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TO
CONNIE
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]
Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale
Her infinite variety.
SHAKESPEARE,



AUTHOR’S NOTE

ArtHOUGH certain Indian incidents in my story—
notably that in Chapter Five, Phase Three—are taken
from life, I wish to state clearly that all my char-
acters are imaginary.

I append a brief guide for pronouncing certain
Indian names that occur in the book :

Leh . . . . , Lay
Ladakh . Ladawk
Kardong Pass Kurdong Pass
Gulmarg Goolmerg
Gangabal . Gungabarl
Nanga Parbat Nunga Purbut

\ M. Diver.
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LONELY FURROW .

PRELUDE
I

- I’ will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my
p.’

DArkNESs and a solitary horseman; the hour,
nearing midnight ; the figures of man and beast,
sharply silhouetted, black on grey, both straining
forward a little in the effort of ascent : only a droop-
ing sombrero needed and the tip of a scabbard,
jutting fromeunder the inevitable cloak, to complete
the time-honoured prelude to adventure of medizval
romance. . . .

But this solitary rider of the twentieth century
rode unarmed. He wore nothing more imposing
than the shikari helmet and sheepskin coat of
Northern India; and the lonely road, innocent of
jovial taverns, climbed up and over the great Kailas
Range that divides Western Thibet from Central
Asia. Inside or out, there was little of the romantic
about Colonel Ian Challoner, C.S.1.—soldier-civilian
of some repute on the Frontier; and less of the
medizval, beyond the prosaic detail that he was
nearing middle-age, and was feeling, just then, more
alive to the symptoms of that incurable ailment
than would nine men out of ten who had ripened
under England’s mellow influences, or the chances and
changes of military service.

Yet, the mere fact of his present occupation,

1



2 LONELY FURROW

at the dead end of night, was proof conclusive
that there still survived in him traces of the perennial
boy, inherent in most Englishmen; the boy who
never quite grows up, and who remains an insoluble
riddle to the very much grown-up men of more purely
intellectual breeds.

Your true wanderer seeks no logical impulse to
explain his vagaries; and it so happened that in
more than twenty years of strenuous Indian service,
Colonel Challoner had never yet visited Ladakh—
that strange region of lamas and monasteries and
mulberry-coloured mountains lying between the edge
of Kashmir proper and Leh, where the ceaseless
stream of caravans between India and Central Asia
forgather and pass on, unhurried, untroubled, by
the soundless drift of centuries or the reverberate
clash of a world in arms. Keen student as he was
of Eastern thought and character, this particular
journey had been a private dream of his for
years. But the given moment had been long in
arriving. His few chances had been so persistently
torpedoed by some trivial exigency that he had almost
given up hope. Also he had married early ; and the
essence of the idea was—to go alone.

At the present time he was rather conspicuously
alone. It was six years since he last returned from
Home in the troubled summer of 1915; and in the
course of those years the difficulties of life and work
in India had increased sixfold. It takes a sanguine
man to go forward undismayed in an atmosphere
rank with race-hatred, clouded with uncertainty in
every quarter—uncertainty of tenure, of the pre-
vailing temper in court or city or district; worse
than all, uncertainty of Government support in
moments of swift critical decision. And his best
friend could not call Colonel Challoner a sanguine
man

Hampered financially and officially—the old



PRELUDE 8

friendly sense of trust and co-operation almost gone
—he was beset by recurrent moods of black depression,
when he felt tempted to accept the sop of a propor-
tionate pension in exchange for the eclipse of his
dearest ambitions ; to have done with India, whose
service had been the master-passion of his life—the
ideal passion that asks no reward beyond intimate
knowledge and unceasing toil.

But always there hovered the lurking question—
could one pull it through when one came to the point ?
Would it look like deserting the ship? Would it be
fair to a man’s wife and children at home? At
least it would save Edyth the trouble of deciding
when she intended to honour him with her company
again; but a permanently narrowed margin would
scarcely suit her taste. . . .

At that juncture he usually gave it up, till next
time. . . .

In truth, it was one of these moods—an acute
attack—thay accounted for his presence at midnight
near the summit of the Kardong Pass. A restless
craving to snatch a breathing-space away from
Peshawur and all its works; a chance-b roxd_ccran
of talk at the Club; two months’ leave' temptingly
available: and he had said in his hea'tt, *“ Why
not?”

True, Edyth’s recent letters had dwe*t a little
plaintively on the eternal difficulty of m -aking ends
meet, and he had promised to increase !lgs remit-
tance. No easy matter ; the  bloated’ ¥ .vilian being
an extinct species. ’ .

“Suce upon a time the cost of suc™h an expedition
would have been neglivible. Cr'‘ies were coolies,

3 i adle
;hen. Now they we;: gentlemer ' '-2{ the
emanding their rupee a march, liable at

moment to ‘non-co-operate *
Sahib ignominiously 5: the lu:cng.leaveth

So far, they had given no trouble—
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Faizullah, a bearer of the old school, who had a way
of his own with coolies. For himself, his individual
ache of loneliness had been swallowed up in the
immense desolation of Ladakh, as a raindrop is swal-
lowed in the sea.

Edyth, of course, would disapprove. Senseless,
selfish waste of money, would be her verdict—with
John going up to Oxford in the autumn and Beryl
on the ground for new frocks. Well, so be it. John
would get his Oxford, and Beryl her frocks. And
he would get his breathing-space into the bargain,
without trying to explain to an eminently sensible
wife what it meant to him—this too-brief respite
from hot-weather work and hot-weather amenities,
and all the jangling discords of India in transition.

Least of all could he justify, to her of all people,
this crowning whim of his lone adventure,

For he was not the man to rest content with reach-
ing the curious desert-town of Leh, set among naked
hills, twelve thousand feet up. He must needs cast
an eye of longing on the great range immediately
behind the city, its far-flung peaks confronting him
like p_.chollenge. Here was a chance that might
never come gg8in ; a fitting finale for his pilgrimage.
Nothing to* be gained by it, he honestly admitted,
beyond the gain of a new experience ; the fulfilling
of a desire as irrational as it is irresistible to those who
are so mades .

On enquiry he had learnt that the Pass was ]m
open, that on the Leh side it presented no peculiar
difficulties, bevond a stiff pull and a chance of
mountain-sickngss from the abrupt ascent ipte. rene
fied air. His in¥%rr0art “oa ore Captajj Flower, a
invial Indian Army officer, spending three months’

¥ adakh for the only conceivable masculine
.t. During his brief halt at Leh, he was
the Residency bungalow, by leave of his
ptain Thorne, Commissioner of Ladakh,



PRELUDE 5

now on his way up for the caravan season, when the
little town would be humming like a hive with
cosmopolitan life.

In view of the long light evenings and ‘a moon
on’ after twelve, Flower had counselled a night
march—a common expedient at high altitudes—to
avoid the blinding glare of the sun on a world of
snow and the devastating wind of those high regions
that blows viciously from ten o’clock till after dark.
Given a reliable guide, it ought to be fairly plain
sailing.

 But it’ll be perishing, I warn you, sir,” he had
added, ¢ and you’ll be beastly uncomfortable before
you reach the top. Nothing short of a forty-four
inch ibex would induce me to shin up any old pass ! "

By the twinkle in his bloodshot blue eye, Challoner
knew the man was of those who failed to understand.
But his taste in adventure was his own affair.
What was a night’s rest compared with dawn on the
Pass? Undaunted by warnings, he had set out at
seven, muffled in fur coat, boots, and gloves; duly
escorted by the reliable guide, whose imposing array
of chits® told a more flattering tale than his unim-
posing features and shifty eyes.

The start, across the rising plain of the Indus
Valley, had been pleasant enough: draughts of air,
like iced champagne, from the far snow-line; the
peculiar exhilaration of ascent. . . .

Then the sun had slipped out of view ; though his
light still lingered on outstanding peaks and hovering
films of cloud ; deepening to orange and rose, swelling
to a crescendo of crimson, like inaudible strains of
some ethereal symphony, fading and dying into the
night, as music dies into silence.

In the darkening sky, planets and stars gleamed like
corpse candles above the pallor of the snows; and with
every upward mile the cold intensified stealthily,

1 Testimonials,
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as if some invisible hand were tightening its grasp
on horse and man and the whole sleeping earth.

In this fashion he had been journeying for more than
five hours ; and the * beastly, uncomfortable’ sensa-
tions, promised by Flower had not been spared
him. The night was at its blackest, but for a
ghostly gleam of starshine ; and something seemed to
have gone wrong with the moon. It was after
twelve. She was due to be rising by now.

The reliable guide, who had been ambling on ahead,
a shadow among shadows, had vanished round a
sharp turn of the hill. It was the first time Chal-
loner had lost sight of him.

He drew rein and called, “ Is all well? Are you
there ?

No answer. So he rode cautiously on, round the
corner.

Not a sign of the familiar shadow on the lesser
dark of the frozen track. What the devil . . . ?

He flashed his electric torch betweerr Shahzada’s
ears, illumining the delicate hairs that fringed their
velvet edges. The pale circle of light, deepening
the surrounding dark, revealed nothing except those
erect ears, one of them cocked backward, enquiring
what was wrong.

Again he halted and sat listening—very erect and
still—in a silence so profound that a small pulse
throbbing in his temples sounded like the tremor of a
distant drum.

Beyond that fantastic illusion, not the whisper of
a footfall. . . .

Once—twice—he shouted again, in peremptory
tones—and waited. . . .

Only the frail echo of his own voice came quavering
back to him from the surrounding emptiness—and
he knew himself alone. The presence of his sais,
leisurely toiling after him, in no way mitigated that
unpleasant sensation.
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Either the scoundrel—after bargaining for half
ayment in advance—had given him the slip; or
Ee had missed the track and fallen—goodness knew -
how many feet; clean gone; engulfed without a
ery. . ..
l'}I't: was as if one had dropped a pin into the void.

 Probably half his precious chits were faked or
stolen,” Challoner reflected grimly. “ All the same
—poor devil 1 ”

A faint, uncomfortable chill trickled down his
spine. Supposing he had ridden on, round that sharp
curve, lost in some absorbing train of thought, it
might have been a case of two pins dropped into
the void—and not two pins to choose between them
in the vast indifference of things.

*“ A narrow squeak,” he coolly dismissed it, in the
manner of his kind.

‘ The hand of Providence’ would have been the
verdict of an earlier day, when the individual was
of more accqunt—or believed himself so—in the
mysterious workings of the universe.

His own father—a man of Spartan courage and
childlike faith—had been very strong on the hand of
Providence. He, himself, even as a small boy, had
felt dimly sceptical of the familiar phrase; secretly
puzzled by the mental picture it evoked of a gigantic
Hand and Arm stretched out of the quiet sky, cease-
lessly pursuing the elect, to snatch them from the
brink of disaster.

He had never dared breathe a word to anyone of
that irreverent vision. But always, fatally, the
phrase called up the picture; and, looking back,
he sometimes wondered how far that ludicrous trick
of fancy had engendered early scepticism and futile
friction with his good old father. For, like many
sons of ardent believers, Challoner’s faith in the
Unbeholden was so deeply tinctured with doubt as
to be hardly worthy of the name. Remained hope
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—a fitful visitant to men of his temperament; and
courage, that mercifully had not failed him yet.
But if it needed courage to go on, it needed even
more to turn his back on a pass once he had set
his face to it. From the saddle he could not clearly
see to follow the path. On foot, with the help
of his torch, he might manage till the moon ap-

When his sais came up with him, he briefly
explained the situation.

The Hindu merely contributed a perfunctory,
‘¢ Di-ds, Sahib | When the madness of mountains
came upon men, these little accidents would happen.
The Presence would return ? No: the Presence would
walk till the moon came. Let a blanket be thrown
over the horse.

While Jagésar obeyed orders, Challoner talked con-
fidentially to Shahzada, soothing him with hand and
voice. It was plain from his laboured breathing and
dilated nostrils that the good beast also had uncom-
fortable sensations.

In this fashion they progressed cautiously, labori-
ously, for about half a mile. Then mountain-sickness
took him again: the breathlessness, the curious
depression of spirit, and the stunning, explosive
headache, as if, any moment, a blood-vessel might
burst in his brain. The foolhardy ass he was—with
all those human responsibilities on his shoulders !
And no earthly excuse—but the adventure of the
thing, the temperament of his race. And Edyth
didn’t understand temperament. She packed it in
one of her handy jars, and labelled it affectation.

Oh, confound his splitting head ! And the caprices
of the moon !

He came to a standstill, from sheer physical
necessity ; but the sudden stir of his pulses was
not purely physical.

There, at last, above the massed shadows in the
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east, an unmistakable glimmer—the herald of her
coming.

Fascinated, relieved, he stood there, awaiting the
moment that never, to certain minds, quite loses its
quality of miracle.

In the utter darkness, that clear rim of light,
struck sharp on the knife-edge of a distant peak,
had almost the thrill of a cry, I am here!”

The unearthly beauty of it held thought and sensa-
tion in suspense, while the thin sickle swelled and
blossomed into the fuller radiance of a faintly dis-
torted moon. A moment she hung poised, her foot
upon the mountain-top ; the next she sailed free of
contact, as if the earth, sighing in its sleep, had
gently wafted her into space. . . .

Imperceptibly, resistlessly, her presence invaded
the darkness, dispelling it here, intensifying it there,
eerily illumining the grandeur and desolation of the
heights.

Shahzada, ¢lose behind him, shook his ears and
gently pawed the ground, as if aware that things

.had taken a more hopeful turn. Decidedly the
moon’s advent made progress easier, but for the
misery that was on them all. And the other two had
not his incentive to persevere.

Bidding the sais await orders, he made a cautious
reconnaissance, only to find himself up against a
towering ice-cliff. 1ts summit, revealed by the moon,
curved threateningly, like an Atlantic roller in
mid-career. One knew it for illusion; but the
ghostly light gave it an impressive effect of actuality,
heightened by reaction on his brain of the prosaic
facts that he was cold and exhausted to a degree.
There were biscuits and chocolate in his haversack ;
but even a mild bout of mountain-sickness put food
out of the question.

Innate reluctance to return impelled him to push
on; and shouting an order to his man, he pressed

2
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forward up the moonlit path—vaguely relieved to
get clear of the wave-like cliff and its icy breath.

As the moon rode higher, light and more light
swept, like a soundless incoming tide, over leagues
of rock and snow. The infinite clarity of the air
made stars and moon seem incredibly bright, the
farthest peaks incredibly near. In the unearthly
stillness the eclick, click of Shahzada’s hoofs behind
him got upon his nerves, like a clock ticking in the
dark. It broke the eerie spell that had him in thrall.

Free among the immensities, detached utterly
from the familiar round, there came over him a pass-
ing illusion of escape from the swarm of worries,
official and domestic, that buzzed like mosquitoes
about his exacting conscience; but, unlike mos-
quitoes, could never be exultantly caught and slain.

To-night he would have none of them. It was his
moment. It would never come again. While it
lasted, he was necither Revenue Commissioner of
Peshawur, nor husband of Edyth, nor father of John
and Beryl and Eve—delight of his eyes—and Tony,
whom he knew only as a vociferous bundle of imperi-
ous needs, imperiously demanded—the real master
of the house. He was none of these. He was him-
self alone. . . .

And all the while the friendly click of Shahzada’s
hoofs behind him derided that foolish fancy.

Clear of the ice-cliff he halted again. Sais and
horse followed suit at a respectful distance. The
derisive clicking ceased. He looked at his watch.
A quarter to one. And he stood there debating—
what next ¥ Forward or back ?

Feeling his head again, and the wretched difficulty
of breathing, he seated himself on a ledge of rock,
drew his poshteen close about him, and lit a
cigarette.

A strange, satisfying sensation—sitting there all
alone seventeen thousand feet above the sweltering



PRELUDE 11

plains, in ‘a region untouched by man’s restlessness,
his needs, his limited sense of time. Challoner had
climbed as high before now, but always with others.
Now, to the exhilaration of height was added the
more subtle spell of solitude. It was as if some
vital part of him had quietly slipped out of life; as
if all the hundred and one concerns, that mattered
so urgently to the husk he had shed, were of no
more consequence or substance than the delusion
of a dream. The eternal snows, with their vast
perspectives of space and time, gave a man a whole-
some if disconcerting sense of his own insignificance
—transient flicker of life that he was in a multitude
of blazing worlds.

“ A thousand years in Thy sight are but as
yesterday . . .”

One caught a glimmer up here of the truth
enshrined in that staggering poetic utterance, which
in the far-off days of family prayers had so intrigued
his budding' imagination. . . .

Once in a while it happens that the dream of a
lifetime comes true. Though the breadth of view
he craved was lacking, this withdrawn moment of
isolation between the perpetual snows of earth and
the perpetual fires of heaven had been the life-dream
of Tan Challoner—the essential Challoner, son of s
Highland mother. For the man was a poet at heart.
Always, dimly, the dream had been there, deeply
desired, yet not to be striven for, like love or am-
bition ; simply to be waited for, in the certainty
that it would come—somewhere, somehow—wher
the hour was ripe.

For half a lifetime it had eluded him. And now,
;)ab:dient to an unplanned impulse, he was here af

t. ...

Yet fulfilment brought no exhilaration. No definit«
thought disturbed the curious tranquillity that stol
through him, stilling all the wheels of his being
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The Pass forgotten, he sat there motionless, entranced,
while the Immensities laid invisible hands upon his
restless, seeking spirit.

Strangely, yet very clearly, there sounded in his
brain the words of the Psalmist, ‘‘ Be still, then,
and know that I am God.”

There seemed no room in him for doubt, for
astonishment, even. Only in the profound quiet of
earth and sky he felt, inexplicably, the thrill of an
inner Quiet far more profound, as if the deeps opened
up within him sought and found response in immeasur-
able deeps without him—beyond the confines of
earth, beyond the uttermost stars. . . .

The sense of his surroundings slipped from him.
He was still . . . he knew . . .

Next moment, surprisingly, he was himself again
—cold and tired, sitting on a rock, an extinct cigar-
ette between his fingers. . . .

The thing had happened. It had been neither
dream nor delusion: so much he could swear to.
He supposed, in the nature of things, that luminous
certainty would pass. Scepticism would return.
It was of the fibre of his being: but no trace of it
marred that vivid experience; and the after-effect
would not altogether fade. . .

Already, in spirit, he had dropped from the heights.
But the mood of detachment was still strong upon
him as his eyes mechanically followed the upward
sweep of the illumined path that curved round the
shoulder of the hill and vanished from sight. Still
mechanically, his fancy pursued it—on and up to
the unattained ridge; on, ceaselessly on, into the
abode of the Greater Gods; and yet again on—
Kashgar, Andijan, Bokhara . . . ‘ the Golden Road
to Samarkhand.

The pull of it was almost physical. It stirred in
him a craving he had known, in varying degrees, for
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the greater part of his life. Always the path that
swerved from the beaten track had held for him
a peculiar fascination. Yet always—goodness or
badness knew why—he had been constrained to
walk and work more or less in the beaten track ;
and, later on, when it came to leaving India, the same
fatal track would lie before him, unswerving, to the
end of ends.

Yet, once on a time, he had dreamed, like any
other ambitious youngster, that life and the world
were his for the taking ; malleable stuff to be moulded
as he willed. Whereas it was they who had taken
him and moulded him, up to a point—only up to a
point. His inner man was not malleable stuff.
Yet outwardly he had conformed. Was it some
inherent weakness in himself ? Or were all the young
of the species victims of the same illusion—the
illusion of free choice, of mastering unseen forces,
which, at every turn, subtly, resistlessly, were
mastering them ?

And all the while his eyes followed that alluring
path; his imagination pursued it . . . pursued it
. .. till into his brain there crept an insidious
whisper: “ You have escaped from the rut. Why
go back ? Why not push on, turn wanderer, make
the Golden Journey . . . ? Drop out of your world,
not merely in fancy, but in fact—simply disap-
pear . . .!”

A mad idea! What the devil had come to him
to-night ? He even found himself, amazedly, dally-
ing with the temptation ; an Eastern would probably
take it for inspiration. . . .

And after all, his work apart—how many would
greatly care .. .?

His thought sprang instinctively to Eve, the girl-
child whose heart and spirit—baby though she then
was—seemed so peculiarly his own.

And Edyth—nineteen years his wife ?
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A shock for her, of course; softened by distance
and years of separation. The drop from pay to
pension would hit her hard. For a time—genuinely
no doubt—she would believe herself unhappy. But
on the whole she would bear up wonderfully. He
could see her, in fancy, bearing up to admiration,
in faultlessly fashionable trappings of woe—very
becoming to her fair skin and rather immobile type
of good looks.

Suddenly, sharply, there flashed upon him a vision
of her thus arrayed ; a vision so disturbingly alive
that, almost, it seemed he could put out a hand
and touch her. Familiar details arrested him: the
sweep of her straight, fair lashes, the slightly promin-
ent cheek-bones and the curve of her close-set nostril
that gave to her face in rcpose a hint of incipient
disdain. But the lips, as always, held a promise of
tenderness. Their lifelike softness and serenity
stirred in his veins sensations he had learnt by now
to keep sternly in check. The achievement had not
been a painless process; and the lonely years had
given him scope for much practice.

But the actual sight of her, even in fancy, set
emotion tingling in him, as returning life tingles in a
limb that has been half asleep. Though marriage
with her had not been frec of disappointments and
disillusions, there remained some clement in her that
held him, that moved him to rebcl—strictly within
himself—at the long spells of separation, which she
seemed so serenely to take for granted in the interests
of the children.

A moment, bewilderment unnerved him; then,
deliberately, he thrust the vision from him ; refused
to see it ; yet still remained aware of it, hovering
just out of sight.

Determined to be rid of the ecrie thing and its
horrid implication, he shook himself awake, so to
speak, as in a nightmare when things are going too
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far; rose briskly and drew out his watch, wondering
how long he had sat there, lost to the obvious risk
of freezing to death.

Not five minutes past one.

Just over a quarter of an hour since he first sat
down—how many ages ago ?

Time to be moving anyway. . . . Back to earth
again ?

He realised with a shock—half excitement, half
dismay—that he had reached no definite decision.
Had there, in truth, been any definite indecision ?
Could even the pull of that tempting fantasy prevail
against the rocky elements bequeathed him by his
stern old father, against the memory of Eve and the
too clear vision of that hovcring tenderness on the
lips of his wife.

So much for the valiant boast that man is master
of his fate . . .!

Edyth had it, in spite of—— Well, no matter.
He suspected she always would have it—at a
pinch. . . .

As for the lesser purpose of his journey, his hope to
reach the ridge—to see morning break from that
Pisgah height, over worlds he would never enter
—it seemed to have lost significance, in view of the
larger dream, the more magnetic pull, to which he
might not yield.

True, there remained the instinctive impulse to push
on ; theinstinctive reluctance to admit defeat. . . .

But there were other reluctances to be reckoned
with.

Jagésar, a few paces behind him, was ostenta-
tiously groaning afresh in the throes of ‘ pass-
poison’ ; and Shahzada’s mute misery touched him
—it must be admitted—a good deal more nearly.
For himself, the spirit that willed to achieve was
ignominiously at the mercy of a body that refused
to persist, for no adequate cause, in the face of
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penetrating cold, the misery of blood-pressure and
laboured breathing, the inability—while these symp-
toms lasted—of fortifying himself with food. At
thirty, it might have been another story.

*“Down and out,”’ he reflected ruefully; and
found no consolation in the fact that Jagésar’s
symptoms mysteriously abated when the order to
return was given.

One more look at the moonlit path and the towering
height beyond; a lingering look, as one dwells on
the face of a friend one will never see again. Then
he turned on his heel—and it was over.

Whether anyone greatly cared or no, whether he
could achieve any microscopic fraction of good or
no, there remained the ‘ potent felt, interior com-
mand.’ . . .

Already he was in the saddle again; thankful
for the promise of easier breathing farther down,
his face set toward the beaten track, the haunting
vision of Edyth effectually dispelled.

Queer—uncomfortably queer—the vividness of the
thing. For he had from his mother a touch of
Highland second sight, whatever that eerie gift might
amount to. Better think no more of it.

But thinking, or not thinking, was only half the
battle. The emotions revived in him were less
readily dismissed to order. Why must he be starved,
year after year, of the common human need that
neither work nor ambition could altogether satisfy ?
How if he were to tell her—about to-night? An
ironical smile twitched the corner of his lips.

On and on, down and down; the steep drop in
some ways more trying than the climb. The peculiar
thrill of ascent was lacking. No spark of exhilara-
tion in the backward journey, back to the old dead
levels of hot-weather life, and all the nagging prob-
lems that up there seemed of no account.
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Well—so be it. He was permanently the richer,
for & dream fulfilled. The vision he sought from
without had come from within; a vital experience
nothing could take from him, a light nothing could
quench. . . .

There drifted into his mind a vagrant thought of
Moses, whose face shone when he came down from
the mountain. No chance conjunction, surely, but
some sort of mystical significance in the old-time
association of mountains with clearer spiritual vision,
with closer communion between man and God. His
mind wandered off irresistibly, seeking instances :
Mount Sinai, Mount Pisgah, Mount of Olives . . .

They were legion, if one troubled to follow up the
idea. The desert for temptation—for negation of
life ; the mountain for vision, communion, reveal-
ing. . ..

If the ancients lacked scientific knowledge, they
were favoured with intuitions of amazing beauty and
truth. Mere superstitions ? He would be a wise
man who could answer that. At least, they had
the breath of life in them. They survived. For
all the achievements of science—her marvels of
invention and discovery—it was still to those old
secrs that the human spirit turned for strength and
sustenance. Materialism might count a full pocket
and a full stomach the true criterions of progress.
A few million unreasonable beings would continue to

rsist in the dear delusion that man cannot live

y bread alone. .

In spite of good resolutions he was * wool-gather-
ing’ again. Lulled by the rhythmical movement,
thought and feeling became blurred. Sentences
coherently begun drifted off into senseless, tailless
ramblings. His grip of the reins relaxed insensibly.
His head felt idiotically unstable ; the weight of all
the world seemed to hang on his eyelids.

Happily the good Beluch was sure-footed, like all
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his breed. Times without number Challoner had slept
on his back; but not coming down the Kardong
Pass. . ..

Paling moon and stars heralded the approach of
morning. And behind him, all unnoticed, the higher
peaks were rosy with the first flush of dawn. It was
the hour when sleep comes even to the sleepless,
overwhelms the most devoted watcher. Drowsier he
grew and drowsier. His thoughts overflowed and
ran together independent of his will.

But he was not asleep—he was not going to sleep.
He was not asleep—he reiterated, with the blurred
obstinacy of a drunkard, who insists heis not drunk.
The formula itself became a soporific. . . .

Suddenly—in the very act of repeating it—he was
jolted wide awake ; clutched at the reins—too late ;
and pitched clean over Shahzada’s head.

Followed the jar of violent contact; a crack—a
short stab of pain—darkness. . . .



11
** Réver, c'est le bonheur ; attendre, c’est la vie.””—VicTor Huco.

‘* A NastY knock, Colonel Challoner. You had a
narrow shave of concussion. The collar-bone is a
simple fracture. But considering the jar to your
neck and spine, you would be wise to wait several
days before you start on trek again.”

Thus Dr. Schuster, of the Moravian Mission at Leh
—a big, shy man—summoned to the dak bungalow
by the faithful Faizullah, who had secured as was
meet, the best available bedroom for his damaged
Sahib.

Faint scepticism lurked behind Challoner’s rueful
smile. Doctors instinctively made the worst of
things. Also his leave was dwindling, and his
carefully mapped return journey made no allowance
for this sort of undignified climax to adventure.
But the fact rcmained that his head and shoulder
hurt a good deal ; and the ride back to Leh, with his
arm roughly strapped by Jagésar, had been a very
unpleasant experience,

*T’ll be another man—after a good night’s rest,”
he remarked hopefully.

Schuster’s smile surprisingly illumined his cada-
verous face.

* 1 doubt it, Colonel. You are lucky to have got
off like this, after pitching on to your head.”

* Luckier still not to have broken Shahzada’s
knees! See how I am to-morrow. I shan't bother
about getting up—officially—to-day ! »

19
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‘“ So I thought,” remarked Schuster, a humorous
gleam in his eye. . . .

A broken night, with severe headache and a touch
of fever, reminded him feelingly that a fall which
could be lightly dismissed at thirty must be treated
with more respect at forty-three.

He woke late, to find Faizullah cautiously recon-
noitring with chota-hazri and letters ; Larry, his two-
year-old retriever, bounding joyfully on before.

Mail-day ! Absorbed in his new experiences, he
had actually forgotten ; and he reached out for the
little pile of envelopes, his eagerness tinged with
apprehension. Five weeks ago he had screwed him-
sclf up to a tentative suggestion that Edyth might
join him next cold weather. He awaited her answer
with curiously mingled feelings. It might come any
mail now. . . .

One from Sir Eldred Lenox—an old friend and
second cousin on his mother’s side. One from
Kaye, Eldred’s youngest and his own godson, on
leave in Kashmir. One in Eve's quaint childish
hand—and a bill from his bookseller. The second
week Edyth had missed. She was getting quite a
good hand at overlooking mail-day.

His mind drifted off—early tea forgotten. . . .
Most men, he supposed, would put up some sort of
protest. Perhaps he was a fool; but for him, if
such things were not spontaneous, they were nothing
worth.

** Will the Sahib open these? Or . . .?" Faizul-
lah respectfully proffered a paper-cutter; anxious to
help without emphasising thc helplessness of his
master.

* Oh—good. Open them, will you ?’ Challoner
jzrked out, touched to the quick, yet vaguely on
edge.

Without a word the man obeyed, handed them back
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neatly slit, set every item within reach, and retired
to squat outside till further orders. The single-
hearted allegiance of the personal native servant is
an asset of Indian life that must be experienced to
be understood—an asset that, like most others of
its kind, is fast becoming extinct.

Challoner, left alone, emptied his first cup at a
draught, and proceeded to explore his letters.

Inside Eve’s envelope was a note from John—an
infrequent event.

As usual it was brief and to the point.

** DEAR DaAp,—

“I ought to have written sooner. Thanks
awfully for the unexpected bonus. The three pounds
didn’t half come in handy. Hope money’s a bit
easier in India. It’s the deuce over here. The new
car is simply topping. Awfully good of you. We’re
all mad on her. Mother’s very fit, and sends her
love. She’s rather death on a highbrow lecturer at
the moment. Mugging up for the ’Varsity, I tell
her !

*“ Well, there’s no more to say this time. Thanks
again. So long.
‘ Your aff. son,
‘** Jonn.”

If brevity were the soul of wit, John hit the mark
every time. And, as a rule, it took a cheque to draw
even that much out of him. True, his own letters
were hardly more personal; but what chance had
he been given of getting to know the boy ?

A casual cheque at intervals ; a surface exchange

of platitudes ; ** your aff. son,” * your affectionate

Father ”—that was about all it amounted to between
himself and his first-born. How many Anglo-Indian
fathers could tell the same tale? And, with the
increased cost of living, the position was fast growing
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desperate. Furlough on half-pay was becoming a
luxury for the moneyed few. Yet it was a man’s only
chance of keeping touch with his sons during the
critical transition from boyhood to early manhood.

And over there they had not the haziest idea
what it meant—those cheerful, complacent fathers
one met on furlough, who played cricket with their
boys, who had every chance to make friends with
them—if they chose; and who wrote to the papers
complaining that holidays were too long! Do them
good to change places for a few years. But man is
perverse in the grain; and—given the chance—
for all he knew, he himself might start writing to the
papers !

He turned to Eve’s letter for antidote: Eve—a
blessed baby when he left her; now unimaginably
a school-girl of eleven. But with her he had made a
special effort not to lose touch—with happy results.

After Eve—Kaye. Sure to be a pleasure. There
existed between them an affectionate intimacy such
as he had conspicuously failed to achieve with his own
son. But John, serenely encased in himself, had
never been a promising subject. Whereas Kaye
had some quality about him

Well, he was Quita’s son. And what those two
words meant for Ian Challoner was his own secret;
though possibly Quita Lenox understood.

Young as he was, the boy had acquitted himself
gallantly in the War. Barely nineteen when he
joined the Artillery—his father’s corps—his quick
intelligence, keenness, and daring had very early
marked him out for rapid promotion. Before
hostilities ended he had earned his captaincy, a
Military Cross, and the Legion of Honour.

India—the North-West Frontier—had always been
his goal ; and his coming, fifteen months ago, had eased
appreciably the embittering sense of loneliness that
had been growing on Challoner for the past few years.
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Admittedly, a certain fastidious apartness was
ingrained in him; but to feel oneself, as life drew
on, growing more and more aloof in spirit argued
failure somewhere, some vital secret of happiness
missed. . . .

But Kaye was the point ; Kaye, who would not be
fool enough to go missing vital secrets.

He had started his leave at Gulmarg : a Gulmarg
quite other than the Arcadian glade, where Quita
had camped with her babies in Eldred’s Gilgit days ;
where Kaye himself had been born. Now, there he
was back again, a be-medalled young Gunner, danc-
ing, riding, flirting—possibly falling in love. What
else could account for his impromptu shooting party,
up the Sind Valley—Captain and Miss Chamier and
Mrs. Bob Vane—with the Gulmarg season in full
swing ?

Little Miss Chamier, presumably the attraction,
was one of the right sort. Her father came of good
stock; and the Amecrican mother had been a
Virginian—one of the old families. There was money,
and a goodish bit of property. Stephen Chamier
had chucked the Army and lived over there, on
account of it.

Now both were gone; and their only daughter
had everything. Certainly Kaye had seemed
struck with her in Peshawur ; but her cousin, Dick
Chamier, a more likely victim, had also been in the
running.

And what of Mrs. Vane—the notoriously attractive
Vanessa Vane? Kaye hadn’t made it quite clear
where she came in.

Intrigued a little, lured right away from himself,
he unfolded the boy’s letter and read:

** MY DEAR COLONEL,—
‘“ How goes the pilgrimage? We're doing
pretty well up here—thanks very much! These
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hills are a miracle. No adjectives need apply!
Chris is a jolly good sportswoman. And of course
Dick’s an old campaigner. He only came along so
as to back up Chris, because there was a bit of a breeze
with her aunt about our topping plan for going off
on a little shoot together. Mrs. Sham—as you know
—is a blooming, benighted back-number! As if
Chris and her morals wouldn’t be as safe alone with
me, in every sort of way, as with any old chaperone
sniffing round.

* 1 mentioned Mrs. Vane—didn’t I ?—in my last.
Well, Chris is rather gone on her—and Mrs. Sham
isn’t. If you ask me, she was jealous of the transfer ;
so she started hitting out in her best style. I don’t
say she isn’t a good woman and all that, but it was
simply caddish the way she ran down Mrs. Vane.
Chris is my authority. I give her a wide berth.
If Mrs. Vane did have to divorce her cad of a hus-
band, what’s there to be ashamed of ? Why the
devil should she go and hide her light under a bushel
at home, when she loves Kashmir, and is keen on
studying Himalayan birds ? Of course she’s Al,
and awfully attractive, or Mrs. Sham and her crew
wouldn’t bother their stuffy heads about her.

“It’s a longish tale, and one feels a bit woolly
after being on the tramp in this air all day. Anyhow,
we guessed, Chris and I, that she was getting fed-up
with the way Mrs. Sham carricd on, when she talked
of going off alone, after her birds. So we hatched
our shoot-picnic in the Sind Valley. Then, quite
innocent-like, we asked if she wouldn’t come along
too, because there would he red-hot ructions if we
suggested going alone. You can guess we didn't
escape the ructions, because, you see, we’d struck the
wrong kind of chaperone in our pristine innocence!

** Anyway, we’'re quit of that now; and it’s simply
ripping here. I'm having the time of my life. I
reckon, from your dates, you should be back at
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Kargil in about a week. If the others are agreeable,
I propose to move on that way, and join up for a
bit, provided you can stick the ladies !
‘*“ Bedtime now. So long. Love and salaams—
the profoundest.
‘“ Yours ever,
(X9 KAYE.”

Challoner, folding up the two sheets with his
meticulous accuracy, felt a distinct glow at his heart.
Did John, by any chance, write living stuff like that to
his mother ? Was it as much his own fault as the
boy’s ?

After breakfast, over his pipe, he read Kaye’s
letter again; this time with a faint, disturbing
prick of apprehension. Was Chris Chamier the
attraction ? Why this sudden chivalrous concern
for Mrs. Vane ? Had she been making a fool of the
boy ? She had a gift that way—from all one heard.
And she must be a good ten years older, if not more.
Confound the woman! Of all banal complications
« . .! Quita’s son might have hit on something
more original. . . .

Once again he glanced through the letter, and
fancied himself mistaken. Impossible to tell. But
in view of that distracting suspicion, the voice of
wisdom—doctor or no doctor—was a voice crying in
the wilderness.



III

** As one who dreaming seeth ; and when the dream i3 gone, the

passion stamped remaineth ; and naught else cometh to the mind again :
oven such am I. “—Dmu.

Two days later—in defiance of a friendly protest
from Dr. Schuster—Challoner was riding at a foot’s
pace through the wide main bazaar of Leh, a lean,
long-limbed figure of a man, his right arm and
shoulder securely strapped, his sallow skin browned
by sun and wind. The hawklike eyes under very
marked eye-brows had a brooding look in repose ;
yet they missed no detail of men or things.

At the hospitable insistence of Captain Flower, he
had spent his two days in the Residency ; and the
good doctor had taken infinite pains over the affair
of the vanished guide—without result. The smoke-
screen of his shyness had lifted a little, and their
parting had been of the friendliest. They had
exchanged promises to meet again. . .

A little way on, the road swerved and dipped to
lower levels—and so, an end of Leh. The chances
were ten to one he would never see it again. But
an indelible vision would remain with him of the
strange desert town in its setting of rust-red hills,
stamped sharply upon the great main ranges of
Karakoram and Kailas—a sanctuary of remembrance
into which he could retreat at will, when the relent-
less machinery of existence threatened to shatter a
man’s nebulous faith in things unseen—in the fragile,
unpractical, lovely things, the hopes and dreams and
irrational delights that alone make life worth living.

20
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Away across the Indus Valley another line of snows,
remote, yet delicately clear, seemed upborne from
earth by a range of more red hills, splashed with
liquid violet shadows; and as the road curved
steadily downward, the sun began to make itself
felt through the nip of morning in the air. Crossing
the desert, he reached a coveted stretch of short
turf, nourished by floods ; Larry, a faithful shadow,
with lolling red tongue, never far behind. Grass
under foot and a slackened rein, set Shahzada off at
a light hand-gallop, easily distancing the modest
cavalcade of camp belongings, animate and inanimate
—from Faizullah, the All-indispensable, to the new
rubber bath, that steamed like a saucepan at what-
ever unearthly hour it pleased the Sahib to strike
camp.

Unsuspected by Challoner, Faizullah was keeping
a discreetly watchful eye on the Englishman he had
owned for fifteen years; the master whom none
might cheat save himself; in whose interests he
had secretly annexed certain trifles belonging to
Flower Sahib that might prove useful on the march.
If they were missed, let blame light on Flower Sahib’s
bearer. He, Faizullah, always made sure that his
master’s boxes held all that was his own—and some-
times, by the favour of Allah, more also—as became
the confidential servant of a Burra Sahib, entirely
committed to his charge.

The Mem-sahib had been absent longer than usual,
this time; and Faizullah regarded the arrangement
as a merciful dispensation, profitable to his pocket
and his peace of mind. Mem-sahibs had a finicking
way with them over trivial details of expenditure
that was galling to a man’s self-respect; and if
they were misguided enough to prefer the damp and
chills of Balait ! to the glories of Ind, so much the
better for faithful servants,

! England,
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. The doctor in his wisdom, had privately bidden
him keep a watchful eye on the Sahib, who was not
yet fit for long marches in the heat; but the thing
must be done without undue zeal, since he was
notoriously impatient of intrusion when he would
be alone.

So Challoner sped on, unaware of designs upon
his sacred independence; alive only to the deep-
rooted, primitive satisfaction of being on the road
once more.

At Spittak, where hills and river draw together,
the sun was already bright on whitewashed walls
and flat roofs of monastery buildings perched aloft.
The clang of metal bells and the wailing of horns
discordantly advertised that gods and worshippers
were early astir. On a rounded ridge of sand he
turned in the saddle for a last vision of Leh and the
mighty range beyond.

At this distance the town, with its terraced houses,
had the air of a curiously stratified outcrop, sur-
mounted by the monastery and the towering palace
of ancient kings; nine stories of massive wall, of
jutting windows and balconies and carved projections:
empty shell of a power that was, and is no more.

Remain the monasteries and the Indus—powers
that are and ever shall be ; rooted in man’s elemental
needs. Religion for his soul, water for his crops—
the uncomplicated Ladakhi asks little else of god or
man.

‘ And perhaps—who knows ?7—he gets as near
happiness as we do,” Challoner reflected in chas-
tened mood, acutely aware of his own manifold
complexities ‘and discontents, enviable product though
he was of the last thing in over-civilisation.

A queer, desperate business, life: staggeringly
disconcerting, yet eternally intrigui tnppmg a
man up at every stride, yet subtl nfun
round the next corner and the next. , . .
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Micawbers all : secretly hoping for ‘ something
to turn up.

Doomed to the pursuit of that elusive hope, he
gathered up his reins again—and cantered on. . . .

Following the sweep of the Indus—blue as the sea
under a south-west wind—he headed for a nullah,
where trees and running water invited him to halt
for lunch beside the purling stream. Thereafter,
he gave orders to push on, ignoring broad hints from
Faizullah that trees and water were God’s best gifts
to the traveller; that the afternoon sun would be
hot as hell in the valley, bad for man and beast.

Challoner heard him out, while deliberately filling
his pipe. ‘‘ When I have finished this,” he said,
‘“ we start. It is an order.”

‘“ Hazur.”

Faizullah accepted, with unmoved countenance, the
obduracy of the Sahib and the decree of Fate.

Challoner settled down comfortably to an irre-
proachable cup of coffee—his particular weakness,
which would have appeared without fail, whether he
encamped in a waterless desert or on ice-bound
heights. The grass was cool and moist. The mur-
mur of running water was like music in his ears—
the music of an English stream. He closed his sun-
wearied eyes and settled his aching shoulder against
a tilted rock.

A luxury of weariness stole through him. An
exquisite illusion of England in early summer mistily
blurred his brain; and before the pipe was half
smoked, it dropped from between his teeth. His
head lolled against the rock. He fell sound
asleep. . . .

Faizullah, arriving to report, waggled a sagacious
beard. Here was ocular proof of the doctor’s wisdom,
not to mention his own. Praise Allah, the weakness
of the flesh did occasionally curb the inhuman
energy of sahibs,
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Straightway he countermanded the order to start.
The Presence slept and must not be disturbed.

Returning to the spot, he stood looking down at his
unconscious master with a very real mingling of
affection and concern. Then his eye caught a gleam
in the grass—Challoner’s whisky-flask. This rain-
less air made a man’s throat dry as parched grain.
Allah—having put temptation in his way—would
surely condone.

Very cautiously, lest the dog awake, he picked up
the flask and unscrewed it ; poured a measure of
spirit into his drmkmg—vessel diluted it gingerly
and swallowed it in one gulp. Then, at a respectful
distance, he too settled down in the shade, removed
his turban without displacing a fold—and slept.

Challoner was drcaming of England: a country
lane on a June evening ; a tawny yellow moon low
in the sky; the smell of dust and hawthorn and a
far-off whiff of meadow-sweet in his nostrils ; in his
ears the sleepy trill and twitter of birds settling to
rest. . ..

Not far ahead of him, a woman walked alone.
The lines of the figure recalled his wife. More supple,
more graceful than he remembered ; but herself—
not a doubt. It seemed he had come home on
impulse, without warning, to give them all a surprise ;
and she—hurrying home, intent on the children—
hadn’t an idea. An almost boyish elation set him
wondering : ‘** Am I myself—or another ?”

No answer ; no thought of an answer. The whole
thing was—and was not, like a breath on glass.

Quietly, swiftly, as one only can in a dream, he
caught her up, slipped his arm round her from
behind, whispered tenderly, “ Don’t be frightened,
dear—it’s Ian.”

With a muffled exclamation, she turned ; the moon
full on her face——

And it was not Edyth !
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It was a face he knew—yet did not know. It
struck some exquisite, familiar chord of memory ;
and at sight of it fire ran in his veins.

His dream-self—if it was himself—knew no hamper-
ing dinhibitions. Edyth dropped clean out of his
mind.

‘*“ You!” he cried under his breath, without a
glimmering idea who * You ’’ might be, and passion-
ately tightened his hold.

For one rapturous moment she yielded; then
suddenly strained away from him, with never a
word. Her delicate strength seemed superhuman;
and the pang of disappointment, of his thwarted
craving, woke him outright, with a crick in his
neck.

So vivid, so disturbing, were his dream-sensations,
that it took him a second or two to realise where he
was and what had happened. Awake, he felt
vaguely ashamed of himself ; the more so, that his
shame was a pallid thing compared with the inadmis-
sible thrill—part discovery, part recognition—of what,
of whom——1?

His awakened eyes lit upon the slumbering
Faizullah—bearded, eagle-beaked, unturbaned, and
snoring lustily.

The proper scoundrel—!

He whipped out his watch. Ten to four. It
would take nearly five hours, steady going, to reach .
Bazgu, his stopping-place for the night.

He sprang up, dreams dispelled, and gently stirred
the Pathan with his foot.

‘*“ Wake, son of sloth! Is this the way you obey
orders ?

Faizullah snorted, grabbed instinctively at his
turban, and confronted his master, all his wits about
him, fluent excuses on his lips. How should this
slave venture to disturb the Presence ¥ Moreover,
the Doctor Sahib had bade him beware of the mid-
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day sun in this accursed country. Obedient to the
Sahib’s wishes he had come to report; but there
were no orders as to waking—— )

Challoner smiled his crooked, half-reluctant smile,
that Faizullah knew for a fair-weather sign. His
plausible tongue had saved him.

But there .were urgent orders now—orders that
were briskly obeyed ; and Challoner set out again,
refreshed in mind and body, though still intrigued a
little by that curiously perturbing dream. The clash
of emotions it had stirred in him did not readily
subside.

Shahzada, rested also, took the road again with
a will: mile on mile of wild, exhilarating country ;
stony desert underfoot ; and on either hand granite
ranges, naked as truth, thrust great rock-arms down
to the river. Every turn revealed some ncw group-
ing of far hills, incredibly blue; and all the light-
filled air of the valley shimmered with dust of gold,
that haloed distant figures of wandering Ladakhis,
or red and yellow lamas twirling the indispensable
prayer-wheel that keeps a man automatically in
touch with heaven, while his thoughts remain below.

No shade; no green; no moisture anywhere.
The sun’s rays smote viciously upon his back and
shoulders ; and mere heat was aggravated by the
intolerably dry, rarefied air of these high desert
regions that register barely three inches of rain in
the year.

He was not sorry when the road swerved through
a narrow side-valley back to the river and fields of
young corn, flanked with interminable mani walls,?
every flat stone of them graven with the mystic
formula, Om mani padmi hum (O God of the jewel
in the lotus !). Throughout the whole lama-haunted
region of Ladakh, those four words, in unending
repetition, fluttered on prayer-flags, circled within

1 Prayer-walls.
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prayer-wheels and huge prayer-cylinders worked by
water-mills. They were graven on temples and
sacred figures and stones to the million millionth.
And the traveller who was careful to leave these
mounds of grace upon his right side received their
blessings automatically, whatever his individual
deserts.

* God knows I have need of any spiritual benefit
that's going,”” Challoner mused, with a private
chuckle at his own folly, as he punctiliously guided
Shahzada along the right sides of those magical walls.
For at heart he was endlessly tolerant of all the
pathetic absurdities and vagaries that spring from
man’s instinctive pursuit of the Unseen.

He camped that night outside the curious village
of Bazgu, its crude brick houses and shrines set
among cliffs lavishly splashed with blues and purples,
reds and raw sienna; as if some Titanic futurist had
been indulging in an orgy of ‘ robust colour’ when the
mountains of Ladakh were on the easel of God.

By four of the morning he was in the saddle again,
climbing out of the hollow into spacious desert
country. Shahzada was off duty; and Zaidée fresh
as a bird; a graceful creature, half Waler, half Arab,
her paces as easy as the rise and fall of a boat on
a summer sea.

At Saspul he halted for lunch and a rest; then
forward again, by zigzags and rock ledges and scaf-
folded paths, past countless wayside temples, set
aloft on peaks and ridges, as much a part of the
landscape as the Indus itself, and the vivid splashes
of colour that enlivened the desolate hills. .

At Nurla, clean rooms in the seras, untenanted
by the formidable flea of Central Asia, tempted
Challoner to desert his tent. But between an access
of comfort and an access of over-fatigue he lay wide
awake till three in the morning; the misery of it
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aggravated by pain in his shoulder, by a rising
temperature and throbbing nerves that beat a devil’s
tattoo in his brain.

Though anxiety nagged at his heart, the unanswer-
able argument of fever constrained him to a halt of
forty-eight hours, while he and Faizullah fought the
fiend with heroic doses of quinine.

It was during this halt that he first noticed a cer-
tain silver pepper-mill and a porous butter-cooler
that were strangers to his memory. Knowing his
Faizullah, he remarked casually, ‘‘ Very neat that.
Do they make butter-coolers in Nurla, Sirdar-ji ?
And a pepper-mill also ? Good hunting ! ”

But to catch Faizullah’s wits asleep was not often
given to a mere Sahib.

** Surely the Presence forgets . . . ?°’ he queried,
letting the sarcasm slither off him like water off a
greasy dish-cloth.

‘ Not at all. The Presence remembers them both
very well—at the Residency.”

Challoner’s tone was still suave, but it pricked
the Pathan’s apology for a conscience.

‘“Wah! Wah! Your Honour speaks truth,
Flower Sahib’s bearer was too careless of his master’s
goods. But when there is confusion of departure,
such little mistakes will arise. And I, having left
the pepper-mill at Peshawur——"

‘“ Bad shot, Faizullah! The other man’s bearer
won’t work this time.”” Challoner’s finger indicated
the initials H.T. graven on the mill. * That belongs
to my friend Thorne Sahib, Commissioner of this
country. I go to join camp with him at Kargil.
Shameful talk that I should eat his salt, while carry-
ing off his private property from Leh.”

Faizullah feared that tone. It played unpleasant
tricks with the small bones of his spine. Beneath
its deceptive quiet, lightnings slumbered—as he had
good reason to know. Hands set palm to palm, he



PRELUDE 85

bowed his turbaned head; outwardly contrite,
inwardly marshalling plausible evasions.

‘“ May the Presence have mercy. The carelessness
was mine. Through concern for the Sahib’s health,
I failed to overlook the packing of the kitchen-box
by that thieving magpie Naryan Das—may his liver
turn to water! Haziir—consider.”” He hesitated
the fraction of a second. ‘‘ For the honour of the
Sahib’s household, were it not better that these
trifles be mislaid upon the march ? The matter can
be arranged.”

Challoner’s left eyebrow twitched. ¢ Which is to
say you would doubtless redeem your carelessness
by driving a hard bargain with the first Ladakhi who
covets them ? I have lived eighteen years on the
Border, Faizullah, and you have lived many years
among Sahibs; but it scems I have learnt more
about your people than you have learnt about mine.
For the honour of my household, I take over these
trifles myself.”

Very deliberately he pocketed the pepper-mill and
proceeded to empty the butter-cooler. ‘ Thorne
Sahib, having been fourtecen years in India,” he
added conversationally, *‘ is doubtless familiar with
the zeal of faithful bearer-log.”

‘ Hazur,” Faizullah agreed with wunshakable
gravity.

A second obeisance, a little lower than the first—
and he withdrew; his spinal sensations relieved,
his overweening conccit rasped a little, because he,
Faizullah Khan, had for once been worsted by an
awkward situation and the infernal coolness of the
Sahib.

But if the annoying mischance in no way dis-
turbed his devotion to the Englishman, whose tongue
could be as a red chili, it left him sore enough to
vent his spleen on others. Naryan Das—an honest,
poor-spirited creature—quavered under dark hints
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of dismissal for a theft he had never committed ;
and the coolies on the next day’s march wondered
apathetically what sins they had done in a former
life that the Sirdar should deal so ruthlessly with the
features and the honour of all their female relations.

Challoner, hearing from afar the thunder of
Faizullah’s chest notes, chuckled to think how
Thorne would relish the tale of his misdirected zeal.
Shrewd insight and a strong sense of race saved him
from the common error of judging Orientals by
Western standards. He could see the whole thing
through the other man’s eyes. Freshly ground pepper
was one of his own minor weaknesses. There had
been trouble over that forgotten mill. What bearer
worth his salt—or his pepper—could resist the chance
of making good at another Sahib’s expense ?

He had started earlier than usual, with a double
break in view. The short bout of fever had left him
ridiculously shaky, but the collar-bone seemed to be
mending all right. There was ecstasy in the pristine
air of morning; in the rush and swirl of the river,
deepening and widening to a long, placid reach
between slopes of metallic green debris. And on
either hand the abiding desolation of the hills loomed
mistily purple and red against the palpitating blue
of dawn.

A welcome halt for breakfast, on the hither side
of the wooden bridge over the Indus; a pipe and a
lazy half-hour lounging at ease, in the shadow of a
rock, where the sharp tang of night still lingered.

The charm of the place and the hour stirred in him
a longing for companionship—the true companion-
ship of * like in difference’; a craving most poig-
nantly felt by sensitive men of character and imagina-
tion, for whom the sex relation is secondary to the
rarer, more exacting rclation of the spirit. Bei
human, and hungry for the fullness of life, he desl;zs
both; and for many years now he had been con-
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strained to do without either. A curious state of
life—matrimony. Yet—by God! if a man had the
luck, or the discernment, to win a wife with whom
he could enjoy to the full these leisurely wanderings
in the wilds of earth !

That unorthodox explosion pulled him up short.
What the devil had come to him ? Fever—or that
fool of a dream ? The after-sense of it persisted
strangely. He ought to be properly ashamed of
himself. Better canter on. No antidote like the
saddle.

While a guard from the ramshackle fort by the
bridge saw Faizullah and his impedimenta across
the river, Challoner cantered on and on, up the valley ;
the sun’s rays increasingly fierce, the mountains
increasingly rugged and barren, as they closed
in toward the gorge of sharply carven cliffs below
Lama Yoru.

Riding through it in the morning, on his outward
journey, the effect had been sublime—an effect one
could not hope to recapture in the so different
atmosphere of early evening.

Impossibility of recapture, of drinking twice at the
same spring, ran like a refrain through all the days
of his backward journey. The scenes were identical ;
not so his inner response. Gone was the glamour of
novelty, the exhilaration of setting out, unshackled,
into unknown regions, to unknown ends—the essence
of adventure. Reality had him again in its ruthless
grip.

He entered the gorge alone, miles ahead of his
contingent and his sais. The trough was already in
deep shadow ; the river, a pallid, hurrying wraith of
unrest, twisting and turning like a trapped thing
seeking a way of escape. And high above, at every
angle of the unrailed path, level sunbeams were
gilding and grazing the edges of slopes and jutting
cliffs with a sharp Rembrandtesque effect of light
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and shade. No vestige of colour anywhere, but the
unutterable blue of the sky. And as the stark
heights closed in on him—the stillness and emptiness
intensified by the ceaseless roar of the river—there
stole through him an eerie sense of passing out of
life, out of the world. Mere morbid fantasy, was it ?
Or a chill of premonition . . . ?

Brrr!

He shook himself physically and urged Shahzada
to a trot, heedless of sharp corners and abrupt
descents to the swirling river. Then, because undue
haste looked like running away, he slackened speed,
and for the remaining miles pinned his thoughts
resolutely to mundane affairs.
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CHAPTER ONE
** If it be not now, st i8 to come "’ —SHAKESPEARE.

EArLY afternoon, three days’ march from Lama
Yoru, found Challoner cantering across the barren
plateau above Kargil—the beginning of the end.

The broad rolling country, the mulberry-coloured
hills and the noble peak in the south, recalled, with
a faint pang, his earlier sensations on the outward
journey : the stirring knowledge that all Asia lay
before him; the incipient craving—germ of his
later impulse—to go on and on, world without end ;
to shed all sense of time and sense of duty, those
twin fetters clamped upon the adventuring soul of
man. Yet here he was back again, obedient to the
Call of the Tame ; and there below him lay Kargil
—orchards and river, fort and bridge and huge
lacustrine terraces, jutting out like railway embank-
ments, all saturate with the mcllow afternoon light.

Dipping downward from the plateau, details
emerged. And there, where apple-orchards had
blushed on his upward journey, an eruption of dingy-
looking toadstools marked the position of Thorne’s
camp : Thorne—and the others. . . .

A note from Kaye had caught him at Lama Yoru,
announcing his date of arrival at Kargil—ladies and
all. And for one ignominious instant, Challoner had
felt tempted to trump up some plausible excuse and
change his route back to Kashmir.

Now, within actual sight of the tents, a fresh

4 41
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access of shyness troubled him, a quite definite
reluctance to go forward. He dismissed it with a
touch of annoyance.

In another moment it was forgotten. He had
sighted a rider crossing the bridge below him, unmis-
takably an Englishman, and—unmistakably Kaye.
Whatever indiscretions he might have been up to,
it was good to see the boy again.

A little above the Fort they met and greeted.

*“ Good Lord, Colonel,” cried Kaye, at sight of
the strapped arm and shoulder. *‘ What’s the
damage ?’

* Collar-bone,” Challoner informed him briefly.
But Kaye considered himself entitled to details ; and
Challoner told his tale—an abridged version—as they
rode along. It gave him a chance to take stock of
the boy, while his attention was engaged elsewhere.

To Challoner’s eyes, some turn of hcad or tiit of
chin made him look more like his mother than usual.
The essence of her spirit was in him—her intuition
and humour, her fine pliability, as of tempered steel.
In the more obvious externals he was a Lenox, true
to type. It needed scant scrutiny to see what had
come to him ; though no doubt he flattered himself
he was skilfully hiding his secret from the uncom-
prehending eyes of middle age.

Nearing the camp, they sighted Captain Thorne,
a large, genial being, enmeshed in the flowery leave-
taking of some local magnate, whose negligible person
was obliterated by a vast turban and an embroidered
coat several sizes too big for him.

*“ Good old Thorne—capping compliments, and
not budging an inch! He’s the man for these
people.” Challoner glanced sidelong at Kaye, who
was looking hopefully elsewhere. ** What'’s it you're
after ? The ladies ¢

A palpable hit. Kaye achieved the nearest thing
to a blush that chronic sunburn would allow.
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“Oh, well . .. I was only wondering—"

“So I saw. They’ll make you wonder a good bit
more—before you’ve done with ’em.”

A view-hallo from Thorne—who was tactfully
manceuvring his visitor to the ¢ edge of the carpet’
—saved Kaye from a futile attempt to answer the
unanswerable.”

Challoner responded by quickening his pace, and
Kaye thankfully followed suit.

* Colonel Sahib, ki jai !* I’'m quit of the beggar
at last—thanks to you ! Thorne greeted them with
his big rumble of a laugh. ‘ But you don’t look
near as fit as you should, after six weeks up here.
Not broken your arm, I hope ? »

His deep, deliberate voice had a restful quality
that matched the effect of lazy power written all over
him. The blare of the last trump would not avail
to hustle Havelock Thorne. By virtue of a long
family tradition, he had India, so to speak, in his
blood, and England securely hidden in his heart.
Decidedly the right peg in the right hole.

Challoner, in his detached fashion, was thinking
these things while he repeated the tale of the collar-
bone—still further abridged; and Kaye stood by
feeding his Kabuli pony with lumps of sugar, still
wondering . . . but determined not to ask, with
the Colonel in that vein.

* Been overdoing it a bit,” Thorne commented
sagely. It was an indiscretion that could never be
laid to his charge. ‘ You let ‘our Dr. Norman’
overhaul you before you descend into Hell. He’s
arriving to-morrow. Coming along my way to look
up Mission converts.”

* I’'m not a Mission convert !

Thorne rumbled genially. ‘ You never can tell!
Meantime, who said ‘ pegs’ "

He shouted for drinks. The horses were led away ;

t Victory to the Colonel Sahib !
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and Thorne motioned his guests to the camp-chairs
set out under a lordly chenar tree.!

* Your ladies are indefatigable, Lenox,” said he.
* They went off riding, on a tour of inspection. I
sent my orderly with them as I was in the toils.”

* Been gone long ?” asked Kaye, avoiding the
Colonel’s eye.

‘*“ Soon after you left. Stay and have a drink,
won’t you ?

‘*“ Thanks, no,” said the devout lover—and saun-
tered away, leaving the older men to their pegs and
cheroots, their talk of zemindars and tehsildars and
land settlement ; of petty governors, exactions, and
intrigues ; of the people themselves—the inarticulate,
long-suffering creatures of the soil, in whose interests
both men battled, year after year, against Oriental
callousness and a babu-ised British Government, most
often with disheartening results.

Thorne laboured in a field less industriously sown
with tares than did Challoner in the turbulent dis-
trict of Peshawur. He dealt with Oriental official-
dom naked and unashamed ; a trifling matter of a
few centuries removed from the English-speaking,
English-spurning offspring of an educational machine
that grinds out potential clerks by the thousand,
in place of actual men. True, the twin States of
Kashmir and Jammu had progressed notably under a
strong, sane ruler, ably served by picked Govern-
ment officers, British and Indian. But the smaller
fry among Governors and Wazirs still favoured the
immemorial methods of their great-grandfathers
before them; and the petty officials of Thorne’s
outlying kingdom had little of modern enlightenment,
still less of modern scruple, in dealing with their own.
It; was he, the alien—symbol of a ‘ Satanic Govern-
ment '—who must exercise all his prestige and taet
to ease the yoke of a people not his own, fully

1 Plane tree.
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alive, all the while, to the humour of the thing, and
carrying it through none the less thoroughly for that.

Unmarried, and a good deal isolated during the
summer months, his main interests had gradually
narrowed down to sport and his job, and a desultory
study of modern history, to keep his brain from rust-
ing. At the moment his job was to the fore—the
threatened grain shortage in Kargil, the humours and
distractions of the caravan season at Leh; and he
thoroughly enjoyed talking things over with a man
whom he could rely on not to be ¢ bored stiff > with
it all. For, though Challoner’s acquaintance with
Ladakh had been unavoidably postponed, he knew
his Kashmir and its guardian heights with the
threefold intimacy of a lover and a sportsman and
a linguist.

After more than a week of his own company, it
was a luxury of refreshment to lounge at ease under
the great chenar, in the cool of evening, smoking and
drinking and discussing purely impersonal affairs
with his very good friend Havelock Thorne.

And while they talked, the detached half of his
mind was delighting in the flute-like call of a golden
oriole to its mate, the plash and gurgle of the stream
below the camp, the play of light and shadow on the
near hills, receding to purple distances, such as only
mountains can achieve.

The meadow, on their right, was fully occupied
with the Commissioner’s camp—an accommodating
array of tents that sprang up or vanished, at com-
mand, like Jonah’s gourd : double-fly living-tent and
office-tent, with flaps flung wide to the evening air ;
sleeping-tents of the party ; and away behind these,
decorously aloof, shuldaris ! for servants and followers,
tethered ponies and horses, tossing nose-bags
as they neared the end of their evening meal; a
score or so of natives, squatting about in groups,

1 Native tents.
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chattering, haranguing and expectorating with skill
and precision ; whiffs of wood smoke from the region
where Nur Bux—cook and khansamah—was conjur-
ing a five-course dinner from a few local fowls, certain
indispensable tins and bottles, and an impromptu
mud oven,

Smells, sights, and sounds, trivial enough; yet
they make up the sum of camp-life, with all it means
to your true wanderer of movement and freedom,
of living close to the heart of Nature, taking with
equal thanks her rough and friendly moods. The
spell it puts upon certain men works like madness in
the blood ; and Challoner, steeped in the peace of its
pleasantest hour, felt, at the back of his mind, fore-
taste of the nether fires—the stifling, well-ordered
bungalow, the office rank with perspiring humanity,
that awaited him down there in Peshawur. Im-
pl:;able, inescapable ; but—not just yet, thank
God.

This habitual undercurrent of thought in no way
hindered him from listening intelligently to Thorne’s
tale of his narrow escape from the infliction of a
wandering M.P., whose zeal for sampling the trip
:10 Leh had mercifully evaporated at the eleventh

our.

** Luck for us all,” he grunted in sympathy. Even
the undesired feminine clement was preferable to the
indiscriminate zeal of your question-hunting M.P,
** They're becoming a positive epidemic. It’s the
curse of modern India. Westminster is too much
with us. They feed us on a sterilised diet of files and
councils. They chastise us with scorpions of red
tape. Then they rate us for losing touch with the
people. Bless their innocgnt hearts!”

Thorne picked up a pocket edition of Captain
Trotter’s John Nicholson that lay on a table at his
elbow. “T've just been browsing on this again for
want of fresh stuff, also the letters of my maternal
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ancestor. Some reading! °‘There were giants in
those days.” And if they had to pull along without
our highly civilised advantages, they enjoyed some
jolly fine compensations. They counted ; they got
their chance.”

‘ They were men,” Challoner interposed with bitter
emphasis. ‘““ They could leave their mark on a
province ; do creative work—up to their lights.
You and I, my good Thorne, are no more than
efficient nuts and cogs in a highly centralised
machine.”

‘¢ Oh, oh, what a happy land is India ! ’ ” chanted
Thorne, pensively thrumming an invisible banjo.

‘“ In this particular spot, at this particular moment
—it is Elysium,” Challoner muttered, lying back at
ease, a cigar between his teeth, his helmet discarded,
xl;:\.realing an odd iron-grey streak in his thick dark

ir,

His half-closed eyes, scanning the scene, became
aware of approaching silhouettes on horseback. It
was as if his mere confession of contentment had
touched some hidden spring that shattered it.

‘** Exit Elysium,” he remarked in a tone carefully
emptied of expression.

Thorne flung him an amused glance.

‘* Getting as bad as that, is it? Hul-lo! Do my
eyes deceive me? They went forth three—they
return, four. Blest if it isn’t young Lenox! Must
have got at the way they’d gone from my peon.
What a boy!”

Challoner said nothing. He was divided between
unreasoning annoyance with Kaye and an instinc-
tive recoil from those approaching horsewomen that
amounted to stage fright. He felt dusty, unkempt,
tired. But he knew precisely what those plausible
excuses were worth ; knew very well that he simply
funked ° that infernal woman’ who had cast her
spell over Kaye. As for Kaye, the young ass,
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instead of exercising rudimentary self-control, he
seemed to be giving himself away with both hands.

* Kaye’s energy is immense,” he remarked, drag-
ging himself out of the chair, where he had counted
on lounging for another half-hour. ‘ He probably
imagined the women weren’t safe without him!
I'll be getting along, and make myself present-
able—"

Thorne surveyed, with lazy amusement, the well-
worn, well-cut coat and breeches, the man’s invin-
cible air of distinction that would have redeemed the
outfit of a coal-heaver.

“ You don’t fool me that way, Colonel 1

“Very well. In plain English, 'm off. Petti-
coats are not my strong suit. When d’you feed ?

‘* Seven-thirty. They’re keen on bridge after;
and I like to keep early hours in camp. Mrs. Vane’s
a rare good player. Don’t you know her ?”

*“Only by hearsay. D’you?”

“I’ve met her here and there. It’s always a
pleasure. She’s out of the common run. And she’s
ripping to look at.”

‘ None too safe to fool round with, I gather,”
Challoner remarked crisply.

‘ Not having tried, can’t say! Still, I fancy a
man 'ud feel safer with Miss Chamier. One of the
best. And a goodish bit of money, I hear.”

Challoner’s mouth twitched.

*“ I suppose that’s the first thing every man hears
about her—and it’s least of her virtues. I wouldn’t
be a girl with money out here. The men are all so
damn poor, so dead sick of juggling with two ends
that never meet. Are you seriously on the war-
path ? Had enough of single blessedness ? »

Thorne pulled pensively at his pipe.

*“ Oh, well . . . you meet a jolly little girl like that
. .. and it kind of comes over you that you're
getting on a bit. You've a decent screw and a
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decent climate, and singleness—if it’s ever so blessed
—is rather a lonely job, at times——""

“’M! Life’s rather a lonely job at times—in any
state of being,” Challoner mused absently, his eyes
on the approaching riders. He was not going to be
caught, if he knew it.

As he stooped to collect his whip and helmet, they
were nearing the orchard. They could distinctly
see and be seen.

Thorne sat foward, protesting.

“ Hang it all, Colonel! They’ll guess you're
bolting.”

* You don’t fool me that way ! ”’ Challoner retorted
with his twinkle; and, adjusting his helmet, he
strolled leisurely off towards the lines, the more
leisurely because at heart he knew he was abjectly
bolting from an unknown woman; from a difficult
moment, that he had no wish to tackle at a disad-
vantage.

The cold truth was, he had obeyed an instinctive
impulse to escape . . . from God knows what, or
whom : an ignominious sensation, that—even in the
act of obeying it—he contemptuously ignored.



CHAPTER TWO

‘ This is the sort of thing that really begets a personal feeling against

Nature.”—R. L. 8.
For all Faizullah’s tact and skill, changing clothes
was still an irksome process. Challoner was only
half through with it—his thoughts, as usual, very
much astray—when they were interrupted by a
violent agitation of the outer tent flaps, like a flutter
of monstrous wings, the significance of which he
knew too well. One of the sudden, swift gales of
that otherwise peaceful region was careering down the
valley at the rate of an express train.

It was, normally, a brief infliction; but while it
lasted 1

Crash! Over went his camp washing-stand,
brass jug and basin, their contents flooding the felt
numdah and, incidentally, his patent leather shoes;
he being still in his slippers. The whole tent, around
and above him, was flapping and billowing like a mad
thing.

By ill luck, he chanced to be alone, vexatiously
unable to tackle collar and tie without help. But
at least he could hang on, with his sound arm, to one
of the loosened poles, in the hope of averting total
collapse, and pray for Faizullah’s return.

Outside was pandemonium let loose : yellings and
crashings ; hammering-in of tent-pegs, neighing of
startled horses, thud of scampering hooves; and
through all, dominating all—crescendo prestissimo—
the whistling, blustering fury of the wind. Useless
to shout. He could only cling affectionately to his

50
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pole, and watch with detached interest the antics of
his numdah, that was flapping like a flat fish newly
caught.

From the farther pole—that looked suspiciously
groggy—his hanging camp-mirror flapped in sym-
pathy. Instinctively, he sprang across to save it.
But the perver thing eluded him, crashed on to
the brass jug and contributed a shower of splinters
to the lively proceedings.

‘“ Seven years’ bad luck,” whispered the primitive
Challoner at the roots of his being; and—reason
or no—the trivial accident seemed to take the gilt
off the humours of the gale.

Viciously kicking aside the slaughtered mirror, he
recaptured his pole. The tent must have been
carelessly pitched. Camp life, at that particular
moment, was no Elysium . . .

At last! Yellings and shoutings were surging his
way.

It was barely three minutes since the storm burst ;
but three minutes can seem an eternity, as everyone
knows, who has tried to boil an egg in a hurry. If
only the crazy thing would hold out . . .

Not a bit of it. For all his valiant efforts, the
unsupported pole lurched drunkenly and collapsed
sideways. . . .

Next moment he was battling with the liveliest
thing in shrouds that ever enveloped mortal man.
The stuffy, smelling canvas buffeted his face,
flapped and lapped him round; and—with the
positive malignity of inanimate things—seemed to
be fiendishly enjoying his discomfiture.

In the thick of the struggle Kaye’s voice reached
him: ‘ Hang on, Colonel! We’ve got her!”

And he hung on, inside, while chanting coolies
hung on outside, till the drunken pole righted itself
and he was a free man again.

The wind seemed less boisterous now; but the

\
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loose canvas was still billowing vigorously, when the
tent-flaps were pulled apart and Kaye looked in,
sympathetic as to Challoner, but patently enjoying
the racket.

‘ Nip out, Colonel.” He surveyed the disordered
scene. ‘‘ A hell of a mess. And you not dressed ?
Hurry up! Any old coat—that damn pole’s coming
down again!”’

The last spurred Challoner to action. He had not
the remotest desire to be re-enfolded in the fond
embraces of his tent.

Snatching up his Norfolk jacket, he hurried out,
as Kaye dashed in and secured the wavering pole
shouting “ Kench—Kencho-o !>’ ' with all the force
of his lungs.

Just outside, Challoner almost ran into Faizullah—
a Faizullah so wind-driven and dismayed that he had
not the heart to launch thunderbolts. He contented
himself with a shaft of sarcasm.

‘** Oh, you pukka bundobust-wallah !* Clear up in
there, ek dum ! 1 want to finish dressing for dinner.”

** Haziuir, have mercy !’ The penitent’s profound
salaam was marred by a playful gust that whisked
the skirts of his coat over his head and almost
sent him sprawling. Breathless and battered, he
stood upright. *‘ The tofdn * came on in a moment
like ten thousand devils. And hastening to return,
I stumbled over an accursed rope >

‘“ Well, get in now, and help Lenox Sahib. No
time for tales!”

‘ But the Presence has the wrong coat.”

‘ No matter! It will keep out the wind.,” He
waved aside an offer of help. ‘“ Hurry up. I can
manage ! ”’

The boast brought swift retribution. He thrust
an arm into the left sleeve, only to find the unat-
tached remnant whisked gaily aloft, the empty

1 Pull—pull. 3 Excellent organiser, ® Gale,
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sleeve cuffing him over the head, blinding him and
making him curse audibly.

As he swung round to get his back to the wind, he
felt his coat grasped from behind, the vexatious
fluttering stilled.

““ Ach-cha! Teek!* Now go,” he said in Hindu-
stani, securing the elusive thing, and buttoning it
across his bandaged shoulder and arm.

“He’s gone. He didn’t dare disobey!” said a
woman’s voice startlingly close behind him.

There was laughter in it; and frank laughter in
the eyes that smiled at him, when he turned and
confronted her, in a tingling embarrassment, ungraci-
ously mute. The antics of his coat were as nothing
to the intrusion of this inopportune woman, who
appeared to be enjoying the joke.

Tall and invincibly assured, she stood there, still
smiling at him, not unbecomingly discomposed by the
wind—her long soft cloak all a-flutter on one side;
on the other side, clinging close as the rind of a fruit,
revealing from shoulder to ankle the gracious curves
of her figure.

Her head was shrouded in a motor-hood, the colour
of an evening primrose. From the back, long pennons
strcamed sideways. In front it demurely circled
her face. Not a stray, rebellious hair to be seen ;
only a pair of oblique eyebrows, a nose delicately
arrogant, a long, sensitive mouth, and those cool,
critically smiling eyes—eyes that, under cover of
amusement, were doubtless taking stock of him, from
his ruffled hair and the missing collar and tie, to his
Norfolk coat and slippered feet.

His difficult moment had caught him at a disad-
vantage undreamed of when he shirked it an hour ago.

The silence, that seemed an age, may have lasted
three seconds ; then:

“T’d no idea. Thanks—thanks very much,” he

1 Good! That's right !
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jerked out so emphatically that her smile dissolved
in laughter still more discomposing.

“Is it as bad as that ? Are you driven to bless
me in italics, for fear you should curse me in capital
letters ? That coat and the wind would have given
you quite a bad time, you know! All the same”
—she looked him up and down with her confounded
coolness—*‘ I should rather have enjoyed the curses.
Sincerity’s always refreshing---—

‘“Sorry I can’t oblige you—in cold blood!”
Challoner apologised, his sense of humour tickled, his
antagonism still on guard.

*“ Oh, in cold blood, it would be worth nothing ! ”

Almost on the word, she was spun round, tossed
by a sudden strong gust right up against him.
Instinctively, his left arm went out to steady her,
bent from the elbow, the muscles taut as steel wire.
For a moment her hands clung to it, her cloak flap-
ping about him, her streamers playfully flicking his
bare neck—a moment so disturbing, so acutely
embarrassing, that he let out an audible breath of
relief when she released him and stood away.

‘“So sorry! Were you cursing me again ?”’ She
was laughing at him, not quite so coolly this time.
1 seem fated to thrust myself on you! And it’s
just as embarrasing for me, though I don’t patently
advertise it ! ”

_ *“As I do?” growled Challoner, half attracted,
half annoyed.

*“ As you do!” she retorted, detecting the flicker
of humour beneath his gruffness. ‘‘ However, in the
desperate circumstances—I forgive you!” The
softened inflection of her voice was curiously known to
him. He must have met her casually someéwhere
and forgotten the fact. “ If I ventured to thank
you——1?" A fresh gust almost unsteadied her.
‘“ Heavens ! this wind! I'd better make a bolt for
it. Will you tell—Kaye, I've gone on ? ”’
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As she turned away a lively flight of stable-buckets,
boot-brushes, tin plates, and frisking jharrons went
careering past, a couple of grass cutters in full pur-
suit; their scanty loin-cloths billowing, their naked-
ness gleaming with sweat, the half-uncoiled turban
of the last one careening in mid-air. For one wild
and whirling interlude, even the meekest, most
despised inanimates had got the upper hand of man.
They were having the time of their lives.

Challoner, glad to escape from personalities, burst
out laughing—a big, hearty laugh in which he rarely
indulged.

‘ Shahbash,bhai! Pukkerao jeldi ! ” * he shouted,
and laughed again at the second man’s abortive
attempt to acknowledge that high compliment from
the Burra Sahib.

His laugh was echoed by Kaye, emerging from the
tent, a shade less spruce than he had gone in.

¢ Oh, good—there you are!” he called out; and
his tone advertised that he was not addressing a
mere godfather.

*“ Yes, here I actually am ! Mrs. Vane answered
lightly. ‘‘ Tempest-tossed, but undamaged—thanks
to Colonel Challoner, who saved me from a fall,”

* Oh, the Colonel’'s a strong man,” said Kaye
cheerfully, relieved to find this incalculable pair
already on good terms. ‘‘ He was propping up that
old tent with one arm and shoulder, when I blew in.”

*“ You dry up,” Challoner snubbed him perfunc-
torily. “ If the tent’s all square now, I'll finish dres-
sing. It'll be a dead calm in five minutes—and
probably the dinner won’t have turned a hair.”
He bad almost forgotten his awkward plight—an
unconscious tribute to the woman.

‘*“ Au revoir, then.” Her look and gesture were for
Challoner. * We shall meet—officially—over the
soup-plates.”

1 Well done, brother ! Catch them quick !
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And she went, leaning sideways a little against the
wind, cloak and streamers all a-flutter. No back-
ward glance at the boy; no delicate hint of invita-
tion. Challoner registered that much to her credit.

The tireless gale seemed quieter now. Tents
flapped spasmodically. Pandemonium had subsided.

‘ Thank God, that’s over,” he remarked cryptically,
leaving Kaye uncertain whether he meant the gale
or his breezy interlude with Mrs. Vane. Kaye
shrewdly guessed it had been breezy, knowing them
both.

As Challoner moved off, he stood a moment irreso-
lute. He was devoted to the Colonel, but still . . .
In certain moods he could be difficult. And Kaye
himself could be difficult, especially where his feelings
were involved. Inclination favoured waiting and
seeing. But habit, and a very real affection, prevailed.

A couple of strides brought him level with the man
who had been more than godfather to him.

*“I’'ve told Khudar Bux to come along with my
shaving-glass. Can 1 be any more use, Colonel ?

Challoner flung him a quizzical look. ' Not the
remotest—thanks very much.”

* Oh—well—"

From the tail of his eye, Challoner saw the flutter-
ing figure stumble, as if over a tent rope. Without
a word Kaye was off, almost at a run ; and Challoner
went back to his dressing—amused, as to Mrs. Vane ;
jarred, a trifle, as to Kaye.

He had no notion of forcing the boy’s confidence ;
but he realised, now, how completely he had taken
the free gift of it for granted. It had always been so
between them; and Challoner—who respe his
emotions sufficiently to let them alone—had valued
that comfortable assurance more than he knew.



CHAPTER THREE

 So fast does a little leaven spread ; so incalculable 18 the effect of
one personality on another.”—GEORGE ELIOT.

A LIVELY evening of surface contacts and surface talk
added little to his enlightenment. Only, as regards
the woman herself, it quickened appreciably his
detached interest and his latent antagonism. Dinner
was not more than fifteen minutes late, and Challoner’s
rash prophecy was fulfilled. Not one of the five
courses had  turned a hair.’” Nur Bux had not been
caught napping. He knew his Kashmir. And they
were courses worth saving from the fury of the gale.

Havelock Thorne was just enough of an epicure to
be a boon to his guests without being a horrid nuisance
to his friends; and Challoner’s weakness for a per-
fectly turned-out dinner had of necessity not been
over-indulged since he left Peshawur. It put him
in a better temper with things all round, not even
excepting Mrs. Vane and her flagrant tendency to
hold the centre of the stage and focus attention upon
her very individual self.

Undeniably she was ‘ easy to look at,’ in Chris
Chamier’s expressive American phrase. Her hair
revealed itself as an asset: mouse brown, shading
into lighter tones, its soft abundance swathed her
shapely head; and on one side sprang a Chinese
tortoise-shell comb—a thing of intrinsic beauty. He
liked the straight-cut, informal frock, or tea-gown, or
whatever it was—a deeper shade of yellow than the
hood—embroidered in dull blues and browns, and
loosely held in place by a barbaric girdle.

5 57
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Very effective, the whole thing; very effective,
the whole woman—sure of herself from her comb to
her shoe-buckles. He liked her flashes of sincerity
and humour ; but her manner seemed all the while
a trifle strained. There was an under-note of hard-
ness and bitterness that reminded him she had pulled
through ten years of a disastrous marriage. Whether
or no it had been six of one and half a dozen of the
other—as darkly hinted by some charitable souls—
ten years of Bob Vane and his racing cronies and his
unsavoury reputation would leave their mark on a
tougher woman than the one who sat at his elbow,
flirting delicately, pointedly, with old Thorne, who
rose to her angling like a trout to a May-fly. He was
ready, apparently, to drop his dreams of the jolly
little girl and her goodish bit of money at the beck
of a woman who was no doubt fooling him to the top
of his bent—good old simpleton that he was.

As for Kaye, if these proceedings disturbed him,
he had the grit to give nosign. He and Miss Chamier,
sitting opposite, had plenty to say. The girl was of
another make all through. Her small, sturdy person,
rather below middle height, was too square and
firmly knit for grace. Her short, blunt nose, cleft
chin, and generous mouth matched her build, as her
chestnut-brown eyes matched her bobbed hair:
thick vital hair that curled and stood out becomingly
round her sun-burnt neck. Her blue, flowered frock
was unadorned. She wore no trinkets; not even
so much as the inevitable chain. No trace of futile
powder to try and hide the freckles across her nose.

To Challoner’s critical eye she appeared radiantly
in keeping with the robust, primeval elements of
camp life; British in the good-humoured, dogged
look of her ; American in her mingling of shrewdness
%d simplicity, her generous enthusiasm for ideals and
ideas.

Unskilled in small-talk, shy to the point of self-
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consciousness—when women were of the party—he
had leisure to spare for his reflections, while Mrs.
Vane bamboozled Thorne, and the young ones talked
hurricanes and sport with huge zest—possibly, on
Kaye’s part, a shade overdone.

But the girl was patently happy, with the happiness
that beautifies. Something in the fervent quality of
it stirred a memory of Eve. In a trifle of ten years,
she would be one and twenty; and he, selfishly
dreading lest some grossly unworthy lover would
have the impertinence to claim her as his own.
The chances were she would go to him like a bird.
Of what account was a superannuated father-man,
though he had waited and slaved twelve long years
for the meteor flash of her coming ?

The longer he considered those two, the more
bitterly he resented the intrusion of that superfluous
woman, who wasn’t exactly improving her chances
with Kaye by the manner or the matter of her
*star turn’ with Thorne. Out there, for all her
familiarity and assurance, she had at least seemed
genuine ; but now . . .

He felt utterly at sea. Women eluded him, always;
men he understood. Brown or white, he could handle
them, win their allegiance, with an effortless ease
that continually surprised him afresh. It was one of
the supreme chances he had missed through being
practically out of the War. Not to be a soldier
during those four splendid, shattering years had
seemed to him the last humiliation. He had done
what he could. He had sent scores of Pathans and
Afridis to fight for England, while he himself remained
a castaway. He never spoke of it, but it had broken
some secret spring in him. Beyond that hidden,
indelible scar, he had suffered nothing. He had not
even contributed a son. . . .

At that point he pulled up short. Drifting again,
asusual. . . .
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He * came-to’ — in his own phrase—to find him-
self absently grinding fresh pepper over half an in-
verted apricot embedded in cream, realistically mas-
querading as a poached egg.

*“Oh, Lord!” he groaned in such blank dismay
that Thorne shouted with laughter, and the next
moment gravely commanded a fresh ¢ unda poach ’ !
for the Commissioner Sahib.

“Good old Colonel! One of your neatest!”
Kaye murmured affectionately ; while Faizullah—
with a confidential ‘* Wah, wah, Sahib "’—discreetly
whisked away the unseemly proof of his master’s
lapse. He could an’ if he would tell stranger
tales than that. But that the Presence should so
forget himself at the dinner-table before strange
‘Mems’ .. .!

Challoner, meekly accepting his second *unda
poach, was praying that Mrs. Vane might let him be,
at the very moment when her voice sounded in his ear.

* Where kad you gone to? A thousand miles
away from us all ? Were we so deadly dull—or are
you given that way ?”

*“ Now and then,” he muttered, not with the best
grace. ‘ The natural penalty of reaching years of
indiscretion !

“ No; the natural penalty of over-work and
worry and—I rather suspect, in your case—an
unsociable habit of living too much alone.”

*‘ Perhaps you are right.” Not one of them knew,
;hank God, how unerringly her light shaft struck

ome.

Faizullah, at his elbow, was unobtrusively proffer-
ing the sugar-castor.

* Good old chap! Afraid I should disgrace him
again | ” thought Challoner, wondering why the link
between Faizullah and a pepper-mill seemed vaguely
familiar.

t Poached egg,
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Straightway there flashed on him—Nurla dak
bungalow and the Residency loot !

A good tale—if he could compass it. Old Thorne
would enjoy the joke, and Mrs. Vane must be needing
a breather. But, on Faizullah’s account, he must
wait till the tent was cleared of hovering khitmutgars.

His invincible shyness made the effort of launching
into a dinner-table story one of the minor ordeals of
life ; but shyness was not his only invincible element.
Once launched, he told it crisply, with dramatic
effect and a spice of dry humour, to the huge delight
of Thorne and the embarrassingly frank appreciation
of Mrs. Vane. She was the sort of woman who
listens with her eyes as well as her ears. Notable
eyes she had, too; and notable skill in using them.
But he resolutely addressed himself to Thorne.

“I’'m not telling tales behind his back. The old
sinner knows you’ll hear of it. And I fancy he’s
feeling a bit sheepish over having muddled things—
not over the theft ! A word from you in your happiest
manner, might not be amiss; just to express your
pleasure at having been of service to me on the march
through his good offices! Butter him up for a
hushyar * fellow and affectionately advise him to
study the English alphabet before he tries it on again.”

‘1 call that ungrateful |’ remarked Mrs. Vane, in
her quietest voice. ‘‘ My sympathies are all with
Faizullah, even if his zeal did outrun disecretion.
Like Miss Miggs, his ¢ intenshins was excellent.’ And
God judges by the intention; or so we are told by
those astonishing people who appear to have inside
information on the subject. A mercy for some of us,
if they’'re right—the luckless ones, whose sins may
seem as scarlet, while their motives are as unim-
peachable as cotton-wool! My own, for instance.
Of course I don’t expect any of you to believe me !
But that's my fatality, not my fault.”

1 Capable,
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It seemed she carried conviction to one of her
hearers. Thorne leaned forward, hand on shirt-
front.

‘“Mrs. Vane, on my honour, here’s one devout
believer—from this day forward ! ”

It was said half in joke, but the drawling voice had
a genuine ring; and Challoner saw Kaye glance
across at them—a quick, desperate look, that in-
stantly revived his antagonism. What the devil did
she mean by it—fooling Thorne and upsetting Kaye ?
Palpably talking for effect. Thank goodness, dinner
was over. Perhaps bridge would keep her quiet—
if she was keen.

Card-table and chairs were set outside, under the
stars, in a dead calm. A pair of hurricane lanterns,
defying the assaults of suicidal moths, diffused a
negligible oasis of light in a world of thronging
shadows ; while all around their transient out-crop
i)xfll life loomed vaster shadows of the unchanging

s.

In spite of friendly pressure from Thorne, Challoner
would not be persuaded to take a hand. His one
desire was to get a reasonable distance away from
Mrs. Vane—from her eyes and her figure, her studied
flippancy and inner hardness and—oh, well, no deny-
ing it—her surface charm.

Smoking at ease in a long chair, outside the circle
of light, he could shut his eyes to all these ; and he
did—only to find himself wondering afresh why on
earth he was so familiar with certain modulations of
her voice. The note he knew only came at odd
intervals, and was gone before his mind could catch
the secret of its haunting association. In the end he
kept his eyes open, because her voice bothered him
more when they were shut.

The light from one of the lanterns delicately out-
lined her very individual profile and made a golden
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transparency of her comb. Kaye was her partner ;
and his eyes were oftener on her face than on his
cards. Yet it seemed they were romping away with
the rubber. The game did keep her quieter; and
she appeared to monopolise all the luck that was
going. The thing had evidently become a standing
joke.

o4 It’s not a case of cut for partners, but cut for
Mrs. Vane!” Thorne flourished the seven of hearts
that linked them for that round. ‘* Wish to blazes I
had your astounding luck ! ”

* In spite of the penalty ?”* She looked up at his
looming figure as he changed places with Kaye.
*“I've often wished I could dispose of it—not to a
friend ! ”

** That’srank superstition. Cards or no, your luck’s
your luck. A thing to thank the gods for !

“Isit ? I’'ve often wondered . . .”

Her lightness seemed shadowed a moment. Then
she picked up her cards, sorted them with practised
ease, and the game had hold of her again.

** Not much luck in love for her, poor soul!™
thought Challoner on a changed inflection.

His head was aching vilely ; weariness blanketed
his brain. In five minutes he was sound asleep.

They woke him at eleven and persuaded him to an
unearned peg and cigarette. Mrs. Vane displayed a
quite unnecessary interest in his unsociable knack of
absenting himself when boredom threatened, all in
the way of personal chaff—the sort of thing that
raised his supposed unsociability to boiling-point.
So he made haste to escape: not too obviously, he
hoped, though he did not greatly care. After all,
the woman simply asked for it.

Kaye walked with him to his tent and hovered a
few moments outside, which Challoner took for a
hint that he would rather not come in. His palpable
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constraint was the more damning from his con-
siderate but futile attempt to pretend it was not
there.

Their parting, if laconic, was friendly enough. It
was : ‘‘ Good-night, old boy. Glad to see you again.”
And: “ Good-night, Colonel. Hope you sleep well,
You look a bit played out.”

But in spite of feeling played out, perhaps
because of it, Challoner lay awake a long while,
surveying the situation in the fitful light of the even-
ing’s events; recognising ruefully that, in the nature
of things, the boy who fights his inner battles and
succeeds in keeping straight—who, at three-and-
twenty is neither sensualist nor embryo cynic—is
the more liable to idealise some little-known woman,
to lavish on her the inviolate treasure she frequently
neither desires nor deserves. And poor old Kaye,
being so made, must drink the dregs of disillusion.

There still remained the question—how far had
matters gone ? Could one hope to prevent the ulti-
mate folly of marriage ?

No easy job. And the cursed complication must
not be allowed to make bad blood between him and
the boy. His own ingrained reserve was an awkward
factor in all his human relations; and the affec-
tions are shyer, more reticent, than the passions.
But if things looked serious, he would speak out
and clear the air.

Hullo! What was that? A murmur of voices
passing his tent. Thought evaporated; senses
sprang alert. Kaye—and that woman ? Good God !}
Was it conceivable . . . ?

He checked himself in a spasm of disgust. That he
could think it of Kaye! As to the woman—he had
no scruples; probably neither had she. Her light
laugh jarred. He felt thankful when the sounds

passed on. . . .



CHAPTER FOUR

“A soul born active, wind-beaten, ascending. . . .”—GEORGE
MEREDITH.

HE woke needlessly early—a habit contracted on the
march. Lyingin bed irked him. Inside was a
stuffy twilight, smelling of canvas. Outside, it was
morning—clean and fragrant. The birds were at
their matins. The snows were awake and aware.

He could manage without Faizullah—a cold
sponge, flannel shirt and trousers; Norfolk coat
buttoned across his strapped arm and shoulder ; no
tie. It looked rather slipshod ; but he was not going
into high 