauna Singh.”


  The Rájput was silent, his dark face impassive.


  “Harken, Chauna Singh—” the beautiful head lifted proudly— “it is Mir-un-nissa who asks, Nur-Jahan, Light of the Palace and Flower of the World. I ask it of you. Forget the oath.”


  “It may not be.”


  Across the fire Khlit saw Hamar watching keenly what passed. The face of the minstrel was inscrutable. A thought came to Khlit. Chauna Singh would be faithful to his word. And this must cost him his life.


  Nur-Jahan could not carry the wounded man down the mountain slopes to safety. Chauna Singh was strong, and the wound was not severe. The girl's life would not be safe in his company.


  Khlit had discovered Ramdoor Singh's horse picketed in a clump of willows not far from the fire—and some dried dates and rice in the saddlebags. Enough to get them alive into Kashmir. But they could not take Chauna Singh.


  What then? Leave him by Lamdok Tso? That meant death, for the warrior was half starved, and hurt, and travelers in the Kandrum pass were few.


  It was for Nur-Jahan to decide, thought Khlit. And he watched the girl. She shook back the dark hair from her eyes and stretched out her small hand.


  “Give me the curved sword, khan.”


  Khlit handed her the blade without a word. The girl fingered it quietly. Then laid it against the side of Chauna Singh's throat. The Rájput gave no sign he had heard, or felt.


  “Look at me, Chauna Singh,” she said.


  The man shook his head slightly.


  “I cannot see. The hurt is above my eye.”


  “You can feel. I hold the curved sword of the khan, Khlit. Speak, Chauna Singh! Since you will not forget the oath, you must choose. Shall it be death here, at my hand—or to be left when we go down the pass at dawn? As you choose, it shall be.” Chauna Singh raised himself unsteadily on one arm.


  “I do not offer you life, Chauna Singh—for I know that you may not be bought. Choose!”


  The Rájput laughed and lay back on the earth wearily.


  “Shall I be food for the ravens, Nur-Jahan? Nay, let it be death by the sword. It is well. And then the waters of the lake.”


  The girl brushed the sword against his throat. And Khlit saw her smile.


  “Give heed,” she said softly. “Your life is mine. You have said it. And—I spare it. I have taken from Sher Afghan the life of his follower that was his. And I have given you fresh life. Remember—for it is a debt—and you are a man of the Raj.”


  No muscle moved in the warrior's face. In the silence Khlit heard the murmur of water against the lake shore beneath them.


  “It is a debt, Chauna Singh. Your life is mine, and I am safe henceforth from harm at your hand. Some day you will pay back the debt. That is the way of the Raj.” She turned to Khlit wearily. “You have found food, khan. We must eat and sleep. For we must be on our way at dawn.”


  Khlit wondered but said nothing as he took back his sword. For the first time in many days he saw Hamar eat—but sparingly.


  So it happened that when the pale dawn touched the peaks above them and the faint reflections took shape in the dark pool of Lamdok Tso, Nur-Jahan had Chauna Singh placed upon the horse and they set their faces toward Kashmir. Now Chauna Singh's scarred face was somber, for he saw nothing of the dawn. And Hamar, walking before them, did not make music upon his vina.


  “Here is talk of a debt,” Khlit heard the minstrel mutter, “but who shall give the gods what is owing to them?”


  



  XVI


  It had rained for a day and a night and part of the next day. Hamar, who led the four, shivered beneath his thin garment. The horse under Nur-Jahan and Chauna Singh slipped and floundered down the mud of the trail.


  Khlit, walking beside the minstrel, moved ahead mechanically, as he had done for many days. He could see little of their surroundings, for a wall of rain closed them in. He noticed that the crags and ravines of the mountains had given way to dark green woods, traversed by foaming freshets. The air was warmer. This was well, he thought, for Nur-Jahan could not have lived through the rain, had the cold of the mountain peaks been upon them.


  He guessed—since the minstrel was silent and Nur-Jahan in the stupor of weariness—that they were among foothills. But as yet there was no sign of dwelling or human being.


  Chauna Singh had not spoken since the night of Ramdoor Singh's death. But Khlit fancied that the Rájput's sight had healed in his good eye. Nur-Jahan seemed to have no fear of Chauna Singh since she had spared the warrior's life. She had laid a debt upon the man.


  They were content to follow Hamar, who had said that there was a building near at hand.


  Khlit was weary, and he knew that Nur-Jahan's slender strength was only upheld by the thought of her nearness to Jahangir and the Mogul court. Hamar's endurance amazed him— when he roused himself to think collectively. The man pressed ahead as if driven by a will more than human—stumbling and shivering as he went, but with eyes fastened on the rain mist in front of them.


  In this manner out of the breast of Himachal came the four— to where a wall loomed out of the mist. A wall of stone, carved with characters unknown to Khlit.


  Hamar greeted the stone inscription with a glad cry and hastened his steps, turning off to one side of the way, to follow the wall which stretched before them, endlessly graven with the carven letters.


  Chauna Singh had not looked up.


  “Here is the place we seek!” croaked the minstrel. “Lo, the prayers to a great god are upon the stone. Come, we must hasten! We have been long.”


  And he shivered again, raising trembling hands to his head. The man's eyes were alight as if from fever. Khlit thought that it was a strange fever—not knowing the manner of strength which had sustained the fragile man for so long.


  Above their heads the dark pile of a building took shape amid the rain. It was lofty, rising from a walled courtyard. A tower surmounted the gateway.


  For an instant the rain dwindled, and, a fresh wind springing up, Khlit saw that the wall they had been following shielded a cliff. The mass of the building they had come to lay against the edge of the cliff.


  Out and below them he glimpsed a level plain cut by a winding river.


  “The valley of the Indus!” cried Nur-Jahan, stirring in the Rájput's hold. “We must be near to Leh!”


  Hamar laughed and stretched his thin arms overhead.


  “Aye—near!” he muttered. “A slave upon a buffalo might ride to Leh within two days—but we are not at Leh. Ho, between us and there be the men of Jahangir. But we be here. Come, we are late!”


  With that he hurried under the gate into the courtyard, pulling at the bridle of the horse. As he did so the rain closed in again, shutting off the sight of the valley. Khlit stumbled after the horse. But within the court he hesitated.


  No men were to be seen. No windows showed in the stone walls which disappeared into the mist overhead. Shadows wreathed the corners. Before them was an iron-studded door. Complete silence reigned in the place.


  For a moment the mind of the Cossack was prey to illusion. He had a fancy that their week's journey had taken them nowhere—that they were still at Khoten. A chord of memory had been touched and wrought the illusion. Then again, in the shadows of the court he fancied shapes appeared and moved.


  Against the wall was a shadowy form, monstrous and cold. It was an animal of gigantic form—or was it an animal? He had heard priests tell of Ganesh, the elephant-headed god, and Hanuman, the monkey-god.


  Then Khlit shook his head savagely and saw that what he beheld was a stone image at one side of the door—an elephant of red sandstone with a figure mounted astride its neck.


  Other shadows issued from the door—a light gleamed within. The people of the place had sighted them and were coming out. Khlit saw Nur-Jahan slip from the horse. It was well, he thought, for the woman must be faint. And he swore gruffly, because he had shivered again.


  Then a gray shadow wheeled and brushed past him. Khlit drew back, staring. Surely this was Chauna Singh bent over the neck of the horse, riding from the place!


  He drew his hand across his brow, cursing. The form was gone. But hoofs echoed on the road behind him, fading into the distance.


  Why had Chauna Singh done this? Khlit knew not. He felt hands touch him and stumbled forward again.


  These were shadows, he told himself. Yet without doubt they were men, for they touched him. Why could he not see their faces? Again came the illusive memory—this was Khoten, not Kashmir.


  How could that be? Khlit summoned his strength and tried to see what was around him. He wished to see the men, not shadows. Yet they were not all men—some were women. Torchlight was in his eyes now, blinding him, for he had been in semidarkness for many hours.


  The hands that were guiding him pushed him forward. A door closed behind him. The torches went before him down a hall—up some steps—into another hall. He heard voices which he did not understand.


  His knee touched a bench and he sat upon it, for he was very weary. So much so that he had no desire for food. He craved rest and sleep. Here was warmth and shelter from the rain that had beat upon him for two days and a night. Rest—and sleep.


  The torches went away. Khlit's head dropped on his shoulder—and he slept.


  Only fitfully. For he woke from time to time, hearing a noise which disturbed him. It was a deep, echoing sound, like the beat of temple drums. After a long while Khlit lifted his head. Men were standing near him and the torches had come again.


  Then Khlit knew what his memory had been trying to tell him. The place they had come to in the mist was like to the temple of Khoten—the sound of the drums was the same. The courtyard had been the same.


  He looked full into the face of Hamar.


  “Tell me, minstrel,” he muttered, “be we in Kashmir or back in the devil temple of Khoten?”


  Hamar smiled, and the fever was still in his eyes.


  “We were long in coming, khan. But I guided you truly. You and Nur-Jahan are in a temple—aye, but not that of Khoten. 'Tis the home of the god Bon, the shrine of the master of Himachal in Kashmir—and I have brought you here.”


  



  XVII


  Then Khlit looked about him. Several men in dark robes stood near, bearing torches. By their light he saw Nur-Jahan beside him, erect and silent, his sheepskin coat thrown from her shoulders, her garments shrunk to her slender body by the wet.


  Others sat on benches in the shadows by the walls. They were white of face and wore the dress of the black priests. A long chamber stretched before him, lighted after a fashion by candles. At the end of the chamber was a dais of stone.


  On this pedestal Khlit could see twin shapes that resembled feet of monstrous size. The rest of the form was hidden by a curtain which hung from the ceiling.


  Again the sound of the gongs came to him, and Nur-Jahan spoke.


  “You have brought us—here—Hamar? You who were my friend?”


  “Aye,” said the minstrel slowly. “But what is friendship? Two leaves drifting together down the highway at the wind's touch. Lo, I am a servant of Bon. The other gods are small beside Bon. For greater than the many-faced gods is fate. And death is one with fate. Death is the power that holds us in its grasp—and I am a servant of death.”


  He paused, to glance fleetingly at the curtain in the shadows. When he spoke again his voice was gentle.


  “There lived one man, Nur-Jahan, who was strong enough to wrestle with fate. That was Akbar, the Mogul. Out of the threads of life his hands wove the fabric of an empire. He saw beyond the many shrines of the gods—Muslim or Brahman. He sought a greater wisdom than theirs. Even to the temple of Bon he came and bent his head.”


  A murmur of assent issued from the lips of the men who sat by the wall. Nur-Jahan stared at them proudly.


  “The word of Akbar was law among us, Nur-Jahan,” went on the minstrel. “His last thought was for his empire. A mighty man and strong, he. But he yielded to the call of death. And he ordered your death, for he foresaw trouble if you were joined to Jahangir.”


  Khlit rose to his feet, the stupor of sleep clearing from his brain.


  No one heeded him. The passive silence of the watchers irked him. Here was an evil place.


  “The servants of Bon,” cried a voice from the gloom, “are enemies of the Muslims. The death of Nur-Jahan will be pleasing to the god.”


  “Aye,” assented Hamar softly, “it is so. You have sharp eyes and wit, Nur-Jahan, beloved of the Mogul. But you were blind— you and the two fools who served you. I was the messenger of Bon, sent to Khoten to bring you hither. It was I who kept Bator Khan from striving to take your life in the desert of Gobi. For your two fools are strong of limb and they were watching the dog of a Turkoman. So I waited.”


  “False to your salt!” mocked the girl.


  “Nay, what is faith among men but an idle word? At Khoten I sought for you long, but Chauna Singh had hidden you well, and so I and those who served me might not harm you—then. Before the temple of Bon in the city your death was decreed. Yet, for once, your wit saved you—when you offered yourself a sacrifice.”


  “Was I one to be a victim to the mummery of the black priests?”


  “Nay, Nur-Jahan, it is better so. You have given yourself to Bon, and the god will have your sacrifice. In the mountains I feared lest my feeble strength fail, and I should not guide you here. So I played the mystical music of Bon and was heartened.” Khlit held himself erect by an effort of will. His endurance had been sapped by the last three days, and he knew that he had not the strength to lift a weapon. Age had taken from him the vigor that was Chauna Singh's. Indeed, the priests had not troubled to take his sword. In the brief silence came the ceaseless beat of the temple gongs.


  “By the Lake of Lamdok Tso,” smiled Hamar, “I thought that the will of the Rájput would rob me of your death. But fate had willed that it was not to be by his hand.”


  “Aye,” said a voice, “they bound themselves over to the god, and thus it shall be.”


  “Well I knew the way to this temple, Nur-Jahan. I prayed for strength to finish my task—and it was given me.”


  



  XVIII


  Khlit glanced around from face to face. He saw the same thing mirrored in all—the blood lust that had stirred the crowd in Khoten.


  The beauty of Nur-Jahan only excited them further. The girl was pale, her thin cheeks ringed by dark, wet hair. But her eyes were proud.


  Here was a true daughter of kings, thought the Cossack. Worn by the hardships they had been through, she still had spirit to confront those who hungered for her death.


  “Better the swift hand of the Rájput!” she cried. “Than this thing of evil!”


  “Nay, Nur-Jahan, queen among women,” smiled the minstrel-priest. “Chauna Singh is but a man. When he lifted his eyes in the courtyard and saw whither he had been brought, he fled. Here your blood will be laid before a god. You have sought to grasp the scepter of an empire in your lotus-hand, Nur-Jahan, but no one can wrest life from death. That which causes life causes also death.”


  Khlit missed the sound that had been echoing through the hall. The temple gongs were silent.


  “We shall not delay further, Nur-Jahan,” said a hard voice.


  Khlit swayed and cursed his weakness. If he had been able to lift sword he would have flung himself upon the man who had betrayed them. But such was his weakness that he could not speak. Not so Nur-Jahan. The girl's dark eyes flashed.


  “Ho, priest!” she cried. “Your folly has made you mad. Think you, when Jahangir hears of this, he will leave one stone upon another, of this temple? Will one of you—” she swept an arm at the watchers—“save his life, if you slay me? The arm of the Mogul is long, and his love is everlasting as the hills.”


  “How shall he know?” Hamar smiled. “The khan who came with you will die at the same time. And Chauna Singh, remembering what he himself had planned to do, will not dare speak.Jahangir will not know. No tales pass beyond the walls of this temple.”


  Khlit shook his head, for he thought that the illusions of a few hours ago were returning. Voices came to his keen ears from without, and the halls of the temple echoed strangely. Nur-Jahan's cheeks, instead of being pale, had flushed, suddenly.


  “Will you slay a woman, Hamar,” she cried loudly, “in this place of evil—and a woman who is loved of the Mogul?”


  “Aye!” cried the voices around the wall, “for she has given herself!”


  The sounds without grew in volume, swelling over the cries of the priests. Khlit wondered if many were coming to the hall. He knew not the customs of these temples. And still the clamor grew. Men rose along the wall and slipped from the door. Others glanced about uneasily.


  Nur-Jahan had not ceased speaking. But Khlit paid no further heed to her. He had heard a sound which stirred his blood. Was it more of the mummery of the black priests? He knew not.


  And then the girl fell silent. And silence held the room, with those who remained within it.


  Hamar's eyes turned from them to the door. And Khlit saw that he was troubled. The gaze of the others followed that of the minstrel.


  A crashing blow sounded somewhere below them. At once the muffled sounds swelled clearer, as if a gateway had been opened. And Khlit laughed. He had heard what he knew well—the echo of horses' hoofs—many of them—upon stone.


  The priests rose and hurried to the door. Hamar stared blankly. Came a pistol shot, followed by the ring of weapons. Nur-Jahan caught Khlit's arm.


  “Back!” she whispered. “Into the shadows.”


  And then Khlit was standing, sword in hand, in the gloom by the foot of the god Bon. The tumult increased to a roar—a shout from many throats.


  “Ho! Níla ghora ki aswár!”


  “The battle-cry of the Rájputs, khan,” whispered the girl, her eyes proud. “Said I not Jahangir was lord of swift swords? Harken—they are riding their horses into the temple. They have come to meet me—Jahangir has sent his men to meet me!” Khlit saw the bent form of Hamar scramble to the door, then pause, looking around wildly. A pistol cracked without the door and the man clutched the air, screaming. A wind swept into the place, blotting out many of the candles. On the stone floor the scattered torches were smouldering into embers.


  Khlit roused himself to understanding of what had happened. “Nay,” he laughed, “Chauna Singh has paid his debt. The Rájput has brought hither the men from Leh. It is well.”


  Whereupon, being weary, he sat down on the dais. And was asleep on the instant, his head pillowed on the foot of the god Bon.
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  Adventure magazine, where all of the tales in this volume first appeared, maintained a letter column titled “The Camp-Fire.” As a descriptor, “letter column” does not quite do this regular feature justice. Adventure was published two and sometimes three times a month, and as a result of this frequency and the interchange of ideas it fostered, “The Camp-Fire” was really more like an Internet bulletin board of today than a letter column found in today's quarterly or even monthly magazines. It featured letters from readers, editorial notes, and essays from writers. If a reader had a question or even a quibble with a story, he could write in, and the odds were that the letter would not only be printed but that the story's author would draft a response.


  Harold Lamb and other contributors frequently wrote lengthy letters that further explained some of the historical details that appeared in their stories. The letters about the stories included in this volume, with introductory comments by Adventure editor Arthur Sullivan Hoffman, follow, and appear in order of publication. The date of the issue of Adventure is indicated, along with the title of the Lamb story that appeared in the issue. Lamb did not write a letter about every story. Interestingly, despite previous information to the contrary, Hoffman's comments seem to indicate that Lamb drafted the first two letters here—and, following logically upon that, the first four or five Khlit the Cossack stories—while still in the army.


  



  August 3, 1918: “Alamut”


  An interesting word from H. A. Lamb concerning his story in this issue. Mr. Lamb, like several others of our writer's brigade, is still able to furnish us occasional stories though in the Army.


  



  Alamut is not a creation of the author. It was one of the four castles of the Refik. The latter are more commonly known as the Ismailians, a sect that separated themselves from the other Mohammedans.


  A secret empire, wielding murderous power, more powerful than the Knights Templars, the Council of Twelve, or the Ku Klux Klan! The “Old Man of the Mountain,” a master of the empire so feared by his subjects that two of them threw themselves from the high walls of a castle at the bidding of a priest in order to impress a foreign envoy! A paradise so devilishly ingenious that the warriors of the Refik threw away their lives readily in order to return, as they supposed, to the joys of the Ismailian paradise!


  These were startling particulars, even for the adventurous times of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. They proved, however, to be history and not legend. The dynasty of the Assassins, as the rulers of Alamut were called, holds its place among the kings of Persia. The Old Man of the Mountains, who should more correctly be called the Sheik of the Mountains, was known to travelers and historians from Marco Polo to Mirkhond. As to the paradise, it is not known whether its power for evil lay in the effects of the drug hashish or in an actual scene of splendor and license.


  The power of the Assassins was broken by Hulagu Khan and his Tatars some two hundred and fifty years before the time of Khlit, but nests of the Ismailians survived until the end of the eighteenth century, and as a religious sect the Ismailians number many followers today—deprived, of course, of the secret terror of the ancient daggers.


  



  October 18, 1918: “The Mighty Manslayer”


  During 1918 I've been ill a good deal, but there wasn't supposed to be anything the matter with my brains. Just the same, here are two mistakes I've made in “Camp-Fire.” One is failing to get the following from H. A. Lamb into the issue that contained his story “Alamut.”


  



  Camp Wadsworth, Spartanburg


  Alamut existed, and its conquest by Hulagu Khan is history. Settlements of the Refik survived as late as 1700. I have taken the liberty of putting one in the ruins of Alamut, and giving it a good deal of political or rather predatory power. The organization of the Refik, under rule of the “Old Man of the Mountain,” is historical. You have probably heard of the Refik as Ismailians. Marco Polo started me on the trail of the Old Man of the Mountain, and the trail led to a bit of hidden history that proved rather weird.


  



  December 18, 1918: “The White Khan”


  In taking us back to the days of Tatar power in Asia during the thirteenth century, Mr. Lamb's stories are giving most of us a new experience. I'm afraid he flatters most of us when in a note to me he says “One of the songs in 'The white Khan' is from Li Po, a Chinese poet of medieval days. I don't think it's necessary to mention Li Po's name in the notes, as he is more or less of a classic. The other poem of the tale, 'The Men of W'ang,' is my own fabrication.”


  He flatters me, anyhow. Doubtless some of you already were familiar with Li Po, but if any one of you can prove he knows less than I do about that, or any other, Chinese poet, I'll pay his expenses to New York just for the privilege of looking at him.


  But most of us have heard of Genghis Khan, Kublai Khan and Timurlane or Tamerlane, one or all of them, and few names can so magically conjure up the odor of adventure, romance, and mystery. Little enough we know, so when Mr. Lamb turns his searchlight back through the mists of history and makes the forgotten and mysterious ages a living picture before our eyes we are grateful to him for more than a good story.


  



  Tatars, or Mongols, conquered most of the known world. The Tatar armies, advancing from their homeland just south of Laik Baikal, swept over Cathay (China), Black Cathay (Kara Kitai) Turkestan, and the Han or Kin Empire (Southern China).


  This period of conquest, under Genghis Khan and Kublai Khan, was perhaps the most rapid and savage in the annals of history. It extended the Mongol Empire through Tibet, the territory of the Indus, the Kwaresmian Empire (Afghanistan, Persia, Turkey in Asia) up through the Caucasus to the Crimea, and Russia as far as Poland as it then was. Under Timur Khan (Timurlane) the empire embraced the Mogul lands in India.


  Like the empire of Alexander, the Tatar conquest was purely military. It was rapidly broken up, the Mongol armies mingling with the conquered population. What became of Tatary proper? The man who tries to find out what happened to Tatary in the heart of Asia will discover that the book of history is closed, or nearly so. He will get a few glimpses of a stirring story. Decimated in numbers and continually torn by quarrels, the descendants of Genghis Khan defended their homelands against invasion. The Muscovites, or Russians, did not conquer the remaining khans. A Cossack adventurer paved the way for Russian rule.


  We have all heard the expression “catching a Tatar.” It comes form the fact that Tatars were bad individuals to get hold of. Like the Spartans and the present Cossacks—who are allied to the Tatars in blood—they were born and bred to fighting. And for sheer courage it is hard to find their match.


  The Tatar method of storming a town is a historical fact. A European traveler in China about 1620 said: “The Tatars do everything in taking a walled city in the opposite way from Europeans. Instead of using their cannon to make a breach in the walls, they attack the walls with horsemen at once, and do not cease their efforts until the city is taken. From the moment the assault is sounded they ply ladders, from the ground and their horses' backs, until they have a foothold on the walls. They are reckless of life, which they are more than ready to lose in battle, and each horseman bears himself with the skill and hardihood of a captain.”


  Another characteristic of the Tatar army was the speed with which it moved. On a march every soldier had at least one extra horse; when food in the saddlebags was exhausted the Tatars drank blood from the horse's veins and mare's milk; they seldom stopped on a march to sleep, and were accustomed to push ahead as much as fifty miles a day or more even in extreme cold or in snow.


  Their regard for the horse was so high that their boots were fashioned like horses' hoofs, and their hair like a mane hanging down over one shoulder.


  An incident relates that a Tatar who was sent to pursue an enemy returned empty-handed to camp when he had killed the other's horse, saying “Of what use is a man without a horse?”


  In “The White Khan” Khlit crosses the border of Tatary into China and encounters the power of the Dragon Emperor with interesting results.


  The various personages are to be found in the rein of Wan Li. Li Jusong is taken from history, together with the Lilies of the Court, and the border warfare in which the declining power of the khans, torn by dissension, struggled with the rising sun of China.


  



  February 3, 1919: “Changa Nor”


  Prester John and Ghengis Khan— adventure, mystery. In this issue we—but read Mr. Lamb's story and see for yourself. Here is what he has to tell us about the legends and history back of his tale:


  



  Judging by general experience it must be pretty hard to follow a will o' the wisp—whatever that may be. And it's just about as hard to get hold of the truth in the myth of Prester John.


  On one hand we have stories of the European travelers who declared that a Christian monarch in Asia ruled a kingdom of fabulous wealth. That was around the tenth to the thirteenth century.


  Then we have the travels of Jesuit and Nestorian monks, among them Fra Rubugin, who visited one or two Asian rulers who embraced Christianity. We know that before the time of Marco Polo there were Christian centers in “Tangut” and His'en fu. Also, it is curious to learn that Christian engravings were found on the stone ruins of Karakorum, the oldest city of Tatary. Abulghazi, the oriental historian, mentions a Christian monarch in Asia.


  Next, history tells us that the daughter of a Wang-Khan was a Christian and married a khan whose father was “Great King John” in Chinese. Ghenghis Khan was surprised by the riches of the Gur-khan's “golden tents” and “golden dishes fit for an emperor.” Marco Polo says this man was the one reported in Europe to be Prester John.


  The legend has curious details—a scepter of pure emerald, a treasure guarded by trained animals, a castle by a sea of sand, and a river of stones.


  Lastly we learn that the descendants of the Gur-Khan were last seen at Kuku-Khotan some 300 miles northwest of Peking. This is in the north of the once-powerful Kerait or Krit Horde. And “Krit” is a Mongol name for “Christian.” But as Kuku-Khotan locates itself in the Kobi (Gobi) desert, it seemed better to move it to Changa Nor, the “lake of stones by the sea of sand.”


  The legend of Prester John of Tatary is one of the hidden byways of history. But, like other by-paths, it rewards any one who explores it.


  One other point. The hunting of gurd is a fact, and is actually carried out by the Yakuts and Tungusi of today.


  



  July 18, 1919: “Star of Evil Omen”


  Pigtails—a word on them from H. A. Lamb in connection with his story in this issue:


  



  By the way, in the future drawing for “The Star of Evil Omen,” I'd like to voice a warning. Chinese of all classes, of the Ming period—up to 1643—who are in the story, did not wear pigtails. The Manchus did.


  There are Manchu hunters with long hair in the story. But the Emperor and his court had short hair.


  The history of the pigtail is interesting. The Tatars—including the Manchus, who were and are of Tatar blood—worshipped the horse. They let their back hair grow and shaved their foreheads in imitation of a horse's mane.


  The Cossacks had a lot of respect for the Tatars, and imitated them. Up to the present century the Cossacks grew a “scalp-lock,” as Schweider has very accurately drawn.


  When the Manchus conquered China proper, about 1640, they issued a dictum that long hair—pigtails—was the fashion. The adherents of the defeated Mings then had to wear pigtails or be beheaded. Most of them wore the tails.


  Up to the present day a long pigtail was a sign of a valued citizen and official of China. Lately, the men of China have left them off, more or less, like the binding on the feet of the Ming women.


  



  September 18, 1919: “Rider of Gray Horse”


  In connection with his story in this issue Harold A. Lamb gives us some illuminating glimpses into ancient history:


  



  “The Rider of the Gray Horse” happens to be a battle cry of the Rájputs. These gentry were excellent fighters and possessed a great deal of pride.


  Early in their history one Rájput prince was chasing another after a battle. As it chanced, they were brothers, and enemies. I think one was Prithvi-Raj. Overtaking his brother, whose horse was done up, instead of killing him he offered his own fresh gray mount. And returned to his C.O. to surrender himself in his brother's place.


  This act is significant of the Rájput chivalry in the middle ages. The fact that they took this phrase “the rider of the gray horse” for a war-cry shows how highly they held a personal honor. Any one who knows of the annals of the Raj understands how jealously honor was guarded. Chitore was the stronghold of the Raj. Three times it was attacked and taken—twice by Moguls—and each time, instead of surrendering, the women burned themselves, and the men put on the yellow robes of death, ornamented with pearl necklaces, to fight to the last man.


  As to the story of Nur-Jahan, this follows history. Being loved by Jahangir, when the latter came to the Mogul throne in 1605, Nur-Jahan's husband, Sher Afghan, was marked for death. Nur-Jahan, who was ambitious and returned Jahangir's love, was likewise marked for destruction by Sher Afghan, the Tiger Lord.


  The affair was complicated by the fact that the later emperor, Akbar, father of Jahangir, regarded Nur-Jahan's beauty as dangerous to his son. Akbar had married Nur-Jahan to Sher Afghan to keep her out of Jahangir's hands. When Jalal-Ud-Din Akbar died, it was a case of which member of the eternal triangle could kill the other first.


  Jahangir won. Sher Afghan, being under no delusion as to his fate, calmly sabered the official Jahangir dispatched to bring him to court, and died sword in hand.


  So it happened that Nur-Jahan survived the enmity of Akbar and Sher Afghan. She was little more than a Persian adventuress; but she knew her own mind and possessed the beauty of Helen of Troy. Incidentally she made an excellent queen.


  As to the Bonpas, the priests of Bon—they were a branch of the lamas known as the black hats. The followers of the Dalai Lama were then known as the yellow hats. The worship of Bon was of a phallic nature—based on magic, and erotic ceremonial. It resembled, and was allied to, that of Kali. Nur-Jahan, being Mohammadan, was outlawed by both Buddhists and Hindus.


  


  About the Author


  
    

  


  Harold Lamb (1892-1962) was born in Alpine nj, the son of Eliza Rollison and Frederick Lamb, an artist and writer. Lamb later described himself as having been born with damaged eyes, ears, and speech, adding that by adulthood these problems had mostly righted themselves. He was never very comfortable in crowds or cities and found school “a torment.” He had two main refuges when growing up—his grandfather's library and the outdoors. Lamb loved tennis and played the game well into his later years.


  Lamb attended Columbia, where he first dug into the histories of Eastern civilizations, ever after his lifelong fascination. He served briefly in World War I as an infantryman but saw no action. In 1917 he married Ruth Barbour, and by all accounts their marriage was a long and happy one. They had two children, Frederick and Cary. Arthur Sullivan Hoffman, the chief editor of Adventure magazine, recognized Lamb's storytelling skills and encouraged him to write about the subjects he most loved. For the next twenty years or so, historical fiction set in the remote East flowed from Lamb's pen, and he quickly became one of Adventure's most popular writers. Lamb did not stop with fiction, however, and soon began to draft biographies and screenplays. By the time the pulp magazine market dried up, Lamb was an established and recognized historian, and for the rest of his life he produced respected biographies and histories, earning numerous awards, including one from the Persian government for his two-volume history of the Crusades.


  Lamb knew many languages: by his own account, French, Latin, ancient Persian, some Arabic, a smattering of Turkish, a bit of Manchu-Tartar, and medieval Ukranian. He traveled throughout Asia, visiting most of the places he wrote about, and during World War II he was on covert assignment overseas for the U.S. government. He is remembered today both for his scholarly histories and for his swashbuckling tales of daring Cossacks and Crusaders. “Life is good, after all,” Lamb once wrote, “when a man can go where he wants to, and write about what he likes best.”
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