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	A tale of strange happenings in the Soudan--The "angel of light" who came in mysterious fashion to the Mahdi's camp at Khartoum and the thrilling adventures that befell her in the strife for freedom.

	
 

	


CHAPTER I.

	THE FIRST ENTRY IN THE ARIEL'S LOG BOOK.

	
 

	"I THINK we're going to have a rough night." Stanslaus steadied himself by grasping the hand rail of the companionway.

	The three men at the table in the middle of the cabin looked up as the owner of the yacht came below, and one of them just saved a pitcher from falling over the table guard as he replied:

	"Not exactly a propitious omen for our starting, but if the Ariel's the stanch craft she looks, I'm not lying awake tonight with fright," and Van Damm turned to a map spread over half the table and tried to complete the straight line he had been pricking across Africa.

	"How do you two chaps feel?" asked Stanslaus, taking off a pair of oil-skins and throwing them in the corner.

	"I've never been seasick yet, but I have hopes, if this kind of weather's going to follow us way across to Africa," answered Hadding, curling himself up in his chair and lighting his pipe.

	The third man at the table drew back when Tom Stanslaus had finally found a comfortable seat.

	Darcy looked steadily at the owner of the yacht for a moment. It was a way he had of taking in people before he addressed them. Stanslaus hadn't known the botanist long, so he squirmed perceptibly under the penetrating glance.

	"Mr. Stanslaus," began Darcy in his piping voice, "while you were on deck talking to the captain, the rest of us were gossiping about you like a pack of old women."

	The man addressed smiled good naturedly.

	"And we came to the conclusion that perhaps we haven't thanked you enough for what you've undertaken for us."

	Stanslaus started to depreciate whatever he had done, but Darcy raised his hand as he continued:

	"Let me finish, please. As a man of the world, perhaps you can understand our feelings when the work of three men, who had spent years of toil over their ideal, was killed because the government refused to have anything to do with our plans."

	"I've never had as hard a throw down as that, but I can feel for you."

	Hadding took his pipe out of his mouth. "You have felt for us, Stanslaus, and if this expedition fails, which I know it will not, it won't be because we did not have the most generous of patrons."

	"If you will make me as immortal as Horace did his patron Maecenus, I'll want no other reward," answered the Ariel's owner, "but seriously, gentlemen, I'm interested in your plans immensely. When I heard that you three chaps had a scheme on foot for penetrating the--what region of Africa do you call it?"

	"The Dar Banda country," put in Van Damm.

	"Thanks. When I heard that you were going where a white man had never been, it interested me. I followed your intercession for an appropriation from Congress through the newspapers. And when you finally all came a cropper and the scheme looked as if it had seen its best days, I thought I would take a hand in the game.

	"Says I to myself, one morning, 'Tom Stanslaus, you're no good. All you've ever done is try to spend as much money as your loving and indulgent father left you. When you die people will say: "Poor chap, he went the pace and it killed him." And your relatives'll gather at your funeral, and although they never even came near you when you were alive, they'll cry and take on, and out of the corners of their black bordered handkerchiefs they'll peek at a newspaper to see how much you left.'

	"Then again, I thought that morning, there's your sister Dorothy, the only tie that keeps you a man. She looks at you sometimes as if she was just a little bit ashamed of you. But she never shows it. No matter how selfish you are to the world, she's always been your champion, and you love her alone.

	"This may seem like a confession, gentlemen, but I'm only proving to you that I'm not so generous as I seem. Do you want me to go on?"

	"Yes, yes!" from the other three.

	"Then I concluded I'd take a brace. What could I do to help people along? I didn't mean giving money to the poor, and other charities. Goodness knows how many times I've put up for that kind of thing. What I concluded I wanted to do was to help somebody and see the results of my help. Thus I was trying to find somebody to do for, when all of a sudden I remembered two things: that the African balloon expedition had nothing but wind with which to start it, and, secondly, there was the Ariel, lying in the Erie Basin rotting at her anchor chains.

	"'Just the thing!' I shouted, and I, Tom Stanslaus, the blasé fool, was a perfect boy again with a new toy. You know the rest, gentlemen, and instead of you being under obligations to me, I have you to thank for bringing an animated corpse back to life again and making life worth the living. Why, when I get back, no one'll know in the sunburned adventurer the ass that once thought the earth was bounded on its four sides by a club, a stable, a ballroom, and a yacht.

	"And finally, fellows, think what dear little Dorothy'll say to her transformed brother. When I bade her good by she wept, of course, and all that, and I felt as if I might never see her again, but somehow I couldn't get the idea out of my head that she was laughing at me, she seemed to have such a funny expression on her face when she went up those companion stairs, saying that she couldn't bear to see us off, but would go away before we sailed.

	"Do you know," he added confidingly to his interested listeners, "I think she didn't believe I'd go at all, but when we got a little way out of sight of land, the desire for exploring unknown regions would ooze out of me, and I'd tell you chaps to drop me on land and do what you wanted with the yacht. But I haven't done it yet, have I?"

	"I should say not," said Hadding; "they'll never know Tom Stanslaus when he returns, a greater explorer than Stanley."

	They all laughed, and the steward was called and ordered to bring in the necessary ingredients for a punch.

	The expedition, the yacht and everybody were toasted again and again. Afterwards, when the party had quieted down, Van Damm turned to his map once more, saying:

	"Since you have told us so much about yourself, Stanslaus, and seeing that you virtually lead this expedition, I only think it right for me to show you the route I have pricked off on this map. Will you come over where you can see it better?"

	"Hang it on the wall, where we can all get a good view of it," suggested Darcy.

	When the map was arranged to the satisfaction of every one, Van Damm began:

	"Landing at this point," indicating the spot with the stem of a long pipe, "we shall proceed from Yellala through the cataracts. Then from the Bateke country we shall enter the untrodden parts of the Dark Continent. Reaching what is known as the Aruwimi tributaries, we shall push on as far as we are able in that almost untraversable region. When we can go no further, we intend to find a convenient spot and there erect our balloon house, and when a steady, favorable wind comes, embark in the balloon and penetrate into that land of lands, the Dar Banda country."

	"Bravo!" exclaimed Stanslaus, as pleased as a boy. "Now I understand it all perfectly. It's grand, and if we don't win out it won't be because the Ariel or her owner and crew didn't work their hardest. Why, boys, we've almost won already, and I can picture our return, coming back per London and Paris, where the royal societies have just loaded us with medals and crosses and decorations till we can't rest. And then what'll every one say to Tom Stanslaus? And above all, gentlemen, what'll my dear little sister Dorothy say to the brother whom she alone had defended against the sneers of society?"

	Hadding, quick to see the real feeling that the man possessed, rose and motioned the two men opposite him to do likewise. He filled their glasses, his own and Stanslaus' in silence. Then he said:

	"Tom, I want to propose a toast, old chap. There's your glass all filled for you."

	Stanslaus got up out of his chair and stood up with the others, glass in hand.

	Hadding continued: "I want to propose the health of your sister Dorothy. We can understand the feeling of love that exists between her and you. Let us make her constant thoughts for your safety and success the impetus to our expedition. Since it is not possible to have her with us as a refining influence, may she remain in our minds, prompting us in all our endeavors for the good and noble. Gentlemen, I propose the health of Miss Dorothy Stanslaus."

	The four glasses were emptied in silence. Then Tom spoke:

	"All that I can say, boys, is God bless you; and you have shown me that true friends are to be found on this earth," and this scoffer at men and things of a few weeks ago shook hands heartily with his three companions.

	Hardly were they all seated again when the steward entered hurriedly and stood in front of Stanslaus, impatiently awaiting recognition.

	The yacht owner looked up, and noting the ashen face of the man before him, exclaimed:

	"Good heavens, man, what ails you?"

	"I don't wish to alarm you, sir, but there's trouble. I--I fear it is serious, sir."

	There was something in this quiet phrase, spoken with much deference, that brought a species of terror into every listening heart.

	Stanslaus sprang forward unsteadily. "Where? What has happened?"

	Instantly every man was brought to his feet.

	"In the pantry, sir. I don't exactly know, but I am afraid, sir--"

	But already Tom had started on a zigzag plunge toward the door whence the steward had emerged. The three explorers and the steward fell in at his heels, breathless.

	Into the narrow passageway they filed, elbows thrust out to serve as buffers to break the fall against the partitions in the roll of the vessel. Then they made a sharp turn to the left, entering the pantry where stood the cook and two helpers in a listening attitude.

	Overshadowing them in his severe uniform was the captain who had been hastily summoned from the bridge.

	"Dashed if I know, sir," murmured the cook, evidently in answer to the captain's demands, "but I'll swear that I heard it, sir--I'll take my oath--"

	"Heard what? What's all this row about?" burst in Stanslaus, rushing between them.

	"The cook thinks there are robbers aboard," muttered the captain, with a mild sneer.

	"So help me Gawd, sir, I pledge my word on it!" pleaded the cook, very pale and desperate over this impeachment.

	"Get me the key," commanded the yachtsman, advancing before a closed door.

	"Here it is, sir," answered the cook, thrusting into his hand a bunch of them. "But it is of no use, sir. It won't unlock the closet."

	"Why not?" roared Stanslaus.

	"Because--well, I don't know, sir, except that the door is bolted on the inside."

	"What!" The indolent and blasé cynic suddenly became alert. His heart began thumping between a rising fear and an unconquerable rage. "Get tools and go at it!" he added. "Hurry up! Force the door open. If there are robbers on the ship, the sooner we know it the better. Tools, tools!"

	The stewards flew to the ship's carpenter shop. Stanslaus cried, "Sh--h--h!" and laid his ear gingerly against the panels.

	"By Caesar!" he exploded softly, his eyes ablaze, "I certainly do hear some one or something astir in there, hang me if I don't! Cap, draw your pistol. Stand right there while they force the door. At the first sign of trouble, don't hesitate. Shoot!"

	The officer looked grave. He drew his weapon--a fierce looking but very comforting ally--quite fit for naval conquest.

	All was silent. The young scientists had recoiled, not knowing what might happen, yet ready for anything. The steward brought the tool bag.

	"Open 'er up, cook!" commanded Stanslaus. "Get ready, cap, and down the villain if he shows fight. Bless me! but there may be a dozen in there for all we know. What a fine mess we would have been in in another day, going out to sea at this rate. Grab things, boys; there may be lively times in store. Go at it, cook. Stand by, cap, and give 'em cold lead and lots of it, blast 'em!"

	Tom was scurrying about for some weapon of defense, and found it in a convenient rolling pin. Others seized ladles, pokers, iron saucepans--anything they could lay their clutches on.

	Stanslaus leaped forward again. "Once more, cook. That's right. It's coming. Stand by, cap. Get ready, boys! Now then--"

	There was a crash. Wide open flew the door, the cook sprawling to the floor.

	Stanslaus sprang forward ready for anything. Suddenly he stopped short. His mouth and eyes opened wide and his arms raised convulsively.

	He stood as if carved out of stone for a second. Then out of the closet emerged a woman.

	"My God!" the man cried. "You, Dorothy?"

	


CHAPTER II.

	THE MASSACRE OF THE INNOCENTS.

	
 THERE is nothing in history that stands out in broader lines of horror than the slaughter which followed the betrayal of the city of Khartoum to the blood frenzied hordes of the Mahdi.

	Fifty thousand fanatics, brandishing their swords and spears, or firing their rifles almost at random, followed the first phalanx which thundered musketry along the silent streets and into the homes of the defenseless, where the women and children were almost ten to one.

	While the trapped innocents were on bended knees before their household altars, praying for deliverance from the Moslem hand, they were struck down by men shrieking to that same God that His time of revenge upon the unbelievers was at hand.

	Believing themselves the inspired and justified instruments of divine will, the dervishes drenched themselves with Christian blood. Bursting into home after home, they slaughtered the terror seized inmates one after another, and then fell to pillaging.

	The Mahdi had promised his followers a vast reward in the spoils--a compensation which the booty of the city did not afford. In consequence, thousands of the prisoners were tortured in their own homes to compel them to reveal the supposed hiding place of their valuable possessions. The fact that this barbarity, in many instances, brought forth concealed booty, served to increase the cruelty with the hope of like results.

	A special band of the most adventurous, eager to gain the rewards and achieve the glory bound to accrue with the capture of Gordon, threw themselves into the gardens of the palace, cut down the sentinels and burst all barriers till they had gained the great chambers and halls, making them resound with their battle cries and invocations of praise to Allah and his Mahdi.

	From his light sleep the great warrior awoke with a start; then with heroic deliberation he prepared to meet the enemy, unarmed and resigned.

	Two of his most trusted guards crept into his chamber, panting, turned to stone with terror, trying to speak. But with a sign the general dismissed them, half reproving with a look their wavering in the face of death.

	There, while the incendiary's torch lighted up the great walled refuge and sent red gleams through the silent chamber window, General Gordon, upon his knees like a child, gave up his great broken heart in prayer.

	It was the orison of a moment, yet worthy to be graven upon the rock of ages.

	Rising calmly, his face illumined by a celestial light, the martyr's whole presence seemed transfigured.

	Already the bellowing dervishes were at his door. Already their giant shoulders lay straining against the panels, back of them an array of flashing swords and poised spears, dripping with blood.

	Advancing, the calm soldier unbarred the portal, throwing it wide open. There he stood before them with uplifted hands, half imploring, half commanding one moment's peace that he might speak his parting word to the world.

	Then, although the savages fell back for an instant before the inspired presence of the hero whom every one perforce respected, there came the hiss of a javelin, the swish of a sword, and General Gordon fell upon his face, a martyr to the cause of Christian freedom.

	In a certain quarter of that fated city, there was a young Russian nobleman, whose name was Bardoff, and whose title was prince.

	In Russia, where titles are thicker than tick flies in an African jungle, the man who is privileged to write "Prince" before his name, instead of being looked upon with something of awe, is the subject of glances askant and some misgiving until he proves himself.

	This proof may be in the nature of superior brilliancy or wanton adventure, if not complete political apostasy, in which case he is quickly transported out of harm's way.

	As for young Bardoff, a native of St. Petersburg, he received through the economies of his good mother a superior education; and passing through the nihilistic university hot beds unscathed by any drop of disloyalty, he was enabled, through the friends of his late father, a hero of Sebastopol, to enter diplomatic service in some menial capacity, with chance for advancement.

	Bardoff was not long in proving his efficiency to the heads of the departments, and, indeed, displayed, with something more than discretion, such aptitude and brilliancy in the service that he drew upon himself the distrust of his chiefs, who, while encouraging a certain degree of capable slavery in their underlings, by no means allowed them to overstep the bounds into the province of the higher functionaries, however better they may be fitted than these latter to occupy positions of trust.

	In fact Bardoff became quite too knowing; and being without influence which would insure him a just advancement, it was found necessary to use measures for his polite repression.

	Russia has two ways of disposing of those who know more than their betters. One is to entrap them in some intrigue, where a forced journey to Siberia hides a multitude of sins; or, failing in that stratagem, she despatches them in government service to some ungodly pest hole of a foreign land, where it is hoped that nature will speedily effect the repressive measures which the government in all polite justice could not achieve. Accordingly, when young Prince Andrea Bardoff showed himself something superior to his surroundings, failing in the Siberian stratagem, the government despatched him to the consulate at Khartoum to fill the office of vice consul.

	The incidents which led to this clever man's living entombment are so unique that they are quite worthy of record here.

	The son of his superior, an official of great wealth and influence in the Russian capital, had the indiscretion to fall in love with, and marry, the daughter of an underling in the service--a common scribe, forsooth, eminently respectable, but poor as a cave monk, and wholly without influence in the higher circles.

	Notwithstanding that the bride was a young woman of rare beauty, of education and sterling worth, eminently worthy of her husband, the official's son, the guilty pair were visited with the parental wrath. But the father soon discovered that the marriage was performed under church regulations, which made it absolutely binding.

	To make matters complicated, the runaway pair had gone twenty miles into the suburbs and were married by a worthy priest, the church records receiving the proper entry, except in the fact that the young man, not daring to disclose his real name, for fear of apprehension, was wedded under a pseudonym--an offense which made him liable to arrest and disgrace, while it did not affect the validity of the ceremony.

	The father, in order to shield his son, was at his wit's end to know how he could get the church record changed so that the young man would be spared this humility. He was even content to recognize the misalliance if only his young hopeful was saved the consequences of his putting a false name on the church records.

	In his extremity the official appealed to Bardoff, and the latter promised to arrange the matter skillfully.

	Obtaining secret access to the church records, Bardoff carefully erased the pseudonym from the book, and then substituted--not the real name of the official's son, as a less clever man would do--but the pseudonym itself once more!

	It took some days for the official to realize the cleverness of this bit of tact, but at last he saw through it, and came to the conclusion that a man who did things as wise as this was a dangerous man in a subordinate position. Hence his transportation to a less congenial field.

	While the Russian consul was permitted to return to St. Petersburg before the blockade, Bardoff was instructed to remain at the consulate and guard the property of his fatherland. As he alone knew the strategic method of falsifying church records, and strangely enough without actually falsifying them, it was devoutly hoped in the Russian capital that the Mahdi would succeed in razing the city, and the destruction of so over clever a young man be accomplished.

	If Khartoum fell, Bardoff would not be spared. This they knew. If he escaped back to Russia before the siege, he would be tried and sentenced to Siberia for deserting' his post. Thus was it apparent that Bardoff was a doomed man.

	On the eventful night of the twenty sixth of January, Prince Bardoff was awakened by the war cries of the sheiks, the clash of arms and the din of massacre through all the slumbering city. Rising calmly, he made his way by a secret passage to the rear of the consulate, which was flanked by a mission church and its gardens.

	Gaining the sacred edifice, Bardoff passed along over many tomb slabs set in the stone floor before the high altars, pausing at one, which, with a practiced skill, he uncovered. The space within was empty, save the bundle of woman's clothes which he had previously hidden there.

	Hastily donning this disguise, Bardoff threw in his own clothes, then crept into the tomb and drew the slab over him. Thus he felt himself in double security.

	If the rapacity of the dervishes and their hunt for booty did not spare the graves, where they had reason to believe that valuables were hidden, even then his feminine costume might save him, since he knew well that only the men would be killed, the women taken captive and made slaves to the emirs.

	Soon was heard the roar of triumph, as the invaders gained the mission and began the onslaught, murdering the priests and taking the nuns captive. Even his own servants Bardoff overheard screaming out their implorings for mercy under the torture of the lash when commanded to tell the hiding places of their master's valuables.

	Enraged at not finding the enormous loot which the Mahdi had promised them, drunk on blood, and respecting now neither human things nor divine, into the mission church where the prince was hidden they poured like a pestilence, and began tearing down the altars, breaking into empty closets and chests containing vestments and reliquaries, shrieking, slashing, and singing with insane laughter the while, spitting upon holy things and rending them to bits in the hope of uncovering spoil.

	Finding nothing as yet, they pried up one of the tomb slabs, and the silver service of the sacrament was discovered. This was a signal for uncovering all the graves; and the ruthless work was begun with the savagery of ghouls and the rapacity of starved hyenas.

	Poor Bardoff heard the scoundrels approaching his hiding place, and his heart stood still. Raising the slab above him he peeped out and saw the mad horde at their labor by torchlight, uncovering one after another, with their axes and bayonets, the sleeping places of the dead.

	To stay there meant certain death, for the torches were flaming bright; and although his beardless face was somewhat feminine in its delicacy, in such a glare, the disguise would have been too apparent.

	Removing the slab noiselessly, Bardoff crept out and dashed through the chancel, the shrieking dervishes at his heels. But he soon disappeared in the darkness.

	Making his way by stealth back to the consulate, he saw it filled with the fiends who had slaughtered the attendants, and were tearing down the very walls for loot.

	To return there meant instant destruction, so, there being a stone storehouse at hand, with a loft filled with straw, thither Bardoff crept noiselessly; and finding the way clear, gained the attic and crawled under a pile of straw.

	But even this deserted building was soon alive with the dervishes, and receding into the depths of the shelter, Bardoff awaited their onslaught.

	Into the attic they poured, leaping upon the straw pile, ramming their lances here and there through the unresisting coverlet, one of the darts barely grazing Bardoff's shoulder.

	The poor prince thought his time had come; and, with a prayer on his lips, he awaited the fatal stab, even welcoming it, hoping that it might be speedy and sure in its awful work. But the dervishes, having quite satisfied themselves that there were neither refugees nor spoil hidden there, retreated--all but two, who remained behind in a state of exhaustion, throwing themselves upon the straw pile, while they wiped their drenched blades.

	The conversation to which poor Bardoff then listened made his blood freeze. He knew that the palace and fortress were taken, that Gordon was dead, and his head despatched to the Mahdi. He knew the awful extent of the rapine, the command of "No quarter to the Christian dogs!" that had gone forth from the khalifahs--the order which was running the streets with blood.

	He realized that the city was in the possession of the rebels; and that whether he escaped now or was later driven from his hiding place by impending starvation, the end would be the same--death, nothing but death.

	And yet there is always a gleam of hope in the darkest heart at whatever crisis of human destiny. Bardoff felt that he might win his way to freedom by strategy, and he lived a hundred years in less than half as many moments there, half smothered by the panting dervishes who were seated almost upon him.

	Suddenly the conversation of the savages turned upon the loot, and rage enveloped them. They had expected to see the Nile part as the Mahdi had promised it would, just as the Red Sea had parted to the children of Israel of old.

	He had declared that they should see the streets of Khartoum run with molten gold, with no protectors save the fairest of young women, whom they could snatch away to their tents as their prizes of war.

	With such rewards for their rapacity, together with their natural love for shedding blood in the name of Allah, it is no matter of wonder that the dervishes gave way utterly to the frenzy of the hour.

	But these promised spoils proved grievously chimerical. The streets did not run with gold, so they made it run with blood. There were not a hundred young Venuses for every savage, but scarcely enough to recruit the harems of the khalifahs and the emirs; so they tortured and killed the older women, mutilated their slaves and overwhelmed their protectors.

	Only a plunge bath in human gore could appease them after this terrible disappointment.

	"Come," cried the taller dervish to his comrade. "Let us not tarry here. Our brothers will find the treasuries, and we shall miss our share of it. Make haste."

	"It is well," said the other. "But first let us set fire to this pile of straw. The flames will soon burst through the roof and light the faithful in their hard night's labor. Our torches are giving out, and the sun is not yet risen."

	Without further ado, the dervish knelt down and thrust his torch into the dry straw. He was muttering Moslem incantations as the little tongue of flame writhed through the mass like a serpent, creeping toward the roof. It illumined the place with a sinister glow.

	Suddenly there was heard a stir. The dervish turned about with poised spear.

	"Hark!" he cried. "What's that, brother?"

	"Come," responded the other; "we shall be smothered here."

	"But I heard something. Hark!"

	"Where? What is it?"

	"Yonder. I don't know."

	The loft was now so filled with smoke that the walls were quite obscured. It seemed as if they stood in the center of a fathomless chasm. Then suddenly from the far end of the blazing pile there arose a vague shape. It sprang as by miracle from the uncertain depths, calm and impressive, like a statued saint smothered in incense.

	The poised spears of the dervishes drooped tremblingly. Breathlessly they gazed upon the silent apparition, undecided whether to fly or to fall down and worship it. Believers in the supernatural as they are, the slightest variation from commonplace phenomena takes in their eyes a transfigured seeming.

	Then a gust of wind through the far window blew the smoke aside for the instant, and the taller dervish cried aloud:

	"By Allah and the Mahdi!" he said, "it is a woman. Seize her, seize her!"

	


CHAPTER III.

	A FIGHT FOR FREEDOM.

	 

	OUT of the blinding smoke came the stately form. The face was averted, the white hands thrown above the head in the attitude of supplication.

	"Spare me, spare me!" rang out the plaintive falsetto. "I shall be your slave--a good slave. I swear it, by Allah and the Mahdi. Spare me!"

	The younger dervish, who had whipped out his scimitar, stayed by this pitiful appeal, dropping his weapon, drew back and began tugging at the cords which hung at his side.

	"Bind her hands and bring her down to the zareba, brother," commanded the taller, turning away.

	But instantly and without a moment's warning, the younger reeled back, for a heavy form was upon him. He gave one mighty struggle, but it was too late.

	He felt the long dagger plunge into him, and went down before he realized what had happened, his heart transfixed like a black beetle run through with a bodkin.

	"Come, brother!" repeated the elder, anxiously, from afar. "We shall miss the spoils. I am rested now. I can kill another score of the infidels. Bind the unbeliever's dog and bring her on. Ho! where art thou, brother?"

	With his giant frame running cold, his eyes blinded by the smoke, apprehending trouble, back the elder ran with poised spear, till he saw his comrade lying there on his face. He cried to him, kicked him, swore and raged, till suddenly in the obscuring smoke he found himself face to face and eye to eye with a stranger--one whom he realized was no longer a woman, but a warrior, armed and well prepared for battle.

	With a fierce oath the Moslem let drive his spear, but the victim was not there when it fell. Then like lightning the unknown foe was upon him. The dervish leaped back and drew his sword, making a terrific lunge.

	The blow was parried with skill, for the stranger had snatched up the weapon of the slaughtered man, and it was war to the death.

	Hither and thither the fighters dashed through the smoke, now coming together with slashing fury, now leaping apart and losing each other.

	Shrieking the while his oaths and invocations, alternating them with cries to his comrades, who, however, heard nothing in the dense roar without, the dervish realized that he had an antagonist fully his match. With every terrific onslaught the scimitar found nothing there when it swished down with enough fury to behead a giant, and then in delivering one supreme double handed lunge the dervish tripped and fell to his knees.

	It was a fatal accident. Out of the obscuring gloom there came the lightning gleam of a moon shaped sword, and the man reeled from side to side, wondering why he could not struggle to his feet, why he could not cry out, could not even pray. Then he gave a cough and fell heavily on his side, groaning like a lion in the death throes.

	Master of the situation for the moment, Prince Bardoff dragged both bodies aside, and stripped them of their outer garments, their arms, sandals, turbans, and girths.

	Into a safe hiding below, the brave man now ran with his booty, stripping himself of what remained of his feminine disguise, and donning the pick of the dervish garments. Then smothering the torch by which he illuminated his dangerous moment of transformation, he smeared every inch of his pallid face with the greasy soot, also coating his hands and arms. What had been the means of driving him from his safe hiding in the straw, was now his salvation.

	The dervishes below had no wish to enter a burning building; and though he heard their appalling cries and the din of slaughter all about him, Bardoff was enabled to pursue his work with extreme watchfulness for every detail.

	The flames had burst through the roof now, the floor threatened to give way, and the walls were growing hot. With his heart beating wildly, the prince, who had gone into the refuge apparently a woman, came forth a shrieking dervish, with dripping scimitar and wide waving spear.

	He plunged down into the broil of battle, calling aloud with the thousands of the mad Moslems the Mohammedan creed and war cry, "There is no God but God, and Mahomet is his Prophet! The Holy War, the Holy War! The Mahdi is the Messiah!"

	With no more fear in his heart now, so long as he kept in constant movement, the prince was swept through the city with the fanatic hordes, his soul torn with the awful sights that greeted him on every hand.

	He saw the garrison in flames, the merchant quarters looted, tens of thousands of Moslems dashing through the streets toward the city gates with brandishing spears and some spoil of the onslaught under their arms.

	Here and there, lying in contorted shapes, poor Bardoff stumbled over the bodies of men whom he had known in their imprisonment--brave heroes who had died in defense of their homes, their wives and children, whom the stricken man was now obliged to see driven off to nameless captivity under cruel blows of the kurbash.

	Many a time he was on the point of throwing off his disguise and plunging into the battle to the rescue of the innocents, and so fall martyr to the cause of Christian humanity. But seeing that it would be utterly impossible to gain thereby even a little good for others, while still sacrificing his own life, the futility of such a course stayed him. There was nothing to do but to keep in perpetual perambulation until the fury of the Moslem mob should expend itself to the utmost, and the Mahdi might grant to all prisoners a temporary amnesty.

	No longer able to bear the awful sights of suffering and savagery within the walls of the doomed city, Bardoff, his brain on fire, picked up a bundle which had been dropped by some looter, and started toward the city gates, shouting, "Make way, make way! To the Mahdi, to the Mahdi!"

	A little time later he had managed to pass from this scene of carnage, running on till he had found a secluded spot, sinking there by the river, that was thick with the bodies of the martyrs, strewn with wreckage and firebrands.

	Exhausted and heart sickened, the man whom fortune had given a temporary respite, panting still and wrenched in every fiber, sat there and gazed over the broad valley, now alive with the surging, shrieking millions.

	In the center of this wilderness of savagery and triumph, Khartoum stood like a living torch, lighting up all the world with blood red flames at this darkest hour before the dawn. Onward from his high eminence afar came the victorious Mahdi, his way lighted by a hundred thousand torches, and accompanied by a choral refrain of worship in his triumph that sounded like a tidal wave afar.

	As he passed along, tidings were constantly brought him of the progress of the triumph, the extent of the loot, the number of the prisoners and the praises of the valor of his dervishes. The Mahdi's path to Omdurman was through masses of plunder thrown there in mad confusion, long lines of women and children chained together, wailing bitterly, drawn up for review by the master's highway.

	Then in the first gray of dawn, with the mad poetry of war at midnight giving way to the bald realism of day, the monarch of all the mid Afric world turned his face toward the east, and with his sacred furwa spread before him, lifted up his hands in thankfulness and praise, leading the solemn Moslem prayer.

	Bardoff crept from his hiding place, making his way closer, where he might get a first glimpse of his barbaric sovereign prophet and Messiah. From his little point of vantage, himself quite unseen, the prince watched the tall figure surrounded by the worshiping masses.

	He saw a broad shouldered type of the Dongola tribe, light brown and gleaming of face, with a bosom bared in the attitude of invocation, a black beard, gleaming teeth, powerful arms, and voice soft and sweet.

	Calm and stately, unmoved by any earthly passion, believing himself indeed the prophet's mediator with all the world, the Mahdi stood there, a mighty personality, like one given power and prerogative by divine will.

	Though spellbound by the barbaric splendor of the scene, Bardoff stole away in the midst of the Mahdi's low voiced prayer, hearing from afar the closing benediction when the false prophet spread his hands over his prostrate people, calling over and over, "God be with you, God be with you!"

	With a shudder the lone man then beheld the renewal of the barbarities as the savage hordes rushed back into the city to resume their search for hidden treasure.

	As the sun was just reddening the hilltops of the Bahaida steppes, the prince betook himself back into the gloom of the city, and amid the wreckage of his own deserted consulate, gathered together what food he could find, hiding some of it away in the rifled tombs of the mission church, making a parcel of the rest and starting on a shouting chase as before up the banks of the Blue Nile till he should find a secure refuge in some of the tomb caverns which abound there.

	Into one of these at last the thankful man crept, sinking down exhausted, feeling that for the time he was secure against apprehension.

	Throwing himself back upon the rocky couch, utterly worn out, Prince Bardoff fell into a light slumber, from which he was awakened by the sound of voices.

	Opening his eyes and peering between the broken rocks, Bardoff saw that the mouth of the cavern was darkened by two figures. They were Arabs, and bore a litter, upon which there was apparently stretched a dead body, covered over-with a dervish gibbeh.

	"Stand guard at the door," commanded one in a hoarse whisper," and if any one asks, tell them that we have come to bury a comrade in the cave--one we love. Do you understand me, Isa?"

	"Aye, brother," was the answer. "Only make haste. The fort of Tuti is being stormed, and everybody has gone thither to witness the fight. We are safe. It was a good ruse of yours--this litter and the dead man. Otherwise we could never have brought it here."

	"Shut up!" commanded the other. "You are talking too much. Who knows but there may be men concealed here in the cave now."

	Bardoff rose and crept noiselessly back into the far crevices, shrinking into a mote. "Go and see," said the other. "Don't uncover till you find out."

	Gathering the force of this argument, the older dervish cocked his flintlock and took a knife in his left hand, passing down through the cave, exploring its uttermost depths.

	Bardoff never breathed. He sat crouching there, clutching his weapon, resolved to make a spring with the first sign of apprehension; but evidently the eyes of the dervish were dimmed by his sudden coming into complete darkness from the light.

	"No one," he said, restoring his weapons to his belt, and resuming business.

	"Allah be praised," murmured the warder at the door. "Be quick about it. There is no telling. That pig dog of a false prophet has his spies everywhere--"

	"Didn't I tell you to hold your tongue?" interrupted the other. "You take your life in your hands every time you utter a sound like that."

	He paused in his tirade with a sudden gasp. The dervish had succeeded in wrenching open a long, narrow chest, with its studded iron bands and rusty locks.

	"Ho!" he cried. "Listen to this, brother!" and plunging his arms, elbow deep, into a mass of jingling coins, he tumbled them over and over, burying his face in them with a perfect frenzy of lust and triumph.

	This rite of prostration over the booty was too much for the warder at the cave's mouth. He dashed back from his post and came scrambling into the shadows, diving his hands and face into the gleaming mass of gold, laughing like a fiend.

	"Look you!" cried the other. "You are splashing gold all over the cavern. Have a care, brother!"

	"Allah witness!" replied his companion. "I cannot restrain myself. Oh, what a victory! That pig dog of a Mahdi would give his shiny black beard for half of this."

	"Shut up and go back to your post, or we will be caught," commanded the elder. "You act like a madman--"

	"I can't help it. It's gold--gold--gold! There are thousands--thousands, brother! We are rich--richer than that sly hyena of a Khedive chewing mastic in his harem of Cairo, by Mahomet!"

	"Go back to your post, I tell you!" cried the elder, wrenching the man away from his writhing ablutions in the jingling sovereigns. "We will be caught. You know what that priest wolf has said--that whosoever does not bring the spoils of Khartoum to his feet shall be beheaded. Go back to the door, you fool, and so save your life and the treasure as well."

	Reluctantly the other took up his weapons and resumed his position at the portal of the cavern.

	"How is it, brother?" called out the other softly. "All safe?"

	"Safe," was the laconic answer. "There is a great howl around the garrison of Tuti. It will soon fall. It is the last stronghold of the government. There is no one within a mile of here."

	"There will be plenty soon. We must get this into hiding, and there is no time to lose. Keep close watch. I am going to look for a safe spot. Look sharp, brother!"

	"Trust me!" said the other.

	Again the dervish renegade crept back into the depths of the cave, passing so close to the breathless Bardoff that he even brushed him with the hem of his dirty gibbeh.

	In the far depths he moved away the stones and made a clearing, tugged and grunted a good deal over the task, then returned to the sweeter air.

	"How is it?" asked the warder.

	"Safe," was the response. "I have found a perfect hiding place for the chest. We had better take out a little gold for our needs and then conceal the treasure box--"

	"Hark!" cried the other suddenly. "I hear voices."

	He was craning his neck around the edge of the ledge. "Dervishes!" he whispered. "Come, quick. Back into the depths of the cave with the treasure. Quick, quick!"

	With a mighty tugging, stumbling and puffing over the rough way, the two managed to reach a pocket of the cavern, where they each clutched up a handful of the gold, then covered the storehouse with rough rocks and debris.

	Suddenly the mouth of the cave was darkened. "Hollo!" cried a stranger, pausing. "Here is a litter and a gibbeh."

	Instantly the two men in the rear of the cave began wailing, dashing dirt into their eyes to start the tears, and heaping the sand over their heads in doleful lamentations.

	"Ah, but he was a noble sheik!" cried one. "What a loss he will be to the army of the faithful!"

	"Yes, brother," cried the other, his voice heavy with assumed grief, "but how much better is he now with Allah and the Prophet? What a glorious death to die in the cause of the Jedah!" Then feigning surprise that there were listening men at the cave entrance, the speaker grasped his weapon and cried, "Who's there?"

	"One of the faithful!" cried the newcomer, no longer suspicious now.

	"Salaam aleikum!" cried the weeping dervish, "and to our dead brother, the peace of Allah and his saints!"

	"You have buried a brother then?"

	"Aye, a fellow servant of the Mahdi. We have just laid to rest our comrade, Arum el Maluk, a sheik of the Baggara, a brave man and good. He went straightway to paradise."

	"How fell he?"

	"With his face to Mecca, comrade, with a bullet from the garrison of the she clog Turks on Tuti island yonder." The speaker took up the gibbeh and laid it on the empty bier. "Come, brother," he added, "let us return to the red flag of Rava el Hamra and report."

	Matters might have been very complicated at this pass had not a great commotion afar announced the surrender of the garrison of Tuti, and the salute of forty guns sounded from the heights of Omdurman. This so stirred the two newcomers that with a quick salaam and a mumbled invocation, they started forward to hear the news.

	"Narrow escape, eh, brother?" said the taller, seating himself on the bier, and heaving a sigh of relief.

	"Yes. I wonder who they were?"

	"Sheiks of the black flag of the Abdulla. They were spies sent out to see that no booty got away from that perfumed grave ghoul, the Mahdi. We are in luck."

	"Aye, so we are, brother. But I have my hand under my gibbeh ready to snatch out a knife and make way with them at the first sign of their suspicion. They were fortunate to get off so well."

	There was a deep silence.

	"How did you ever discover the Khartoum garrison treasury, any way?" queried the younger at last. "You are no small prophet yourself to accomplish such a wonder."

	"You remember Abu Kleid? He was a slave boy once in Gordon's employ. He escaped one night after learning where the government chest was. He told me that when Khartoum fell he would lead me to the spot. I was to give him half the booty. He was a fool."

	"He comes from Gezireh. They are all idiots. Well, go on."

	"Nothing more. I went with him after the mob cut off the governor general's head and began a chase down the palace stairs toward the Mahdi to claim the reward, leaving us quite alone. The slave boy led me through chambers--many. There were dead men everywhere. We arrived at a closet where several dervishes were coming out empty handed and angry.

	"'It's all over,' I groaned. 'There is nothing there.' 'Wait,' said the boy. Then when every one had gone, he led me to a place where there was a heap of books on shelves. He touched a spring, the whole thing swung open, and there in the hidden niche I saw it--the chest, our treasure."

	"So. Then you came for me and let me into the secret?"

	"Yes. It was too heavy for one man--"

	"But you had another--the slave boy--"

	"Not then," said the older in lowering tones, chuckling sardonically.

	The warder looked up. "By Allah! if he escaped, he will tell. Why did you send him away?"

	"Because I didn't want him any more," said the other, laughing. "Besides, I sent him so far that he can't come back--geek!" He made a lunge with his scimitar.

	"Um!" said the listener, nodding significantly.

	Both lay back with a deep sigh, yawning.

	"I am sleepy, brother. It has been a hard night."

	"But sufficient is the reward, comrade," replied the other. "Let us sleep."

	Lying at full length on opposite sides of the cavern near the mouth, the full light of morning now burst upon them. Bardoff crept noiselessly and peered from the depths, eying the men, who were apparently falling into slumber.

	He thought he would wait till they were well asleep, then matters would be very easy for him. There would be no mock burial in that case.

	But the more he watched there breathlessly, the more he was convinced that both men were shamming. Each was making the other believe that he was yielding to slumber, yet through his eyelashes he was watching his comrade thief, expecting the onslaught, or in the event of the other falling asleep first, in readiness to deliver the blow that would make him absolute possessor of the booty.

	Suddenly the nervous hand of the younger dervish twitched and moved slowly toward the concealed handle of his scimitar. The other saw the sly gesture, and instantly was upon his feet.

	He had not advanced a step before the other had sprung from his apparent slumber like magic and stood there with a smile of irony on his hard face.

	"What mean'st thou, brother?" cried the elder. "I saw thee seize thy sword as if to threaten me."

	"And thou! Hast thou been feigning sleep that thou may'st make way with me as thou did'st the slave boy? Ah, comrade, if such is the truth, beware. I am not of the Gezireh stamp. I am of the mettle of the Baggara, and they fall fighting!"

	The elder took a step back. They were now separated some distance, each with flaming face and clutched swords.

	"Dog of a Baggara!" cried the elder. "Is this the way thou rewardest me? I brought thee here to make thee a king in riches, and this is thy gratitude! It is come to this, then--that I am no longer safe in slumber in my own cave?"

	"Nor I, nor I!" snarled the other. "Give me half of the spoil now and I will go. I do not fear thy strength nor bravery nor skill. But thy dastard treachery is no better than a dog of a Bashi Bazouk--"

	"Silence, or I'll cleave thy head with a blow!"

	"Thou?" snarled the other viciously, "thou, a common Dongawali, will cleave the head of a hero Baggara? Come, I am ready. Know thou that the Baggaras are as a 'rushing ox, with a heart of bone?' They seek death. Come!"

	The young warrior sprang forward, but the elder suddenly took the defensive. There was a hideous smile upon his face as he made answer:

	"Brother, I said this but to try thee. Thou art a brave man, but so am I. We should both fall fighting, and then to whom would go the great prize which we have today taken? Speak!"

	The younger moved back a step, the knotty muscles relaxing, the look of rage and savagery giving way to the calmer one of greed.

	"Well, fight or divide up the booty and part, it is all the same to me. I want my half of the treasure, and I will have it."

	"Thou shalt have it, my son. I swear by Allah, thou shalt. When I count, three, throw thy sword upon the ground between us, and I will do likewise. Is it agreed?"

	"Agreed, comrade," responded the other without taking his eyes from the speaker. "Go on--count! We are losing time. The day is advancing1. Count!"

	"One--two--remember, on your oath as a Baggara--"

	"And you on your oath as a Dongawali--"

	"Three!" exclaimed the other dervish, and instantly the two swords met with a clash on the ground.

	For the instant each one looked relieved. They took a step forward, but halted.

	"Thou hast yet a dagger, comrade," said the elder menacingly.

	"And thou, too," said the younger. "Count once more and both will deliver them up."

	They drew their long daggers, and the elder counted. With the curt sound "Three!" the blades met with a clash over the swords.

	Again they took a step forward, again pausing suspiciously. "Thou hast a pistol!" said the Dongawali.

	"And thou, too!" responded the Baggara, both looking guilty, both accusing.

	"One--two--three!" The flintlocks met over the daggers.

	Once more they stepped forward. Neither dared take his eyes from the other. Things were at such a pass that though both smiled and said pretty nothings, neither trusted, knowing that a false move meant death; and to allow one to escape and tell the Mahdi meant death for the remaining one.

	"Thou hast other weapons concealed beneath thy gibbeh," broke forth the eider.

	"Thou liest, comrade; but I forgive thee, for thou art a brave man. I will take off my gibbeh and cast it before me, even as I have my weapons. Do likewise!"

	The two men began stripping, their eyes never swerving from each other.

	The elder began counting. Down went two gibbehs upon the heap over the swords and daggers.

	"Now thy girdle!" The same ceremony was repeated.

	"Now thy takia!" The turbans followed.

	"Now thy right sandal!" The two rights met in mid air and fell.

	"Now thy left, comrade!"

	For the first time there was hesitation. Both men were now stark naked, both with mouths agape, their hard, cruel, merciless eyes upon each other, reaching slowly toward the left shoe.

	"Off with it, comrade!"

	"Thou, too, brother!"

	Slowly, reluctantly, the two bronze figures, all iron sinews and mighty quivering knots, drew the left foot from the red sandal, but with equal deftness slipping therefrom a small poisoned dagger, kicking it under the heel of the right foot, concealing it there.

	"One, two--three!" The left sandals clashed and fell upon the heap.

	Still neither stirred. One move would betray to the other the last vantage.

	For a long time neither spoke. The sweat in torrents rolled down their sleek bronze forms. They had come to the last pass. There was but a hair between them and destiny.

	Finally the elder spoke. "Thou hast still a poisoned blade underneath thy right foot, dog of a Baggara!" he growled, showing his teeth, though he smiled like a hideous satyr.

	"So--hast--thou, beast of a Dongawali!" responded the other fiendishly.

	Then they glared.

	


CHAPTER IV.

	A DUEL TO THE DEATH.

	 

	BOTH infuriated dervishes seemed now, for the first time, to realize that each stood opposite a deceiving, lying, treacherous assassin, thirsting for his blood that he might not only gain the great booty all alone, but also be safe from detection; each saw, moreover, that he was detected in the same dangerous game.

	Each man said in his heart, "I must kill him and so save myself; for not only will the treasure be mine and mine alone now, but he is not to be trusted even with half."

	It was now absolutely impossible that either could trust to parley and arbitration. Each was weaponless save for the little six inch dagger, poisoned with a concoction of adders' spume, the fangs of the centipede and hemlock from the Nile, boiled down into a pasty mass and smeared over the shining blade, whose slightest scratch meant certain death. Each realized that there was a bare possibility of his escape--so slight, indeed, as to make him shudder.

	The possession of an immense fortune now gave both men a desire to live; and so great was the rapacity and greed in the savage heart that each still preferred to die than to take less than the whole possession, while there was abroad in the world a man whom he could not trust, who knew his secret.

	These and a thousand kindred thoughts flew through the savage minds as they crouched down with their right hands at their heels, all but clenching; the fatal blade.

	"Wilt them throw thy last weapon into the heap, comrade?" said the younger.

	"Yea, on my oath as a Dongawali!" cried the elder.

	"Then so will I, on my oath as a Baggara," echoed the younger.

	Both men grasped their fatal knives. The blades flashed ominously in the morning light.

	"Dongawali or Baggara, it is all the same," said the elder. "Let Allah be judge. I am going to count, comrade. I trust thee."

	"Count, brother. I trust thee, likewise."

	The elder began the count. "One--" The savages fixed their blazing gaze upon each other, but both looks were perfectly inscrutable. "Two--" moaned the elder.

	Both made motion as if to toss the knife into the heap between them.

	"Three!"

	There was a deep and terrible silence. Neither stirred. Both had been false to their oaths. Both were goaded by shame, guilt, rage.

	Words at this pass were vain and bootless. There was nothing to do but fight--fight to the death.

	The two savages seemed to meet in mid air. Their sleek and dripping bodies came together with a resounding spat! From the first clash so skillful was the parrying that although both men struck thrice at the heart, neither received so much as a pin scratch from the razor edged blades.

	Back they flew; recoiling for another lunge, their mouths agape, panting fiercely, every fiber quivering, every muscle strained to the utmost.

	Again they came together like automatons, each trying simultaneously the same tricks of tripping, lunging, parrying, feinting--every stratagem known to savage dueling.

	Again they broke apart, half resting against the rocks, all a tremble, both having escaped as by miracle.

	Neither spoke from the first. There was not so much as an oath, a prayer, an invocation. A single gentle word now would have suspended hostilities, for both were sorely wrenched and bruised, each man seeing death at his very footstep. It was only a question of which man suffered the first accident.

	For skill they were equally matched, in the barbaric school of fighting trained to the same fineness after the same methods.

	Neither spoke even now, though the simple word "Brother!" would have caused both men to throw away their weapons and rush into each other's arms, sounding their praise to Heaven. But as neither cared to show the white feather, nor be the first to ask an armistice, there was naught to do but rush into combat for the last time.

	In this final struggle both men showed their infinite dexterity and endurance. The skill with which each man avoided the vicious blow--nay, even the deadly scratch--was wonderful indeed.

	Suddenly one tripped and fell--fell rolling in such a way that before the other had thrown himself on top of him with the poised blade, he got a terrific blow in the stomach with the right foot of the prostrate man, and he, too, went sprawling.

	Instantly both men were upon their feet once more, each having availed himself of the opportunity to seize a handful of sand. As they came together with sure triumph in each man's eyes, each received a cloud of biting sand full in the face.

	Both began choking and sputtering, the parched throats rasped with the sharp sand, and then it was evident that both men were fighting still, though by reason of the stinging dust in their eyes, totally blinded, tracing each other's presence by the fierce, racking cough.

	Nothing could have been more exciting than this combat of blind and naked savages in a gloomy cave, each armed with a poisoned dirk. It was the last moment now. If they managed to fight away from each other much longer, both would drop fainting with exhaustion.

	That convulsing cough seemed to rack them to the marrow; but still they came together, parrying by instinct now, slashing away like fiends and breaking apart, till at last they fell against each other with a heavy sound. Each flung his left arm about the other's neck, and then drove the deadly blade into the other's back, between the shoulder blades, clear to the hilt. So they fell crashing, with a mingling moan, among the rocks, clasped in death.

	Prince Bardoff crept from his hiding. With his heart beating high after this unique battle, seeing both men stone dead, he made his way forward and removed into the back of the cavern the gibbehs and arms which had been given up in such a useless hostage, leaving none of the bait which might tempt the passing dervish.

	The bier, too, upon which the treasure chest had been brought as if it were a human being fallen in the battle for the faith, the prince took into the cave's depths and turned it into a bed, for it was nothing more than an Arab rush couch.

	The bodies, too, though so interlocked were they in death that with all his strength, and the prince was a powerful man, he could scarcely part them, Bardoff dragged back into the darkness. Then he began walling up the mouth of the cavern with loose stones and boulders till he felt his castle comparatively safe.

	There in the silence of his cave, utterly worn out with the happenings of the night and the perils from which he had escaped as by miracle, Bardoff threw himself upon the rush couch and slept.

	When the prince awoke, it was long after noon, though the cavern gave him no ray of light to bespeak it. He arose and began wandering through the depths till finally, after much arduous labor, he gained a spot where, to his delighted surprise, he beheld like a star afar a solitary penciling of sunshine.

	His spirit filled with gladness, the brave man crept carefully in the direction of the gleam, finding at last that there was a back entrance to the cave.

	It was an obscure, in fact, entirely sheltered little opening, scarcely admitting a human body, and gave upon the shallow edge of the Blue Nile. The sound of lapping waters greeted him sweetly.

	Approaching the mouth, he saw the government boats in the hands of the dervishes, who were endeavoring to make them perform their usual steam miracles, but to no purpose. Their decks had been drenched with blood, and not even the engineers spared, so that the valuable craft, with their guns and ammunition, were quite useless in Mohammedan hands. Here and there were the dahabeahs and feluccas of the natives, with their lateen sails and their ensigns of the khalifahs floating aloft.

	All day long the man in dervish garb sat watching the strange scene, his heart at ease for the present. Twice he went back and took his rest; and as he had brought with him from the consulate plenty of food for the day, in fact, for many days, he resolved to hold his fort till the savages should have quieted down, and a general amnesty toward captives granted by the Mahdi.

	Then, even if he should be captured, there would be a chance for his life, which, in the present state of affairs, should he be apprehended, was a matter quite open to doubt.

	At dead of night Bardoff dragged the two bodies through the little aperture, and slid them into the deeper waters of the Blue Nile unseen. Then the moon rose over the silent world, majestic and beautiful.

	For a long time the thankful man watched it from his lonely hiding, then he bethought him of the treasure which the dervishes had with such unwitting kindness vouchsafed him.

	Stealing out where he could find enough dried branches of the nabak trees and mimosa to make a torch, Bardoff crept back into his lair and made his way to the half buried chest. The lock having been rent, the lid now opened with an ominously human sound, like a voice from the dead.

	There were valuable maps and heaps of documents of war, bonds and paper money in stacks, and helter skelter all through the confused mass were the shining sovereigns of the English mint, Turkish and Egyptian gold, some silver, together with medals and decorations from crowned heads--the battle trophies of the brave general who had fallen that day with his face to the enemy.

	Knowing the noble defender of Khartoum as Bardoff did, bemoaning his fate, coming now face to face with the decorations which he had seen the great soldier wear at state dinners, where, in the very presence of these same ribboned orders, they laughed and grew grave, supped and prophesied for the future of dark Soudan, the prince was filled with unutterable sadness.

	How wonderful it was that he who had been sent to Khartoum in order to rid Russia of an undesirable patriot, because, forsooth, he knew a little too much of a certain secret state history, practically penniless and unfriended in this dark land, should find himself by some miracle of Providence alive and well, safely hidden away, and in possession of no less than twenty thousand pounds in gold, ten times that in paper and bonds, and the private valuables of the brave soldier whose head was now stuck on a spear point and planted before the tent of the Mahdi on the heights of Omdurman! Truly, fate is no respecter of persons.

	For three days and nights did this false dervish retain his hiding place, then he found it absolutely necessary to go abroad in search of food. With his face smeared with soot, his pocket lined with gold, carefully avoiding well lighted spots, the prisoner started forth on the forage.

	


CHAPTER V.

	THE ANGEL of THE MAHDI.

	 

	IT was about this time that very strange things were happening in Khartoum and the surrounding country. It is well, then, that we should pause to give them their full due, in order that the stirring episodes, which were the outcome, may be fully elucidated.

	After the fall of the garrison, as was natural with the barbarian impostor, the Mahdi and his followers plunged into the wildest debauchery in the mad frenzy of triumph.

	The man who had forbidden any dervish owning more than a single gibbeh and a single staff, claiming that all things of earth were common property, now made his khalifahs and his emirs rich men, and himself by many thousand times the richest of them all.

	True to his creed, the Mahdi still wore the miserably patched and faded gibbeh, which he took pride in variegating with as many scraps of trophies as possible--pieces of General Hicks' bloodstained coat, shreds of the altar vestments of the mission church of El Obeyed, dots of rare silk and strips of gray homespun, so that his robe might be said to be a patchwork of souvenirs of his many conquests and successes.

	But underneath this hideous garment he wore the finest silk and linen. Thrice a day his sacred person was anointed with myrrh and attar of roses. When he went forth to prayer, the tens of thousands collected themselves where they might catch the blessed scent and so become themselves enveloped in the odors of sanctity.

	He who had founded his religious conquest of self abnegation, now became the most avaricious and selfish of men. Hundreds were put to torture to make them give up the booty which they were known to have secured at Khartoum, and many were put to death.

	Instead of a single rag hung between four spears planted in the sands, the Mahdi now had for a habitation a gorgeous dwelling built of the carved wood from the churches and palaces of Khartoum, the interior hung with the tapestries chosen from all the loot of the lovely homes of the city, and the floor spread with scores of the finest Persian and Indian rugs.

	For a time, as a fitting diversion, the Mahdi passed over to the razed city of Khartoum, and installed himself in the governor general's palace. But he soon wearied of that scarcely native mode of life, and the loathsomeness of the city where the dead lay unburied, and fire had brought such destruction, drove the master back to his magnificent hut at Omdurman.

	But soon it was perceived that by reason of the unbridled licentiousness and the high living indulged in by the savage who was not born to such luxury, the powerful constitution of the false Messiah began to give way.

	It was about this time that two strange incidents occurred. The first was the announcement that the long expected English had reached a point dangerously near on the north. In their madness of victory, the Muhammadans had completely forgotten their long coming foe; and when the tidings were brought to the Mahdi and his khalifahs that the red coats were already advancing, a cloud of armed and drilled warriors, it threw the enormous camp of triumph into a state of stampeding wonder and alarm.

	Only two incidents served to check this wild desire for sudden flight which had taken hold of the bravest. One was the resolve of the Mahdi to remain quiet, probably not wishing his people to discover how weakened by excesses and physically unfitted for further warfare he was, and the other the arrival of what was believed to be an angel from Heaven--a real being of flesh and blood, who had come down upon the wings of the air at midnight, direct from Mahomet's coffin, which is supposed to be suspended between heaven and earth.

	It was on one of his nightly perambulations that Prince Bardoff heard of the arrival of this supernatural being, whose glory and loveliness had been sounded abroad, whose face was fairer than the stars, whose celestial form was clothed in pure white, and whose hair of molten gold hung over her shoulders in wavy masses.

	As many whom the prince had talked with in the dark hours of his nightly roamings had seen her, the wonder of the dervish prince was aroused deeply. He resolved the following evening to make his way in the crush up to the Mahdi's place of prayer, and, even at the risk of his life, discover what manner of being she might be.

	Accordingly, at the hour of sunset, Prince Bardoff crept from his hiding place, took a roundabout route, and came up in the surging mass that moved toward the Mahdi's open air temple. There he beheld a wonderful sight.

	In the center of an eminence stood the grave figure of the prophet, his silhouette sharp and almost transfigured indeed against the crimson of the dying day. About him were clustered the khalifahs and the emirs, with their staffs, and back of them the throbbing masses of dervishes. Suddenly the Mahdi spoke. He told his people that the English had come, ten million strong, and that he would surely be defeated if Allah had not sent one of the fairest houris of heaven to be his special guardian angel, interpreting to him the dreams which the prophet inspired in order that the faithful might gain the complete victory.

	"And we shall drive the infidels from Soudan," he cried, "moving on thence to Mecca, which shall become ours, then to Jerusalem, thence on to Constantinople, where the renegade Turk shall be put to the sword, and so on till all the globe shall be restored to the Moslem faith, when the end of the world will come, and every man present here shall become a prince of paradise. Be faithful, then, O my people, for the great crowning triumph of the Jehad is at hand. Gird up your loins and stand steadfast, for great is your reward. Behold! the angel of Mohammed is before you!"

	Breathlessly the listening prince craned his neck that he might get a better view of the fair stranger, and his heart beat wildly as he saw the Mahdi lift a great silken veil from the earth, beneath which there rose as by magic a fair form robed in films of purest white--truly a celestial presence.

	Trembling before this evident miracle, the vast concourse of dervishes gazed upon her in profoundest reverence. The divine stranger was calm, with her white, unjeweled hands clasped before her, a face pale as a rare shell, brow lifted high, eyes upon the heavens, a mass of deep golden hair falling over her frail shoulders. Her lips were parted, and all her being throbbed with spiritual passion, as, without lute or accompaniment, she poured forth her voice in tremulous, tenderest song.

	The great throng stood spellbound. Many of the old savages felt the tears coursing down their countenances, believing as truly in the divine origin of the beautiful one now as in the glory of the Mahdi's own presence.

	Even the master humbled himself before her as he had done to no living being.

	Never had such a voice been heard in all the savage region, never such music, such pathos, such passion in mere sound; for, though the listening-prince caught every syllable, and he was a master of nearly every European language, there was not a single one intelligible.

	Soon the mellow tremolos died on the evening stillness, and then such a shout went up as shook the earth--a combined cry of homage and praise as seemed to rend the clouds of heaven that broke, above them. Then stepping back, the Mahdi threw the veil over the seraph's fair form once more, and she disappeared into the earth as miraculously as she had come.

	Bardoff made his way to the silent hiding place, and sat down to think the matter over from all points of view.

	Who was this mysterious personage? Certainly she was not one of the captured women of Khartoum. She was undoubtedly a flesh and blood reality; and as for her being of divine origin, an unbeliever in the Mahdi himself had little faith in that assumption.

	Her language was unlike anything he had ever heard. Though her face and figure proclaimed her one of the Caucasian race, she seemed like a creature of the stars.

	Whence had she come? The natives said from Heaven, for the Mahdi so proclaimed it.

	Many had even seen her arrival in the celestial chariot there at dead of night; and when the aerial bearer had landed her safely it rose again.

	What a mystery was all this! Bardoff was convinced that here was another trick of the Mahdi's. He would see for himself. If this fair creature was a captive there in the tents of the Mahdi, she must be rescued, even though he himself fell in the undertaking.

	Carefully dividing the treasury of gold in the iron bound chest, secreting half of the gold wrapped up in a gibbeh under a mass of boulders. Prince Bardoff set out at dead of night toward the Mahdi's habitation, wailing as he passed along like a dervish penitent, "La Illaha Illalla, el Mahdi el Muntazar!" his head bowed, but his heart aglow with hope.

	


CHAPTER VI.

	CAPTIVITY.

	 

	MOVING through the crowded camps of the emirs and the dervishes, the prince managed early to gain a place of worship near the Mahdi's tent, where he was untiring in his monotonous invocations in the solemn sing song of the penitents, swaying to and fro after the manner of those rapt in divine meditations.

	Though the guards had not seen him before, nor looked upon him as one of the holy men of the neighboring tribes, the muffled face, the torn and ragged gibbeh, the sword, the spear and the mud smirched hands and dust sprinkled form proclaimed him one of the most abject of the Mahdi's adorers.

	Once or twice, when he managed to crawl, in his contortions of reverence, very close to the hut of the master, the guard, with a prick of his spear point, warned him away, commanding him not to disturb the holy one with his droning invocations. But soon he fell with his face to the ground, feigning slumber, and the guards sank down, drawing their knees up and resting their javelins across them so that their chins rested there in a sleep that was none the less ever watchful.

	It was midnight now. The low murmurings of the dervishes sounded through the valley fainter and fainter, the naggaras beat less regularly, and the shrill yelp of the hyenas along the Nile banks came sharply up from the depths, as if these grave ghouls were calling to one another to come and enjoy the feast after the battle.

	Bardoff arose cautiously and crept along the shadows until he had gained the edge of the Mahdi's tent. There, crouched down breathlessly, he peered into the gorgeous place, and beheld a startling sight.

	In the very center was a silk draped angarib, upon which the Mahdi lay, surrounded by his council. They were in deep whispered converse; and the light from the two altar lamps, which illumined the place, threw a weird glow over the solemn scene.

	The Mahdi was evidently in the throes of fever.

	About him, lying upon beautiful rugs, were the wives and suryas of the master, fast asleep. But one remained awake, and that was the angel of light, who reclined in most befitting state at the further end of the draped chamber, being quite separate from the rest.

	Arrayed in spotless white, the lovely stranger had a sort of bower to herself, and a slave girl was nodding beside her, swinging to and fro a peacock feather fan.

	There she sat with her head half thrown back upon her mountain of pillows, silent and moveless, yet her eyes were wide, and there was a look of mystery and longing in the deep orbs that held the quivering watcher spellbound.

	Who was she? Whence had she come? It was beyond all conjecture.

	The Mahdi had raised his hands and beckoned the council to come closer.

	"I am about to embark upon a three days' journey through Heaven," he said. "It may be tonight, it may not be till tomorrow, or for many days; but I go, for Allah calls. I shall return to you, even as the prophet of Nazareth returned from the tomb. Swear, then, that while I am gone, O my faithful! that you will carry out the edicts of my successor, who stands here before you, El Khalifat El Mahdi, Abdulla the Wise. Swear! swear by Allah and the Mahdi!"

	The khalifahs and the emirs joined hands, each repeating the oath of allegiance. Then, in solemn reverence, they bowed about the couch, while the Mahdi began the instructions for the carrying out of his policy for the three days of absence. It was plain that his three days meant three eternities.

	During this solemn scene, the prince had managed to make his way around to the side of the tent in dense shadow, where, peering through a tiny crevice, he caught a glimpse of the angel of Mahomet almost within arm's length.

	Long and earnestly he studied that fair face, trying to solve the mystery of her nationality. Then feeling that she must be a being of his own race, even if not of his language, the prince slyly drew forth a cigarette paper and wrote upon it in large capital letters a single phrase in French: "Whoever you are, if you are a captive, I can save you. Trust me!"

	Deftly folding the sheet, Bardoff bided his chance, then thrust it through the tiny crevice and waited.

	With even the eunuchs and the slaves asleep and the emirs crowded about the fever wasted Mahdi, the slight rustling in the silence caused the wakeful one to turn her head, half in wonder, half in alarm.

	With her eyes fixed upon the quivering scrap she seemed suddenly filled with wonder, then of hope, yet more than half afraid to pluck it forth. Soon assured that there were no watching eyes, she slid her hand under the folds of the tapestry and snatched the little message, quickly resuming her attitude of ease.

	It was some time before she had the courage to glance at the paper, but from the look upon her face the breathless watcher saw that she not only read but understood.

	An illumination of hope, of wonder and trust broke through the cloud of alarm upon the lovely countenance.

	Shifting her pillow so that she could now lay her lips against the very crevice against which the prince's face was pressed, she whispered softly in French, "Who are you? Who are you?"

	"I am Prince Bardoff, the Russian vice consul, escaped from Khartoum in dervish dress. You shall know me by a red feather at my spear head. And you?"

	"Never mind. I am a captive. Save me!"

	"Trust me!" murmured the prince, his heart beating wildly. Then seeing that the emirs were drawing back from the prostrate form of the Mahdi, and were now alert upon things about them, the prince drew back and stole along the shadows, creeping down till he sank into the black shelter of a huge mimosa.

	Seated there in a quandary, Bardoff was about to give up the gigantic problem for the night when he saw two figures approaching from the Mahdi's tent. They were bowed of head, almost merged into one man, intent in conversation.

	Making straight for the tree, where they might enjoy a moment's converse in seclusion, the emirs walked clear around it without noticing the silent figure of the man in the torn gibbeh crouched low in the shadow, feigning sleep.

	"We are safe here," said one in a guttural whisper. "Let our souls commune without reserve, brother."

	Side by side they sat, huddled together.

	"What thinkest thou?" said one. "The Mahdi is going to die--that is to say, the Mahdi is a liar--"

	"Have a care!" broke in his companion. "The night has many ears."

	"But is it not the truth, brother? He hath said that he shall live a hundred years more, conquer all the world, when shall come the end of all things, and his faithful shall be lifted to Heaven on pillars of fire. Behold him now, the victim of his own depravities in secret, while a man of abstinence and self abasement in the open--a doomed man. I tell thee, brother, he is not the Messiah, he is not the expected one that was promised by the prophet Mohammed."

	"That I do not believe nor disbelieve, brother. I never gave much heed to these things till the Mahdi conquered my subjects by the sword, and condescended to make me, once a proud king, now one of his underlings. The people believe that he is the Messiah, and the people are all powerful while he lives. When he dies--"

	"The Khalifah Abdulla!" moaned the other shudderingly.

	"Yes, so it appears. He is indeed the true king now, since it is by his military stratagem that the Mahdi is what he is--the foremost ruler of the world."

	"And the Khalifah el Mahdi will usurp the throne, his power, his wealth--even the Mahdi's household. Yes, even the angel of light, my brother."

	A soft, satanic chuckle ended these words.

	"'The angel of light,'" echoed the sheik. "You believe that she, too, came from paradise, as the Mahdi has said?"

	"Bah! Even though she is as beautiful as an houri, and sings as divinely, she is but the spoil of war for all that."

	"But she came not from Khartoum, brother. Whence came she then?"

	"I know not, I care not. El Mahdi has made her his slave, even in his dying moments; and when he is gone--"

	"Well?"

	"She shall be the khalifah's. That is--"

	"What?"

	"Unless I make her mine first."

	There was a strange silence.

	"You mean that you will steal her?" Then receiving no response, he added, "You will give great offense, brother."

	"But she is too beautiful for that swine dog of a khalifah. To whom shall I give such offense--to one who will not know whither she has disappeared?"

	"You will offend me, brother," broke in the sheik solemnly. "I have chosen her for my own. Do not interfere, or there will be trouble."

	The listener winced. "I admit, O brother faithful, that you are the more powerful in numbers in your camp, but I am also strong, even stronger in skill. Have a care. Approach the fair prize at your peril. Good night. Salaam aleikum!"

	"Hold! Come back one moment, brother. We can arrange all things. There is no reason for bad blood between us, particularly over a woman."

	The enraged emir returned reluctantly, but it was with his hand on the hilt of his sword.

	The other upbraided him, meeting him face to face, even drawing his own from the sheath. "What mean'st thou?" he said commandingly.

	"I mean that no man shall draw sword upon me and live!"

	For the instant the two mighty men glared into each other's soul, then came the clash of blades.

	It was a fierce fight, and the noise of scurrying sandals over the ground and the clang of the scimitars through the silent night aroused the guards.

	Suddenly a trumpet sounded, and instantly thousands came from every direction with wildest wonder, flourishing swords and spears.

	Still the panting warriors fought, seeing that one must fall to save the survivor from certain death, since, if both lived, neither would be safe from the other's secret tongue and treachery.

	Suddenly with one terrific clash the combatants came together, the taller of the emirs taking the sickle shaped sword clean through him, and both fell in a heap, one overcome with exhaustion, the other dead.

	Turned to marble with terror, Prince Bardoff had not more than stirred from his hiding when he felt a kick in his side. He looked up, shuddering as he beheld a man who had deserted him some months before at the consulate, and who had joined the Mahdiists at El Obeyed.

	"Ho!" shrieked the fellow, "a giaour, a giaour! By Allah, here is a dog of an unbeliever in dervish gibbeh."

	"Where? where? Seize him! seize him!"

	The prince started to run, but a hundred hands were instantly upon him.

	"Run him through!" cried a score of voices. "Down with the unbeliever! Hasten and tell the Mahdi! Go!"

	"Who art thou?" cried a khalifah, rushing forward.

	The prince was silent, struggling in the mighty arms.

	"I know him," responded the guard. "He is the Prince Bardoff, Russian vice consul of Khartoum, O noble khalif--"

	In the melee the prince had struggled toward the two emirs, one of whom lay on his face, dead, the other already bound in chains.

	"He swore against the Mahdi and so I killed him!" was the surviving emir's pleading. "He swore to kill the Mahdi because the master took away his kingdom in the far Dor country, I swear it, by Allah, noble khalifah. He was going back to kill the Mahdi this very night, and so to save our master, I slew him--"

	Prince Bardoff broke away and dropped by the bound man's side.

	"I heard it all," he whispered. "I was lying by the mimosa tree, and I heard every word. Save me now, save me, or I shall tell the truth!"

	"What do you mean, dog of an infidel?" he groaned.

	"I mean," said the prince solemnly, "that I am captured and shall be killed straightway. But before I am killed, I can tell all I know about the angel of light. Do you remember me now?"

	The emir winced. Then he leaped up in a sitting posture.

	"Save this man," he cried, "for he alone heard the dead Emir El Hammim when he cursed the Mahdi, for which I slew him. Save this infidel that he may bear witness for me."

	The khalifah turned to the Russian. "What did'st thou hear, barbarian? Speak the truth, or you shall die on the spot. What heard'st thou?"

	The prince shook himself from his captors. "The noble emir speaks the truth, before Allah!" he said gravely. "The dead man blasphemed and said that El Mahdi was a liar--that he was not 'the expected one.' I swear it, noble khalifah!"

	"And thou did'st kill the renegade emir for that blasphemy?" said the khalifah, turning to the man in chains.

	"Aye, noble sire of the faithful, for that I slew him."

	"Set him free!" commanded the khalifah, "set him free, and put his chains upon this dog of an unbeliever."

	"But I spoke the truth, noble khalifah," protested the prince. "Am I not entitled to my liberty as a reward?"

	"Your liberty?" cried the khalifah satanically. "Do you wish your liberty for telling the truth when I should have killed you for telling a lie?"

	The prince now turned to the emir, who was shaking off his chains.

	"I leave it with you, noble emir. Am I not entitled to my liberty in that I told the truth and saved your life?"

	The emir smiled, showing his hideous pointed teeth. "Be thankful that you live, infidel!" he said.

	The guards began piling the chains upon the raging captive, fastening them about his ankles, his wrists, his neck.

	Once more despairingly the prince appealed to the liberated emir who was gathering up his effects and wiping his sword upon tufts of grass.

	"I have saved you," he said, "and you must save me! Is that fair?"

	"I have saved you," he growled. "What more would you want?"

	"I want my freedom!" wailed Bardoff.

	"You did not ask that," was the reply. "You saved my life, I saved yours. What remains now is in the hands of the Mahdi. I have said!" And he turned away.

	"Take him to the zereba!" commanded the khalifah.

	Crestfallen, heartsick, weighed down with many chains, poor Bardoff was dragged toward the improvised prison, followed by a jeering, insulting, howling mob that made the midnight hideous with the profanities and curses heaped upon him.

	In a sort of thorn hedge enclosure, strongly guarded, the captive was thrown among a lot of wretches, half clothed, half starved, shackled to one another, amazed at the coming of their new recruit.

	And there in abject misery, Prince Bardoff himself a prisoner, who had made such a solemn promise of rescue to the angel of light, prayed for the coming of the dawn, yet not knowing what it might bring forth--life or death.

	


CHAPTER VII.

	ON THE BRINK OF ETERNITY.

	 

	THE following day was, for Prince Bardoff, the most profoundly critical of all his varied career. It was not until the red sun came up over the ruined city of Khartoum that the prince realized in what sort of a pest house he was held captive.

	The prisoners were a motley crew. They were in a most pitiable state, all but dying from starvation and filth, and suffering punishment for every possible offense, from murder to missing a morning prayer.

	The prison food was utterly unfit for human beings. Bardoff contented himself with a little water, which the wife of the jailer, in the mercy of her heart, carried to him.

	The Russian could hear the distant booming of drums as the ragged dervish army prepared to receive the English forces who would come presently to avenge the death of Gordon. Then came the shouts of the faithful: "El Mahdi, El Mahdi!" as the false prophet walked forth to morning prayer, having rallied from the fever with the breaking of the day.

	Soon after this a guard came hastily over to Bardoff and kicked him in the usual manner of the Oriental jailer when he has aught to communicate to a prisoner. Enraged at such treatment, the prince sprang up and beheld the face of a Baggara black.

	Bardoff recognized the brute immediately. He had formerly been in his service, and for thieving he had haled the fellow before the kadi, who had caused him to be soundly bastinadoed.

	The recognition was mutual, however, and the Baggara grinned satanically as he chattered:

	"Oh, it is thou, Russian dog of an infidel! I can have my revenge on thee now. The feet that thou caused to receive the bastinado will return the debt the next time I waken thee."

	The prince writhed, but he scorned to give the wretch even a look.

	"Get up!" cried the guard, raising his lance as if to strike. "Get up, for the noble khalifah is coming to pay his respects to thee."

	Stiff and bruised, Bardoff rose in time to meet the khalifah, advancing with a priest and an attendant.

	"Salaam Aleikum!" The prince saluted.

	The great warrior did not condescend to look at the prisoner, but replied:

	"I come with orders from the Mahdi."

	Seats were brought for the dignitary. He put himself in an attitude of ease and turned a stony gaze on poor Bardoff, who was compelled to remain standing, weighed down by his load of chains.

	"Infidel," began the khalifah, "there is but one thing, and but one, that can save your miserable life."

	The prince bowed.

	"It is needless to say what that is," he continued; "thou knowest."

	Bardoff bowed again.

	"Speak," cried the Mahdi's ambassador; "knowest not that I have power of life and death over thee? I can save or kill thee at will," and he tapped majestically on his bejeweled breast.

	"I know that"--the captive spoke in a low, clear voice--"and I seek the latter favor. To live here in this misery and disgrace is worse than death. Therefore, let me be killed quickly. Have this mercy upon me."

	The khalifah eyed his prisoner wonderingly. The manner and words of the man inspired respect in the barbarian's heart, in spite of himself.

	"Come," he said, and his voice softened a bit, "thou shouldst be of our belief. Thou speakest like a brave man. It is sweet to live in the faith. Yet thou must die if thou wilt not bow to my will and the will of God."

	"I do bow to the will of God--my God, but to no earthly power. Hasten and prepare the ax. I am ready," and Bardoff made shift to bare his neck.

	The khalifah rose and his voice thundered with rage as he spoke:

	"And thou dost refuse once and for all time to become a Moslem--to renounce thy false religion?"

	"I refuse. I am a Christian and I believe in Christ. Could I but die, as He did, for the true faith!" The prince clasped his hands together, and looked up to Heaven in an ecstasy of religious bliss. Then he folded his arms and glanced at his captor, his whole attitude changed to stoic coldness.

	The representative of the Mahdi turned away.

	"He is as iron," he muttered, "but since we cannot bend him he will be broken." Then to the jailer:

	"Take the dog of a blasphemer to the execution ground." So saying the khalifah turned with dignity and went forth to apprize his master of the facts.

	The poor prince was dragged along by main force to an open space where lay the hideous relics of yesterday's massacre upon the sands. Here a halt was made to await the return of the khalifah.

	Round about the condemned man crowded the masses, crazed by the hope of seeing the fatal blow struck on the infidel neck, and white hot with zeal to be first to rush forward and bathe in the blood of a Christian, which rite, according to the Koran, would gain them paradise at a single bound.

	Bardoff waited patiently, not heeding the taunts and blows of the crowd. At last, to his own relief, he saw the khalifah approaching again.

	Among the attendants of the Mahdi's messenger, the prince noted two followers bearing great scimitars. He knew their mission. One was a huge black, who looked every inch an executioner, while the other was a slight fellow, who walked beside his stolid partner with a nervous air.

	So intent upon these two men was the Russian that, when the khalifah repeated the Mahdi's terms to him, he ignored the question, asking:

	"Since I am about to die, noble khalifah, grant that this man may be my executioner. He has a true eye and a steady hand, and I know his blow will be sure and quick."

	The huge Negro stepped forward. The magistrate wished to make a show of his authority, however, so he motioned the fellow back with his drawn sword.

	"The other!" he commanded savagely.

	The prince perceived a lingering death in the eyes of the smaller headsman, for the little fellow trembled as he approached his victim and an ashy pallor overspread his face.

	The khalifah motioned to Bardoff and he advanced to the edge of the slight decline and sank on his knees.

	He gazed out over the broad valley of the Nile before him. He saw the ruins of the city where Gordon was slain. And then he closed his eyes, and his mind reverted towards the north where dwelt a mother who would wait in vain for his home coming. He thanked God that she would never know how he died. Friends, too, he was leaving in that northland he loved so much.

	He asked a prayer for those dear ones in that home country and for his own soul. Then he opened his eyes again and turned his pale face to the executioner.

	"I am ready. Strike!"

	The headsman stepped forward. He threw back his gibbah from his swarthy arms and grasped the hilt of his mighty sword with trembling hands. The gleaming blade quivered for a moment in the air and then--

	The awful silence was pierced by a shrill whistle and a commanding cry. The scimitar flashed as it descended, and stopped before it touched the waiting neck. The khalifah had suddenly thrust his arm under both those of the executioner, and stayed the blow.

	He looked to the east and exclaimed:

	"Listen!"

	The crowd heard a cry. "El Mahdi, El Mahdi!"

	They turned their eyes in the direction the khalifah was pointing. There, before the Mahdi's hut, a guard was wildly waving a white flag.

	In the meantime Bardoff was suffering a thousand deaths. He had waited for the blow, and he started at the unexpected touch of the magistrate's hand on his shoulder. As in a dream he heard the words: "Arise, infidel. The Mahdi wishes to see thee."

	He tried to get up. Everything swam before him in a sea of red--hordes of satanic faces and impish forms. He tried to respond to the summons. He half rose, staggered a step, and fell backwards in a swoon.

	


CHAPTER VIII.

	THE YACHT ARIEL ON THE CONGO RIVER.

	
 

	IT is now necessary to turn for a time to some stirring events which took place on the hazardous voyage of the yacht Ariel up the Congo and the Aruwimi, and the incidents surrounding the launching of the balloon.

	It was about the first of January of the year contemporary with the foregoing events that, after hardships and trials, a point was reached on the Aruwimi river in the very heart of Central Africa. The passing of the cataracts was a slow and tedious task, and the upward and interior movement through the vast unmapped country was broken daily by little events of stirring interest, as well as by surprises and setbacks that were far from enjoyable.

	But it was not until the Aruwimi began, to narrow so that the explorers could survey both sides of the river at the same time, that the invaders realized the enormity of the task they had set for themselves.

	As for Dorothy Stanslaus, the unexpected passenger, she had soon become the life of the yacht. She had not been two days at sea before she made herself so necessary to the comfort and pleasure of all on board, that from deep amazement and chagrin at her magic appearance, her brother came to regard her as his especial saving grace.

	The farther up the Aruwimi river the Ariel progressed, the more hostile became the natives. At first they regarded the beautiful ship as a bearer of good fortune from another world. But they soon realized what they believed was its true mission--the capturing of slaves. They had heard from other tribes nearer the coast about the hated Arabs.

	Do what they might, it was quite impossible for the Ariel's company to combat this sinister rumor that seemed ever to precede them.

	Along the way on both sides of the river the fleet savages would call to one another, sending messages ahead to the upper tribes apprizing them of the coming of the vessel and its probable mission.

	Whenever a halt was made and a party approached the shore, the usual procedure was a short demonstration of hostility on the part of the natives, and then a stampede towards the jungle, leaving their huts deserted of everything. Sometimes fresh fruit, goat's milk, or other conveniences for the travelers' use, were found in the deserted huts. On their part the explorers would leave some cloth of gay color or glittering beads as payment for the desirable luxuries.

	From the tops of the tall trees and from the depths of the jungle came the shrieking adjurations for the intruders to depart from the homes of the frightened blacks.

	But after a while even this grew monotonous, and save when a spear happened to fall through the awning on the after deck or burst through the skylight, as once happened, the explorers gave little heed to the hostility of the jungle warriors.

	It was soon seen, however, that to proceed much further would be fatal to the Ariel's safe return to the ocean, as even then the yacht was taking advantage of the winter rains, and was penetrating into streams which would be dry in a few weeks.

	"For my part," said Stanslaus, "I don't fancy the idea of camping out here for a whole year in the mud, waiting for another winter's freshet to carry the boat back to the coast. So I really think that you chaps might be getting your balloon ready to launch. That will take about two weeks, I suppose. The high water will last as long as that, so when you are ready to start you won't have to leave me stuck fast in a sea of mire. While you are building your house and inflating the balloon, I can bag a few tigers, and perhaps an elephant or two. Now, what say you?"

	"Agreed!" replied Van Damm, anxious to set out on the adventurous journey. "We might go on a hundred miles yet and find water enough, and then again, we might not. There is no use taking broad risks at this stage of the game. A slump now would be very serious."

	"Count ourselves fortunate at having reached this point, which is in itself an achievement, seeing that this very spot is an unmapped region, and has never yet known the footstep of civilized man. Let us show our gratitude to our brave Stanslaus here by giving him a perpetual leave of absence to return home."

	It was Dick Hadding who spoke, and his eyes were full of light.

	They were seated about the saloon table after tiffin. A punka was swinging overhead, for it was the hottest time of day, and when once it stopped for a moment, the punka boy having fallen asleep, an appalling oppressiveness all but smothered them.

	"What have you got down to, Hadding?" asked Darcy apprehensively.

	"One hundred and seventy pounds and an ounce," replied Hadding. "I'm a ghost compared to the porpoise I was on sailing day," he added, facing the skeptics. "Just look at me!"

	"Well, you'll be the first man we'll have to throw overboard to keep the balloon afloat when she begins to sink over some volcano crater or interior lake of boiling sulphur. Are you averse, to martyrdom in the cause of science?"

	"I wouldn't be here if I weren't," replied Hadding doggedly. "Well, shall I give orders to the captain to hunt up a nice romantic spot for the great undertaking?"

	"I have put him on the alert," said Stanslaus. "He thinks from the lay of the land that we will be into more open country before night. You chaps get your traps in readiness, make your wills, and--"

	"There, there!" broke in the feminine plea from Dorothy who just then made her appearance. "No joking on matters of such a serious nature that I actually shudder every time I contemplate the future.

	"For, really now, do you know what I think?"

	"Well, Dorothy? "said her brother.

	"I was in hopes that when you sensible boys actually got away up here in this trackless wilderness, you would see what a gigantic folly--"

	"Hold, my dear!" broke in Stanslaus. "For Heaven's sake don't make the brave lads more discouraged than they are. It's positively cruel b'ged!"

	"But it's the truth. Why, bless my soul!" added the young girl shudderingly, "I have had pluck to set foot on shore but twice since we left the Congo. Gracious! as if the Congo wasn't bad enough!"

	"Well," observed her brother, "I gave my oath to the boys that I would take them to their jumping off place, and I have kept my word."

	"And I gave my pledge to see that my brother got back safe and sound to civilized climes," added Dorothy; "and I shall keep mine."

	"And we have taken vows to penetrate the heart of Africa beyond the regions known to man, for the benefit of science, and we shall keep ours!" concluded Van Damm heroically.

	"Hear, hear!" came the chorus.

	Dorothy glanced at one, then at another of the determined men, and then she choked.

	"I never realized what stubborn, unreasonable, impenetrable bipeds men were till I learned to know you," she said; "and if I hadn't learned to like you all so much, and to respect you so, and--and to feel sorry for you in your appalling illusion of glory and fame, I wouldn't care two pins. But I simply can't see four men of talent and worth--men whom our own country and times need badly enough--going off into voluntary martyrdom without speaking out my mind, so there."

	Tom passed his arm around his quivering sister, calming her.

	"Don't say another word, Dorry, dear," he pleaded, "for you only make their burdens heavier without swerving them one hair's breadth from their resolve. We have talked this all over for these many months, and the time for talk is ended. It is now the time to act. Let them alone. In love and science never advise any man. He knows his own way best. If he makes mistakes, he has no one to blame. If he prospers, he need divide honors with no human counsel."

	Hadding had listened intently.

	"Miss Stanslaus," he now said solemnly, "with all deference to you, with all gratitude and kindly feeling moreover, I must say that your brother Tom is right. We have talked this all over. It has been a matter of more than these few months of contemplation. It has been the result of years of thought and labor. We have communicated with scores of the leading minds of the world. We shall have the mouths of every important river leading from the heart of Africa watched for our red tipped bottles, with the standing reward of one hundred dollars for every message that reaches Washington. Every civilized government knows of our undertaking. What! now that we stand on the very threshold of the great unknown temple, rapping at its doors and seeing them parted wide to us, as it were, shall we turn cowards and face civilization with our object unattained? Never!"

	"Right!" cried Darcy, his eyes blazing.

	"Never!" echoed Van Damm. "I could face death for our cause, but I can never give it up. I have taken the oath and I must keep it, come what may."

	"Then may God have mercy on your souls."

	Dorothy spoke from the depths of her heart.

	


CHAPTER IX.

	AN UNBOOKED PASSENGER.

	 

	IT was not until five days after the gigantic balloon was inflated and fully stocked from the ship's hold that a favorable south breeze of sufficient strength and steadiness sprang up to justify the embarkation. The generators were kept at work during this time manufacturing hydrogen at a rate that would keep the great silk bag filled.

	On the morning of the sixth day, however, the long expected breeze came up from the southwest, shifting to the south as it increased in velocity. Half a dozen toy balloons had been sent up and watched with intense interest from the yacht's masthead, and the wind's direction and force were thus ascertained with accuracy.

	Van Damm, who was on top of the scaffolding which surrounded the balloon, called out to the Ariel:

	"We may find an upper current that may shift us somewhat, but it seems to me if we start now we will sail right into the Dar Banda country with this breeze."

	"How about the gas?" called out Hadding from the yacht.

	"Splendid!" answered Van Damm. "The silk's as tight as a drumhead. There's gas enough to carry us six days, and in the lightest south wind we will get there in three."

	"Then I'm for setting sail!" exclaimed Hadding.

	Dorothy heard the shouting and came up on deck. She found Tom waiting for her.

	"All hands ashore," he said. "Don't delay, Dorothy. The boys want to get away before this wind shifts--why, what's the matter, sister? You are pale. You are not the one who's going to risk your neck for sweet science's sake."

	Dorothy trembled as she took her brother's hand to steady herself down the gang plank. Her voice choked as she said:

	"It's suicide, Tom, for those men to take this voyage. I wish I'd never come, to be a party to such folly as this."

	"Don't talk like that, Dolly," remonstrated her brother. "You must give them cheer and hope. You've been their inspiration so far on the voyage, so, that's a dear, keep up your courage until they've gone, at any rate."

	They had just reached the balloon house, and Stanslaus added with forced gaiety: "Here we are, fellows. Are you all ready?"

	"All ready!" What their cheery words lacked in real merriment was made up in courageous enthusiasm.

	One by one these brave explorers came forward to where Dorothy was standing and said good by, shaking hands with her and Tom as if the perilous trip was to be nothing more than a few days' hunting expedition.

	The girl bade them godspeed calmly and cordially, although her heart sank within her.

	Then the three scientists mounted the ladder leading to the car. Stanslaus turned to his head hunter.

	"The natives might take the departure of the balloon as a signal for a general outbreak, and for safety's sake I wish you would take your men about here and go down to the boats and protect them."

	This was translated to the hunter, who called his men together and with the interpreter did as he was bidden.

	The crew of the balloon began cutting the ropes that held the great fabric captive until only one remained.

	"Hold on!" cried Van Damm from the car. "Tom, take hold of this rope and keep the balloon from scraping the side of the scaffold. When we begin to rise, let go. Do you understand?"

	"Yes," answered Stanslaus. He took hold of the rope as it was thrown to him.

	"And now send a man over on the other side to take this rope!" The line was tossed into the clearing, but no one took hold of it.

	"Where are your hunters?" shouted Van Damm.

	"Down there watching the boat and--"

	Just then Dorothy sprang forward.

	"I will hold it for you." She ran over and seized the rope's end and drew it taut.

	"Drop it the minute she begins to move, Dorothy," shouted Tom; but his voice was drowned in the "Good by, good by!" from the balloon and the yells of the natives.

	Then came the blow of the axe. The great hawser parted and the balloon sailed upwards, slowly and majestically, amid a myriad voices of acclaim.

	But suddenly this thunder of applause changed into a wild shriek. No one knew just how it happened, but in some unaccountable way Dorothy had become entangled in the slender rope which she held, and when her brother ran from behind the scaffold he was turned to stone to see Dorothy wound, in the coils, but clinging on with both hands, going upwards with the balloon.

	"Hang on, hang on!" shrieked the men in the car. "We can save you. Now altogether, heave, heave! Cling tight, only a little longer!" The great savage chorus had died away into a long wail.

	Tom Stanslaus had not uttered a word since the awful accident. He stood staring upward like one whose reason was gone. He watched that fluttering figure as she was hauled up nearer and nearer the car. Then suddenly--ah, thank God! Ready hands had seized her and she disappeared over the edge.

	Covering his face with his hands, Stanslaus fell backwards like one dead.

	


CHAPTER X.

	A MID AIR PREDICAMENT.

	
 

	WHEN the occupants of the balloon realized that they had saved the life of the girl whom they all loved, a shout went up for her as she lay half unconscious in the arms of Darcy.

	But soon came the reaction, and the voyagers found that they were face to face with a new problem.

	"What are we going to do with her?" This was the desperate query which every man asked himself. The awful episode was so sudden and so staggering; and yet whatever was to be done must be done quickly.

	The leaping of the men in the car started it swinging, and the motion increased the pallor on Dorothy's cheek. She was rallying, however, and sat up as Van Damm pressed a glass of brandy to her blue lips.

	The balloon was still going up, but the upper currents of air were slight, so the voyagers seemed to have made little or no headway.

	Dorothy gazed into the grave faces about her and read in them the quandary.

	"You must let me out, some way," she gasped. "I'll spoil all of your plans by staying here. Can't you get me back to the ground?"

	She paused. Van Damm, was looking over the edge of the car. It was at least a mile from the earth, which spread out before him like a broad maze, slit in two by the windings of the jungle edged river. He saw the Ariel like a tiny white dot in a wilderness of green.

	"Pull the rope, Hadding," he said despairingly. "It's the only thing we can do now, I fear."

	"And land where?" Hadding had his hand on the valve rope.

	"We haven't gone very far northward--not more than six or seven miles. We can anchor and signal back to the yacht."

	"It means refilling the balloon, Van Damm," said Hadding bitterly.

	With this encouraging prospect in view, Dorothy struggled to her feet and gained the side of the car. She clutched Van Damm's arm.

	"Let it mean anything," he answered. "We must land Dorothy."

	Soon the downward motion of the balloon was perceptible, and after a little a boom was heard from afar.

	"That's the yacht's gun," cried Darcy. "Thank God, they have kept watch on us."

	"Throw out the anchor, Hadding," cried Van Damm. He was leaning half way out of the car. "Let go the valve rope. We are sinking fast enough."

	Hadding did as he was bidden, and then took the binocular and swept the southwest with the glass.

	"They are waving to us. They are getting ready to come to our rescue. It'll be a tough journey through the jungle."

	"What's to be done?" Darcy felt within him a bitter sense of disappointment. They were nearing the earth within ten miles of their starting place instead of a thousand, as he had hoped.

	"Oh, that'll be easy," broke in Van Damm heroically. "Let's find a clearing and anchor the balloon. Then we can bring over the generators and fill her up again. It will all be simple enough. We haven't come this far against greater odds without learning something." For the first time in this desperate pass a smile threw sunshine over the group.

	Hadding was letting down the anchor. When he had reached the hundred foot mark, Van Damm told him to make fast.

	"We are nearing higher ground, and the anchor is sure to catch in one of those trees yonder, so make fast. We're getting close."

	The anchor struck a tall tree. There was a jolt. Then the balloon swept on again, having stripped the jungle monarch of its branches.

	"We'll be foul of another in a moment," called Darcy. "Watch out!"

	Again the anchor caught, swung free, and finally, after jolting the car almost to pieces, the balloon came to a standstill.

	"It won't hold long on that tree." Van Damm was tying the end of a long rope about his waist. "You chaps lower me down and I'll make fast with this cable."

	"Don't do it, please," gasped Dorothy, appalled at the thought of another person going through the terrors of dangling in mid air from the balloon. "You'll risk your life--"

	"But I'll be saving yours."

	The brave fellow had climbed over the edge of the tilted car. "Grab the rope, boys. Altogether now. Ease away. The car swings badly, and I'll get hurt if I strike--"

	The rest was lost, for the fearless explorer had wound his legs about the cable that anchored them to earth, and had slid down till he disappeared in the thick foliage of the jungle.

	"All right, boys!" was the welcome shout from below.

	"Thank Heaven, he's safe!" cried Dorothy.

	Darcy turned and grasped the end of the line he had been paying out and made it fast. Then he looked over the edge of the car.

	"Hark!" he cried. "Van is calling to us."

	All hands leaned over the edge of the tilted car and answered.

	"Some one had better be lowered down with another rope," shouted Van Damm from the uncertain depths below. "The wind is rising and these two cables won't hold."

	"It's my turn!" exclaimed Hadding and Darcy simultaneously.

	Dorothy was stung to the heart by the complete unselfishness of the two men.

	"I'll go," said she. "I'm light and you can let me down easily. Besides, I've been the cause of all this trouble."

	"What, let you down into that wilderness?" Darcy smiled. "Well, I guess not. You may not be happy here, but you're safe at any rate."

	He turned to Hadding.

	"I'm lighter than you, old chap. You stay here and take care of Dorothy, and I'll slide down and make the third cable fast with Van's help."

	Hadding drew the new rope from the repository under the floor.

	"I don't like this sort of thing a little bit," he said.

	"Come, come, tie the end around my waist." Darcy had climbed over the edge of the car.

	The rope was made fast to him and he straddled the other two strands that held the balloon to earth.

	"Ready?" asked Hadding.

	"Here I go!" replied Darcy.

	Dorothy had seized the rope, too, and was helping Hadding pay it out.

	"Faster!" came the command from below:

	"He's almost there," from Hadding.

	Again Darcy shouted:

	"Hold! All safe!"

	"Thank God!" murmured Dorothy.

	"Give me a little more slack," cried Darcy. "Now make fast!"

	The combined tug of the two men in the jungle was felt, and when the double shout came Hadding gave his end of the rope a couple of half hitches. Thus the swaying balloon was anchored securely by three cables.

	Dorothy had taken her glass and was trying to catch a glimpse of the masthead over the tree tops.

	"Oh, they will soon be after us," she reported. "I fancy Tom has sent the lookout aloft to see that we don't get away before he starts."

	She looked over the side of the car and came near pitching out headforemost.

	Hadding sprang forward and seized her by the skirt.

	Dorothy looked up and her face was unspeakably eloquent with terror.

	"Thank God!" murmured Dorothy.

	"Did you hear that?" she gasped. "Did you hear that?"

	"No; what?" He gained her side and leaned over the edge of the car.

	"I don't know, but it was a cry--an awful cry--oh, I can't express it. It sounded like some one being strangled."

	"Nonsense," said Hadding. Nevertheless he felt his heart rising in his throat.

	"Speak to them," whispered Dorothy in terror.

	Dick leaned far out and called out--once, twice, thrice. Then he waited.

	No answer came up from the depths.

	


CHAPTER XI.

	A NIGHT of TERROR.

	 

	WHEN Hadding lifted his head from that craning position, his face was purple and his eyes were bulging and bloodshot.

	"What's the matter?" Dorothy asked wonderingly.

	"I don't know--I can't see," was the answer. "The treetops are so dense that I can't penetrate into the jungle depths at all. I have a suspicion though."

	He was strapping on a cartridge belt and pistols. He seized one of the rifles, too.

	The girl started, seeing her suspicions were being slowly confirmed in his mind.

	"I fear," he continued, "that something has happened to those boys--that everything is not all right."

	"And what are you going to do?" she gasped.

	"I am going down to see what the trouble may be."

	Hadding had sprung half over the edge of the car. Dorothy leaped forward and seized him.

	"Don't go, for Heaven's sake, Dick!" she pleaded. "Don't risk your life!"

	"But the boys! They are in trouble. They have been attacked by man or beast. They are unarmed, too, Dorothy. It is my duty to go. Now, don't worry," he added, bravely, although his heart sank with the thought of what he was about to undertake. "Your brother Tom will be here shortly, and we will be fixed all right again. Now, dear girl, will you help me down?"

	"Yes, yes. Don't try it alone. The wind might shake your hold from the ropes."

	The quivering girl was tying a sailor's knot in the rope about Hadding's waist.

	"Now take a turn with it around that staple, yonder. You won't get the full strain of my weight then." This at the last moment.

	"Don't worry. I can hold you, or pull you back, if need be. Promise me, Dick, that you won't go all the way down if you see that you are threatened with their fate--I mean if they are dead."

	"You must be brave," said Hadding. "You have been so all along for our sakes, and now you must be so for your own and for Tom, who will come soon, I know."

	Dorothy put out her hand to him.

	"I hope and pray so. Good by. God save you."

	A firm grasp of farewell and Dick Hadding had swung loose from the car and was descending by means of the cables, which sagged with his weight.

	Dorothy clung to the rope, paying it out with care, and feeling as if she was lowering her best friend on earth into the grave.

	Then came a shout of cheer from below, and a slackening of the rope. When the girl looked over the edge Hadding had disappeared in the jungle verdure which spread out like a cloud below her.

	Then she sank to her knees with a terrible sense of loneliness in her breast. She covered her face with her hands and sobbed bitterly.

	Suddenly she was aroused by a shout from below--not a single cry, but a gruesome, howling chorus.

	Dorothy started up from her crouching position. Seizing the edge of the basket as she bent over to gaze down.

	She saw none of the explorers. She could make out only the floor of the interlapping treetops.

	Once she tried calling out with all might, but her voice failed her completely.

	The thunder of shouts rose shriller and shriller now. "Ah," thought Dorothy, "it's the native guides who have led Tom and the hunters over here from the yacht."

	But the longer she listened to those unfamiliar sounds the less reassured became the lonely girl in her lofty refuge.

	"It's very strange that some one doesn't come in sight and hail me," she told herself. "I'm sure Tom would be the first one to climb up here. Where can he be? And what is the meaning of all that laughing and shouting?"

	For answer a swarthy figure appeared in a tree top near the cables. He looked up at the balloon and then cried to some one below him.

	Dorothy wondered at the sight, for he didn't look a bit like one of the friendly natives who had followed the Ariel.

	Soon another savage was seen, then another and scores of the impish sprites began climbing up the treetops below her, calling and shrieking as savages can do.

	The girl's heart sank within her, for she realized the truth. These were not members of the friendly tribe which the expedition had treated so well. They were hostiles, and what had become of Van Damm, Darcy and Hadding?

	She felt a benumbing terror creep over her.

	For a long time she sat on the floor of the swaying car, listening to the strange and uncanny cries, wondering, praying, hopeful, yet appalled by the conviction that her comrades had met some terrible fate.

	If her brother would only come! Alas, there were neither sights nor sounds to reassure her of help.

	Then darkness began to gather about the car. With it came bitter thoughts to the girl. The motion of the balloon gave her a dull and half sick feeling, and her strength left her entirely. Like a great bird, chafing at the bonds that held it to earth, the vaguely outlined mass above her careened from side to side.

	As the black, tropical night shut in about her, Dorothy was cheered by the sight of a solitary bright light that shone from the masthead of the distant Ariel. Like a star of hope it nerved her to renewed faith.

	"Oh, he will come, I know he will," she murmured again and again. The discouraged soul had often inspired others with so little effort that now she tried to steel her own feelings with mortal desperation.

	Something caused her to look over the edge of the basket. Below she saw a strange sight which served to increase rather than diminish her perplexity and apprehension.

	Dashing through the wilderness she could discern many lights here and there. From a little clearing, flames shot up, lighting a maze of swarthy figures. By means of her glass, Dorothy was able to distinguish men, women and little children. Warriors with staves and axes were circling about in the firelight to the noise of the snakeskin tom tom and the singing of a weird chant.

	Then another thing happened. The car seemed to be slowly sagging as if the gas were escaping from the valve. The balloon was surely sinking towards the tree tops.

	Dorothy was alarmed. She looked at the valve rope. It was free. There were no signs of trouble in that direction.

	"There must be a tear in the silk above. This wrenching has caused a break--"

	She chanced to glance down again and to her horror discovered the cause of the gradual sinking of the balloon.

	The three anchor cables were alive with climbing savages! They were creeping up slowly and stealthily, like coiling serpents upon their quarry.

	For a moment the woman was frozen to the spot. They must never reach the car. Dorothy would take human life in order to protect herself.

	The brave girl trembled in every fibre as she found a rifle and approached the side again. The dark figures were more than half way up the ropes to the basket now. The balloon was sagging badly. With the weight of a few more of those crawling savages, the car would all but brush the highest trees.

	That precious light at the masthead of the Ariel was no longer visible. With its disappearance the light of hope went out of the girl's heart. She sank to the floor of the car.

	


CHAPTER XII.

	AN UNWELCOME VISITOR.

	
 

	DOROTHY'S despair was only momentary. She rose quickly to confront a black face thrust over the edge of the basket. The eyes gazed upon her hesitatingly, as if their owner were uncertain whether to spring forward or retreat.

	The girl seized the rifle. Then she suddenly stopped. She was going to slay a fellow creature.

	But two lank hands clutched the verge of the car and the savage face was lifted higher.

	Dorothy closed her eyes arid pulled the trigger. A blinding flash in the black night, a roar, and the shrieking black went crashing to the earth.

	She stood panting, feeling the first consuming terrors of one who has done murder. But there was no time to moralize upon this appalling event, for no sooner had the first form plunged back into the jungle than there was another savage to take his place.

	The brute gazed about, trying to find out what had sent his leader to his death.

	This was Dorothy's opportunity. Another resounding bang above the yells of the mad herd below and down this intruder went like the first.

	Scarcely had the next head appeared over the brim when she let drive again. She was not missing a shot, now. Ten blacks had been disposed of and then the rifle ceased to work. She had exhausted the magazine.

	Even this predicament did not stop the brave defender of the swaying citadel. She reversed the weapon and let the next native have the butt over his head. He followed the fate of the rest.

	Dismayed at this plucky defense, the shrieking, scrambling savages were stayed for a moment.

	The woman realized that her enemies wouldn't cease fighting because she was no longer armed. She looked for a new weapon. She could not find another rifle as she ran about the car in bewilderment. What was to be done now? Grim and certain death stared her in the face.

	There! She sees an ax on the floor just as another apparition peers over the edge. Raising the new found weapon high above her head she aims a blow at the face before her. The gleaming blade falls, but the savage dodges, and it strikes full upon one of the anchor ropes, cutting it instantly.

	Immediately there is a reeling jolt and the rope falls to earth bearing with it a score of yelling, black demons.

	Seeing that the ropes which anchored the balloon made the climb for the foe an easy one, Dorothy determined to take the risk of trusting to the original cable. She felt that she could repel an attack made by the natives by means of the one rope. Even if that one parted, the uncertainties of cloudland were better than sure destruction at the hands of those determined brutes.

	Down came the ax upon the next rope, and the car swerved with an upward jolt, while another mob of barbarians plunged headlong to the ground. The act was repeated with the same results upon the third anchor rope.

	Then there was left but one single line between the earth and the dim, starlit dome above her.

	Free of those weights the huge fabric swept upwards once more, and Dorothy was reassured by the sight of the Ariel's beacon.

	Here and there along the single cord which bound her to earth were still dangling half a dozen howling savages. They did not dare to return to meet the wrath of their leader, nor could they advance further up the rope on account of its almost perpendicular incline.

	A great sense of relief filled the girl's breast, but only for a moment.

	As the balloon came up into the higher stratum of air, the increasing force of the wind strained the single cable so that even with the added weight of the blacks it was taut and quivering.

	Suddenly Dorothy heard a volley of rifles to the south.

	"They are coming at last! I am saved! Tom is here!" She sank to her knees and poured out a prayer of thanks.

	Even as she knelt there, listening to the battle between the murderers of her companions and her rescuers, a sudden jolt aroused her--a blow as if the great balloon had been struck by thunderbolt--and then she realized that the single rope that held her to earth had parted.

	The balloon leaped like a hound from the leash, and the air rushed past her as the car rose at a fearful rate of speed.

	With a wild cry Dorothy leaped to the edge of the car, watching the flitting torchlights in the jungle below grow smaller.

	The roar of battle in the forest sounded fainter. A sudden consuming desire to throw herself headlong from the balloon came over her. Then she thought of the valve rope and, struggling to her feet, she staggered to the place where it had been dangling from above.

	But with the increasing speed, the rope was now swinging out behind the car like a streamer, far beyond her reach.

	Dorothy turned back with a moan. A sudden whirling motion threw her violently to the floor. She crept on hands and knees to the place where she could dimly see the Ariel's single mast light and hear the dying roar of the conflict in the jungle.

	Then a sense of suffocation came over her. The struggle to throw herself over the edge of the car gave way to a dreamy resignation to destiny. Sinking in a heap, she became unconscious.

	When the lone voyager through cloudland came to she found herself lying at full length on the bottom of the car, weak and panting, for the thin air at that altitude had prostrated her.

	It was morning. In the new light she saw little blotches of blood that had flowed from her lips and ears during her upward sweep in the night current.

	But now the car was steadier, the sun warmed her, and, though a horrible sense of loneliness still oppressed her, there sprang up within her a desire to live.

	Dragging herself over to the trap door in the floor of the car, Dorothy found the brandy flask. She took several gulps and washed them down with copious drafts of water.

	While the car plunged now and then through a cloud of mist which obscured everything about her, she was able to discern a wonderful sight when she leaned over the basket once more, for she was no less than four miles from the earth. She was able to trace her voyage by comparing the scene below her with one of poor Van Damm's maps.

	"Yes," she sighed, "there is the Aruwimi. It is marked here on the map with a red cross. I have been going north at about twelve miles an hour, then, so I must be well into the head waters of the Nile. By night I should enter the Soudan, and if the gas lasts for four days I shall certainly reach civilization."

	Dorothy rolled up the maps again and then took her place at the edge of the car and gazed out, watching and hoping.

	She felt that with the first sight of civilization, she would alight and trust to the good graces of even such a people as inhabit the upper Nile. There was plenty of food, plenty to drink, and a comforting shadow in the heat of the day, as the balloon shut out the direct rays of the sun.

	But with the going down of the mighty orb, the weather conditions changed. A terrific thunder storm set in and lasted the night through.

	With the coming of day again Dorothy arose, nearly dead from the shaking of the car in the storm. Although much gas had been lost from the balloon and she was wearied and bruised, she saw in the visitation of the storm a certain providence.

	As she unrolled the maps again, she discovered that she had been borne with great rapidity towards a civilized country.

	"Yes," she said as she examined the map, "by night we shall be in Kordofan."

	That day passed slowly and on the approach of evening, she went to sleep again. Along about midnight a sudden jolting of the car caused the girl to leap up. She discovered that the balloon was so near the ground that a pile of rocks had just scraped along the bottom of the basket.

	Dorothy gazed about her in a bewildered way. She saw by the moon's rays that she was in a desert country. The sights and weird sounds drove terror to her heart.

	To get out of such a place! That was the thing. So she began to throw overboard books, instruments, ammunition, and everything of weight. Their sacrifice had the desired effect. The balloon rose again and proceeded along slowly at about half a mile above the desert.

	Could the great fabric be kept afloat much longer? Suppose that it soon settled down and left its lone passenger in the wastes? Dorothy shuddered at the thought.

	


CHAPTER XIII.

	A FORCED LANDING.

	 

	WITH the breaking of day over the wastes of the Soudan, Dorothy Stanslaus awoke with a start from her troubled sleep. The density of the air over the Nile regions had lifted the balloon to a safe height and she found herself above the clouds.

	"This is my last day in this terrible machine, I hope," she said aloud, and she began to prepare for her departure when the balloon grounded.

	She found two belts carefully stored away. Each was filled with American twenty dollar gold pieces. There were bank bills and a letter of credit, too, which the martyred scientists had hoped to use when their expedition had accomplished its purpose and they had returned to some civilized country.

	Dorothy strapped the belts about her. Then she stored a knapsack with such necessities as she might need if she happened to become separated from the balloon.

	"I'm going to stick to the ship till it goes to pieces, and then whenever it drops we shall camp out together," she said to herself.

	With a care for every detail, Dorothy gave up the whole morning to the preparations for a landing. Then she quietly awaited developments.

	The country over which she was passing so leisurely grew even more formidable looking as the day wore on. She saw here and there great masses of armed men, some on camels, while others were mounted on horses or went afoot. Although the sight was very spectacular and pleasing to the eye, it looked very much like war.

	Womanlike, Dorothy prayed to be spared from landing amid such a concourse.

	Northward armed bodies of native soldiers were moving along to the music of barbarous pipes. Sometimes, as the balloon swooped downward, the swarthy hordes set up a shout that shook the heavens.

	"They must imagine that I'm some sort of an omen," thought Dorothy, "but their shouts haven't the ring of respect that savages ought to have towards a divinity. I must get higher up again." Whereupon she commenced to throw overboard sundry articles to lighten the load of the burden bearer above her.

	At noon she passed a city that looked so repulsive and warlike that Dorothy resolved upon a new stratagem which would prevent the possibility of her landing near it. She would swing one of the hammocks from the balloon strands and cut the car loose. Then, with this enormous weight gone, the balloon would take to the heavens again and would reach the Mediterranean before it collapsed.

	The girl drew forth the hammock with beating heart and made it fast to the network of stays which bound the balloon. Then she placed therein a bundle of food, a few bottles of water, together with a rifle and ammunition.

	The car is held to the great bag of gas by twelve strands of rope, and all these, save four on opposite sides, she cuts away with the keen edge of a sword. After this she creeps into her hammock, for there is no time to lose.

	The earth is growing dangerously near her now. She draws herself to one side and then the other, slashing through the two end ropes so that the basket tilts, but still clings by two threads. By another desperate effort she manages to sever the further rope with the point of her sword and down swings the car by a single strand.

	One touch of the razor edged blade to the remaining rope and the car plunges down into the Nile below with a splash, while the huge fabric shoots upwards half a mile at a bound.

	Dorothy looked down for the first time since she had crawled into her hammock. A nameless terror froze the blood in her veins. It seemed as if she had parted from her only friend in the world.

	Although she had reached a higher altitude and had entered a current of air that was bearing her rapidly northward, the peril and helplessness of swinging there in a hammock at the height of half a mile from the ground, convulsed her with fear. All that she could do was to close her eyes and pray that the two cords might hold, and that she might be carried quickly to safety.

	But, alas, this prayer was not to be granted. The wind rose toward night; and though it bore her on with double rapidity, the swinging of the balloon became unbearable.

	In vain she tried to stay it with some of the dangling ropes that beat about her. With every gust there came that frightful plunge, ending with a jerk that strained every fiber of the hammock.

	Finally, at dusk, a simoom sprang up from the southwest and broke over her. It was a hot sand blast that beat down and contorted the balloon. Twice the maelstrom turned it completely over, carrying Dorothy with it in its whirling convolutions.

	Then suddenly the foot rope of the hammock gave way and the poor sand blown girl found herself swinging from a single strand, and hanging with her arms thrust through the meshes of the hammock.

	But the breaking of the foot rope was fortunate in that her body, hanging so far below the balloon, gave it a steadying medium.

	The storm passed. The moon rose and the calm earth was spread out before her. The wind began to die down. The air cleared, and inch by inch the balloon settled nearer the earth.

	Managing to get to her knapsack, Dorothy restored herself with food and drink. Then she looked below her and shuddered at the thought of landing in this desolate place; yet she thanked God for enabling her to reach land again wherever it might be.

	The balloon was not more than a hundred feet above the earth now, and with the first rise of ground, the dangling ropes below swept the rocks.

	As Dorothy turned her head, she saw a weird illumination afar. The heavens bore a crimson streak across them, like the reflected lights of a great city.

	Her heart bounded. "Ah, if I might only reach that point."

	Nearer and nearer she approached that strange light. About midnight, she descried a great city, lifting over the horizon. A cool blast of air struck the balloon and it rose fifty feet.

	From this height, the voyager perceived great bands of people--vast armies encamped here and there in thousands of curious huts and tents. At last a walled city came into view, burning fiercely in the night, and from which arose clouds of smoke and sparks. It was evidently a fallen stronghold.

	The balloon was meanwhile settling down and would certainly land right in the midst of the strange encampment. As it descended the dangling ropes swept along and brushed the tops of the huts and the standards floating before them.

	At the appearance of this visitor from the sky the sleeping village immediately awoke. The fanfare of deep, discordant trumpets sounded abroad, and with a sudden beating of war drums the inhabitants assembled.

	Fully ten thousand strange looking people started on a wild chase after the balloon. The horde kept at a safe distance, however. They did not know what manner of supernatural visitant had descended among them.

	Dorothy cut herself loose at last, and hung for a moment until a convenient landing place offered. Then, in the midst of that barbaric encampment, she dropped to the earth and fell on her knees.

	Instantly she was surrounded by a flock of dusky figures, brandishing spears and torches. Even then she faced the crowd with a calm mien. The feeling of solid earth beneath her feet had given her courage. Then the girl sprang up and stood still while the riotous thousands pressed forward in a circle, yet not venturing too near, half fearing, half revering their heavenly visitor.

	The balloon, freed from its burden, rose again quietly and disappeared over the camp into the silent night.

	"By Allah and the Mahdi!" exclaimed the warriors, "it is a woman, a woman!"

	The Mahdi! Dorothy stood as in a dream. That one word alone which she understood seemed to be the key to the situation.

	She remembered having heard from Tom and poor Darcy of this ruler of central Soudan, who had of late years come into mighty power, and now she realized herself at his very threshold.

	Unarmed and unprotected, the slender figure stood there upon the sands, answering their wild queries with a silent countenance that revealed no fear.

	Then she felt a new hope within her. She would go to the great prophet and throw herself upon his mercy. There was no creature on earth--and certainly none who were so great as the Mahdi--who would refuse help to a defenseless woman.

	Dorothy raised her white hand, imploring quiet in the gathering tumult.

	"El Mahdi!" she cried in a voice that was musical and sweet. It was her first spoken word since her strange coming. "El Mahdi, el Mahdi!"

	Half a dozen young warriors rushed from the ranks of the wonder stricken barbarians, echoing her command.

	"The Mahdi!" they cried. "She wants to see the Mahdi! She bears a message to the master!"

	Suddenly one of the bolder, a man with a greasy beard and a turban, seemingly of some authority, thrust his head through the torchlighted mass. "French?" he cried interrogatively, showing his teeth through an attempt at smiling.

	Dorothy shook her head disdainfully.

	"Ingliz?" he demanded. But the tone of the query warned her.

	Again Dorothy shook her head, even more disdainfully.

	"Russe? Aust'n? Greek?" persisted the sheik.

	Dorothy deigned not a reply, giving him a scornful glance. Then a sudden inspiration seized her. She raised her hand to heaven, looked upward, and murmured incoherently.

	"She has come from heaven!" cried the more superstitious who had seen her strange arrival. "She is an angel sent to the Mahdi--an angel, an angel!"

	Whatever the sheik might have thought in his heart, he saw that it was best to humor the people in this unlikely illusion; and Dorothy, knowing that as long as she was looked upon with supreme reverence she was safe, decided to carry out the imposture.

	She made motions with her hands, as if, before presenting herself to the Mahdi, she wished to cleanse herself. Water was quickly brought her in an earthen basin, whereupon she knelt and performed her ablutions in a manner so entirely foreign to the popular custom that there were murmurs of wonder.

	Then she let down her long golden hair in a shower over her slender shoulders, and went through a thankful rite of prostration before her own God who had so miraculously brought her hither in safety, praying for strength and guidance in the grave task before her. After this she arose and followed her leaders toward the Mahdi's hut.

	


CHAPTER XIV.

	THE MAHDI.

	 

	LONG before she arrived at the Mahdi's quarters, the master had been informed, to the slightest detail, of the manner of the stranger's coming, her appearance, her denial of belonging to any earthly country, and her claim to have been sent from heaven. Believer in the supernatural that he was, the Mahdi was only too well disposed to lead the people on in their fond illusion.

	Besides, the English were advancing, the avengers of Khartoum were at hand, and whether or not it was a real angel sent him from Mahomet, or an earthly being only, he was quite prepared to join in any sentiment which might serve to rouse the people to higher fanaticism and amalgamate them more surely in the bondage of the faith.

	Consequently when the sick man struggled to the door of his hut and welcomed the fair stranger, he did it with a deference with which he was never known to greet an earthly sovereign, and the people became reassured.

	For a moment he addressed her in a jargon which was neither his own language nor hers; and then turning to the eager groups, the master informed them that they were right in their conjecture.

	"She is an angel, this fair stranger," were his words. "She has come direct from Mahomet and his council of angels to confer with me. I shall go in and discover what message Allah and his prophet sends to me and to you also, O my faithful!" And with these words the Mahdi conducted the fair visitor to his hut.

	Soon eunuchs were seen running hither and thither, some going and coming again laden with fruits, cool water, and other refreshments; and then the harem of gaily dressed wives marched from the Mahdi's hut into another one prepared for them, the chief wife alone remaining in the sacred inclosure during the strange interview.

	Although the Mahdi saw that it was policy on his part to concur in the superstitions of the people, he possessed too much worldly judgment to give one moment's credence to the imposture.

	As for the maid herself, a great sense of relief came over her. She was bidden to eat dainties, and Aicha, the wife of the Mahdi and "Mother of the Faithful," fawned and crept about her attending her every want as if Dorothy were indeed the angel she was represented to be.

	It was during this feast while seated opposite the ruler of the African world, that Dorothy studied the strange being who was all smiles, all graceful obeisance, tasting each dish himself before passing it across the little table to his guest, an act which Dorothy perceived was one of great condescension.

	The light from the dim hanging lamps, ravished from the altars of Khartoum, threw a subdued glow over the sacred sanctuary of the Mahdi; and the fair visitor, grateful beyond measure that she was at last on the earth, voted the Mahdi a gentleman after her own heart.

	"Of course he will call an interpreter on the morrow, will hear my wonderful story, and then provide me with safe conduct back to civilization, for all of which he shall be handsomely rewarded."

	Such was her innocent dream.

	After the feast, Aicha beckoned the guest into a secluded niche, and there made plain to her that she was expected to change her garments for those which had been provided.

	Although this was not quite to Dorothy's taste, she graciously complied, appearing a few moments later before the Mahdi in robes of purest white silk. The master's face was aglow with rapture. He bade her be seated before him. The mother of the faithful handed her a royal peacock fan.

	Soon the Mahdi dismissed his chief wife and despatched a messenger for an interpreter.

	It was during this interval that the savage diplomatist narrowed his eyes upon the stranger, and Dorothy realized that the Mahdi knew that she was no divinity. There was a piercing look in his eyes as he queried in a low tone, lifting his brows, "F'ench?"

	Dorothy shook her head.

	"Russe?" he went on, with a widening of the eyes.

	Dorothy smiled, but again dissented.

	The Mahdi's whole frame now became transformed, and his face was a cloud of tempest as he put the next query; Dorothy shuddered.

	"Engliz--you Engliz?" he asked.

	With admirable diplomacy the little strategist gave him a disdainful look as if her pride had been hurt.

	"No--you no Engliz!" he added eagerly, all anxiety now.

	"Pah!" was the answer, for Dorothy knew how to suit her replies to his questions; and then the Mahdi sank back upon his gorgeous cushions, drawing a sigh of intense relief.

	The interpreter came. The master made sure that there were no eavesdroppers, then whispered his wishes into the messenger's ear.

	With some suavity the interpreter addressed the stranger in French:

	"The holy Mahdi desires to know where you come from?" he said, "and what your mission is here. In order to protect you, he has allowed the people to believe that you are indeed divine, coming as a messenger from Allah and the prophet, because you came down from the air. Of course he knows better--knows that you are perhaps some European princess."

	"What are you saying?" demanded the Mahdi in the fierce gutturals of the Soudanese.

	"I was telling her in French--"

	"But she does not speak French."

	The interpreter turned to her again, stupefied.

	"Madam, you certainly speak French?"

	There was an embarrassing pause. With a bewildered look, perfectly void of anything save wonder at all this unintelligible proceeding, Dorothy looked at the Mahdi and then at the speaker, shaking her head.

	"Do you not see?" said the Mahdi. "She does not understand a word."

	The interpreter was scarlet. "There is no use deceiving me," he said bruskly, "you speak French or English. Come; out with the truth. Are you neither French nor English?"

	The time had come when some answer was necessary. Dorothy reached down into her belt and drew forth one of the twenty dollar gold pieces, passing it over to the master who gazed steadily at it as if she had performed a miracle on the spot.

	"By Allah!" exclaimed the great sheik. "This is a coin that I have never seen. It is gold, too--gold! Whose is this face stamped upon it? Read what it says. Can you read it?"

	The interpreter studied the heavy piece for a long time, and shook his head.

	"Master," he said, "it is a big sterling pound from some part of the world that I know not--perhaps Australia or America, or even Japan or China. I never saw one before."

	The Mahdi dismissed the useless servant without ceremony. Then he turned to his visitor with an air of much relief. He had discovered that she was neither a European, nor poor. He stretched out his hand to her palm upward.

	The sign was too significant not to be understood, so diving into her pocket again, Dorothy paid tribute money to the Mahdi. Again he put forth his hand. Then his visitor began to make signs expressive of her willingness to give him her entire fortune if he would secure her immediate release and safe conduct back to civilization.

	To all this the false prophet responded in his suave manner of acquiescence, but still held out his hand.

	Dorothy unbuckled one belt and passed it over to the master. He was delighted when fifty big gold pieces poured forth. These he placed under his pillow and summoned Aicha with a single clap of the hand.

	He ordered his favorite to make his visitor comfortable for the rest of the night, and then he turned his face away as if her presence interested him no more.

	


CHAPTER XV.

	A SLAVE TO THE MAHDI.

	 

	FOR the next day or two Dorothy Stanslaus, the child of a civilized clime and a republican land, became the favorite, the pet, and the angel of the Moslem world.

	A separate bower was built for the "master's goddess," as she was called. It was placed at the end of the Mahdi's hut, and all his wives were commanded to wait upon her. The daintiest of fruits and flowers were brought her.

	Dorothy thought herself most fortunate under these circumstances. Sad moments would come to her, however, when she recalled the awful fate of the scientists, and she asked herself if her brother Tom had met the same end.

	But these thoughts were crowded out of her mind when she considered the Mahdi's promise to communicate with civilization and restore her to the world, where she could find out if her brother was safe. She assumed a gay manner towards her captor and showed him her most flattering smiles, innocent as those of a child that laughs with her eyes on the stars and an abyss of eternity at her very feet.

	Soon it was seen that the fever with which the Mahdi was attacked was weakening him so that he rose from his couch with effort. Once a day, generally at sunset, he made a giant effort to go forth and lead the evening prayer

	Then it was that Dorothy accompanied him by an underground route which he had secretly ordered built from his hut to the mosque square, some fifty feet away, so that he might make miraculous appearances and disappearances.

	In reality he wished to keep out of sight as much as possible, in order to conceal from the knowledge of the populace the true state of his failing health.

	Finding the tunnel impracticable for himself, however, he decided to use it with view to increasing the popular superstition of Dorothy's miraculous visitation from heaven, and the ruse worked well.

	But soon all this flattering attention, this adoration of the "angel of peace," this condescension upon the part of the failing Mahdi began to pall upon poor Dorothy, and she wondered if the promises of the "prophet of light" were nothing but empty mummeries. An ennui settled upon her, from which she would rouse herself, sometimes, with snatches of song.

	With the first uttered note of that musical voice the Mahdi commanded Aicha to bring "the angel of light" to him. Then he requested her to sing.

	Without hesitation and glad to break the monotony of her existence, Dorothy sang a plantation melody.

	The Mahdi was entranced. The wives and attendants were spellbound. Never had any one heard such a voice; and when the prophet's followers learned of the marvelous singing, his hut was surrounded with thousands kneeling to drink in those notes of melody as if they were divine.

	On the third morning of her captivity, Dorothy realized that all these preparations for her comfort were not temporary, but permanent; and that she was not going to be speedily liberated by the good grace of this Soudanese saint, but held a prisoner as long as it suited his supreme pleasure. She concealed her alarm with admirable tact, relying upon destiny to solve her problem of liberation as it had solved that of her salvation from murder at the hands of the Aruwimi savages, and death in that fearful balloon voyage.

	Besides, it was too evident that the Mahdi was not improving in health, and that a calamity to all the Moslem world was approaching. This might be the hour of her deliverance.

	That night, through a crevice in the wall of the hut, Dorothy received the strange missive written in French which apprized her of a helping hand; and like one drowning, she snatched at it hopefully. But on the following morning her hopes died when she saw a white man, surely none other than the writer of the message. He was being dragged to the Mahdi's presence, loaded with chains and followed by a howling mob.

	From her dais at the end of the hut, Dorothy gazed upon the handsome features of the captive, who, in spite of chains and grime and streaks of blood here and there showed in every gesture and aspect that he was a man of quality and fine breeding. In the presence of his tyrant there was no fawning. On the other hand there was no flaunting of his own imperious prerogative, no vaunting of superiority.

	He merely rose from the kneeling posture where his captors had thrown him, and faced the master with a calm heroism that was sublime.

	The Mahdi half raised himself on his elbow. "So you have refused to become Moslem," he said in a voice of sorrow and compassion that contrasted strongly with the harsher measures of the khalifah and his hirelings. "And yet you look like a sensible man, my son."

	The white man answered: "Our birth, our traditions, our breeding, have been different, O Mahdi. You carry out your scheme of salvation, I still cling to mine."

	"No," broke in the teacher. "I carry out the will of God, you of the Evil One. Repent while there is yet time, for death in such darkness means eternal perdition."

	The prisoner sighed as if he were being tortured beyond his due.

	"What have you to say, my son?" added the Mahdi sternly. "Remember, I have the power of life and death over you--"

	"Life or death, O Mahdi, it is all the same," was the calm answer.

	"What! You a Christian, and fear not death? All Christians fear death--"

	"Behold one, then, who doesn't!" exclaimed the captive. "I am Christian, yet I fear not death; nay, even more, I covet it, hope for it at your hands, pray for it speedily. For I am weary of the flesh, master, and willingly resign it. I have lived a thousand years since the fall of Khartoum."

	The potentate seemed moved. "So my authority has no terrors for this Christian, eh?" he murmured. "He must be built of better stone than his brethren."

	Outspreading his hands and bowing low, murmuring unintelligible phrases, the prophet appeared to be receiving a vision. Then as his rolling glances fell upon the motionless figure of the "angel of light" in her nook beyond, a new thought seemed to stir him.

	"I have heard that you Russian nobles are speakers of many tongues," said the Mahdi, taking a more sensible attitude before the man who did not stand in awe of him. "Do you think that you can speak with this fair messenger who has come to visit me?"

	The captive turned in a bewildered way, for the first time during the interview, and faced the girl whose pale countenance was all compassion for him.

	"I know many languages," said the prince. "I think I can converse with her."

	"Try," said the Mahdi.

	Bardoff gave the fair slave a significant look. He was waiting for the initiative.

	The expression on the pallid face did not change nor the lips even move as she spoke in well disguised French gutturals.

	"Have a care! Don't let him think that I speak French or English. For I have denied them both. I come from New York--"

	"Ha! Then you understand her?" interrupted the Mahdi eagerly. "What does she say?"

	The prince was silent.

	"Speak!" cried the Mahdi savagely. "Do you not understand her strange tongue?"

	"I do," murmured the prince.

	"Then tell me what language it is. Out with it?"

	"It is a tongue which is spoken on the other side of the earth, master."

	"What country?" he persisted.

	"New York, United States of America, master."

	The Mahdi looked worried. Dorothy saw that look and her heart lightened.

	"What did she tell you, infidel?"

	The prisoner shifted uneasily. "These chains gall me, O Mahdi," he said significantly.

	The prophet made a sign. Two guards came forward and began taking off the chains, while others cleared the hut of the mob.

	"Now," resumed the master. "Translate her words, one by one. What, has she to say?"

	The prince turned. "First of all," he began in low toned English to the fair slave, "know that you are in grave peril here. As soon as the Mahdi recovers from his fever, he intends to make you a wife."

	Dorothy felt the blood surging about her heart. She reeled slightly, but with giant effort recovered.

	"Be careful, then, and leave everything to me," continued the Russian. "I may save you, though I am not sure that I can save myself as yet."

	"What are you saying to her, unbeliever?" demanded the Mahdi. "She turns deathly pale:"

	"I told her, O Master, that she must know that you are no mortal being, but a prophet of God sent to reform the world. She believed and trembled, holy master."

	The flattered man smiled. "Ask her if they have heard of me in her country?"

	Again the prince turned. "Thank your God that you have been spared," he said. "You are in the hands of demons. Beware!"

	"But what should I fear?" came the innocent query. "I am of a country that fears no enemy the world over. If a hair of my head were touched the United States would send gunboats here to the Nile, and blow the Mahdi and his scoundrels into kingdom come. Besides I have already given the Mahdi gold for my deliverance and safe conduct back to civilization."

	"Careful, I beg of you. Oh, you don't understand--you cannot. Khartoum, the stronghold of the British--yes, and of the Russian, French and all the civilized world in this place of medieval barbarism--has fallen. The head of its great defender, General Gordon, impaled on a spear, stands before your tent. You don't realize. Your money is of no avail here. Without the greatest diplomacy and care, you are lost, lost! Beware!"

	The prince turned to the Mahdi.

	"I have been telling her what a great king thou art, O Master, and of your victories over all the world. She says that they have not heard of your triumphs in her country yet, but that when you keep your promise to set her free in return for the gold which she gave you, she will gladly go and tell them."

	"Ah," said the prophet, with a grim smile, "now I know that you are no liar, but speak the truth, for such is the case. She did give me gold. But tell her that I am too much enraptured with her presence to think of parting with my lovely guest so soon. She must have patience--a month or a year hence--what is the difference to one so young and beautiful?"

	The prisoner turned. "It is as I thought," he murmured. "The old scoundrel intends to keep you here. Leave this place at midnight. Crawl through that tunnel into the mosque inclosure. There you will find a disguise. Put it on and make straight for the river. You will find me there, waiting."

	"The angel's face brightens," said the Mahdi. "Did you tell her what I told you?"

	"Yes, master. I told her that you adored her and intended making her your queen before you sent her home to carry the message of your coming to earth. She is overwhelmed with gratitude."

	"It is well," said the Mahdi, and sank into a reverie.

	A sudden desire to live now seized the captive.

	"Master," he said, "if I should reveal to you the whereabouts of the secret treasury of Gordon which you know is missing, how would you reward me?"

	"Do you know, then?" came the sharp query in reply.

	"I have not said so, O Mahdi. But if I did, and should tell you, would my price be my freedom?"

	The cupidity natural with the son of the slave driver came into the tyrant's heart.

	"I could put you to torture even now," he murmured savagely.

	"And gain nothing, while losing all; for my mouth would be sealed even through death, which I fear not--nay, even welcome."

	"Then why do you wish to live, infidel? Why bribe thy way to freedom?"

	"For the sake of one whom I love, O Mahdi--my mother."

	The great sovereign bowed his head. After a moment's silence, he said, "I have no reason to torture you to give up the secret, and your freedom is nothing to me, since none can harm me. But what proof have I that you know the whereabouts of the missing treasure chest?"

	The prisoner put his hand underneath his ragged gibbeh and brought forth a handful of gold coins, among which was a small medal with a ribbon, an Egyptian order granted to Gordon in an earlier campaign.

	"Behold, O Mahdi," said the prince confidently. "Here are the gold coins which are there, thousands of them, master. And here is a royal order stamped with the head of the khedive, and presented to General Gordon for heroism in past campaigns. They are from the garrison treasury. Grant me my freedom, and send a few faithful with me. I shall soon prove my value. There are fortunes awaiting you in gold, bonds, paper money, trophies, diamonds and jewels. I was in hiding when I saw two dervishes bring the treasure there, to divide it between them and flee. No man would ever find it in a thousand years. They brought it, then fell to quarreling and fighting. Your men shall bring it to you in the great chest, just as it came."

	"God's curse overtook them, you see," said the prophet joyfully. "I believe you, infidel though you are. I grant you freedom on one condition--that you restore me the treasure."

	The prince knelt and kissed the wan hand of the Mahdi with assumed reverence. Then turning, he said in undertones to Dorothy: "It is all arranged. I have bribed my way to freedom. You will find the disguise lying in the mosque inclosure, which will be deserted at midnight. Creep to the river bank. I will find you."

	"What are thou mumbling, unbeliever?" said the Mahdi.

	"Giving thanks, master," replied the prince. "Give me the men and let me go. The treasure shall be yours within an hour. I swear it!"

	The Mahdi ordered his guards to enter. "Go with this infidel wherever he leads," he commanded. "Unbeliever," he added sternly, so as to impress his hearers, "may Allah rescue you to the true faith before it is too late. You are free. Go!"

	"Aleikum es salaam!" cried the prince. Then he turned and led the way.

	The shuffle of feet along the sands had not died out before two more guards were summoned. "Did you see that dog of an infidel leading my men toward the Nile? Well, follow them by stealth. When the unbeliever has shown the guards the whereabouts of a secret treasure, and they have recovered it, seize him and bring him to the zereba in chains. Such a man is too clever to be running at large."

	"As you command, O Master of the Faithful!" answered the warriors.

	


CHAPTER XVI.

	THE GREEK GIRL'S DEED.

	
 PRINCE BARDOFF led the Mahdi's men in silence down the slight declivity, through the passageways between the native huts and camps of the warriors towards the Nile.

	"Of course," he mused, "that old villain will give secret orders to have me followed, and I shall be brought back in chains on some pretext or other, to serve out my sentence of slavery. But this must never be. I must elude them. It is not my life alone that hangs in the balance now, but another's, and one who is better dead than a captive of that beast."

	With head bowed, Bardoff strode slowly along the pathway up the blue Nile till the impatient guards began to prod him with their lances.

	"Faster, infidel!" they cried. "If we are too long, we shall get the kurbash over our backs. Make haste!"

	The prince passed over the barren and rocky places which were used principally as tombs. At last he stopped before the walled up door of the cave where lay the treasure.

	"Take this stone away," commanded the prince, "and there you will find the treasure."

	The guards looked at him disdainfully. "Dog of a giaour," said one, "we are not thy slaves, but thou art ours instead. Do it yourself."

	For a moment Bardoff gazed at them in bewildered contempt. "You have heard the Mahdi say that I am a free man. Free men are not the slaves of slaves."

	"Thou art free when we find the treasure. Till then thou art a slave and a prisoner," responded the guard, poising his spear threateningly. "Off with thy gibbeh and at it!"

	Bardoff bent down and fell to the task till the guards brought other slaves and set them to work to help the captive.

	It was a hard battle to break through that wall so skillfully piled up from within, and Bardoff realized for the first time how impregnably he had been held prisoner there. But soon the mouth of the cave began to widen; and at last the prince bade the guards light their torches and follow him.

	One after another they filed into the black maw, stumbling along in silence, half afraid that the clever giaour had led them into some trap.

	"There it lies," said the Russian at last, pointing at the half buried chest in the mass of debris. "Take it to your master."

	But even then, with their eyes fixed upon the iron bound box, the men hesitated, seeming to fear some strategy on the foreigner's part that would yet encompass their destruction.

	"Lift up the cover and behold for yourselves," said the prince.

	"Lift it yourself, infidel!" commanded the chief of the guards with drawn sword.

	The prisoner advanced and the men drew back, holding high their torches as if they expected there would burst from the depths some monster of the infernal regions which would plunge upon them.

	But up went the lid, and the moment the glittering disks of gold flashed upon them from the interior of the chest, the Mahdi's slaves fell to, plunging their hands into the treasure trove, and though he concealed it well, each one managed to draw a handful of coins to be thrust into the inner pocket of his gibbeh.

	Each man having taken as much of the precious treasure as he dared, the chief of the guards threw down the lids, crying, "Hands off, scoundrels! This is the holy Mahdi's booty. Come; we shall bear it to him and receive our reward." And though he had taken twice as much as any of his underlings, he persisted in calling attention to the fact that it was the Mahdi's treasure and that it was sacred.

	The four guards lifted the chest with care and began the retreat to the mouth of the cave where they found the two secret servants of the Mahdi who had been sent to apprehend the infidel.

	"Ho! you have found the garrison treasure, have you, brothers?" they cried in delighted wonder. Then turning and looking into the cave, they continued in lower tones: "The master has sent us to take the unbeliever and cast him into chains after you had made sure of the prize. Where is he?"

	"Oh, he is safe there. Watch at the mouth of the cave and you will soon see him."

	The two guards crouched down on the watch, and the four treasure bearers passed on.

	And meantime Bardoff had made his escape by the cave's rear entrance.

	In the mean while, Dorothy was planning a way of escape. If the Mahdi would only leave his tent for a moment by some other way than the underground tunnel, she might slip behind the tapestries and into the secret passage to the mosque inclosure.

	Suddenly an idea occurred to her. Among the false prophet's slaves was a beautiful Greek girl, whom the Mahdi had captured in the fall of Khartoum. This girl and Dorothy had secretly conversed in French together. She might aid her.

	Fortune favored the American girl almost immediately.

	After the evening prayer, at which the Mahdi officiated, having rallied somewhat from his fever, the Greek girl was commanded to make the master one of the peculiar dishes which is a favorite on feast days in the land of her birth. She did as she was bidden, with great calmness bringing the dainty before the master and kneeling there while she ate of it first before passing it to the Mahdi.

	Without so much as a look, the Moslem despot finished the dish from the hand that never quivered as she held the plate before him, then he turned his face away and commanded quiet, while he sank into slumber.

	Instead of passing over to her own rug, the Greek girl incurred the risk of imperial displeasure by lying down beside the dais where the gentle stranger reclined, and after a time made motion that she wished to speak to her.

	Half concealed in the tapestries, with her lips almost against the quivering face of the "angel of light," she said in a scarcely intelligible whisper:

	"You are going to make your escape tonight!"

	Dorothy drew a deep breath, her heart seeming to turn to stone. She tried to rise, but the white arm drew her down closer.

	"Fear nothing, my good friend," came the comforting whisper, "for, before God, I am with you in spirit. I saw it all after the visit of the Russian prince today--saw it in your changed looks and behavior. But fear nothing. This very hour I have made your escape possible."

	The pallid listener shuddered, and started to speak.

	"Silence! not a word," came the soft command, "not a word or you are lost. Only listen! When I came here months ago, I resolved to be avenged upon the Mahdi. I have waited till this hour. I know that he could not have survived many months, for his excesses have been enough to kill a score. But at least he could survive long enough to make you his wife; and after the tortures that I have suffered, I willingly die that you may be spared them."

	The words were growing weaker. The trembling listener sat like one in a trance.

	"Don't say a word--don't utter a sound, my poor captive friend, or it means death to you. As for me, it is all over. I have swallowed enough poison to kill a dozen--"

	Dorothy gasped.

	"----and the Mahdi--will be dead--within an hour!"

	There was a deep and awful silence.

	"Oh, I foresaw it all, my poor friend. You don't know--you can never know what I have gone through, and God grant that you may never follow in my footsteps. I should have killed the tyrant long ago, for I had both a poisoned dagger and a vial of deadly drug, but the latter is empty now. Take the dagger. I shall push it under your pillow--so. Conceal it in your bosom; and if you are in danger of being made the slave of the khalifah who will follow the Mahdi in power, do not hesitate, but plunge it to your heart, and may the good God forgive you!"

	Dorothy reached under the pillow and took the little dagger from the hand which, as she touched it, was already cold and clammy.

	"And so good night, sweet friend," whispered the dying girl, "and Heaven preserve you. I die, but you shall live. Fly, and may God and the saints befriend you!"

	Without a further word the martyr turned away, breathed heavily once or twice, and then sank into a deep slumber.

	Dorothy reclined there motionless, benumbed. Here at her side was a stranger from a foreign land who did not even know her name, her station or anything save that she was a sister in distress; so without hesitation that brave Greek martyr had committed murder and suicide in order to save her from some awful fate.

	The hours lagged. Many times the khalifahs and emirs crept into the tent, and finding the master asleep, went away. With each new coming, a sort of faintness came over the lone watcher, for she did not believe that the secret could remain long concealed.

	It was quite on toward midnight, however, before the Khalifah Abdulla, who had become alarmed at the long sleep of the Mahdi, dared to press his hand to the still brow, and then he uttered a cry that woke every occupant of the hut.

	Without apprizing even the wife, Aicha, of the calamity that had fallen upon all the Moslem world, Abdulla despatched guards for his two brother khalifahs; and when they came, there was a whispered consultation, and they, too, hurried away.

	Others were brought there at dead of night--wise men, native physicians, emirs and warriors--till the hut was filled to suffocation. Yet in the assemblage there was scarcely a whisper heard.

	This was the time for flight. Dorothy nerved up all her courage. Reaching out, she touched the still, cold form at her side with a pitying hand, then crept beneath the tapestries--backward until she had found the edge of the pit leading far out to the mosque inclosure. She slid into it until her feet touched the bottom of the passage, and turning, with her hands outstretched before her like one blind, she plunged through the tunnel to the far end.

	A few boards lay over the exit of the passage. Through them Dorothy caught a glimpse of the dim stars.

	How the sight gladdened her! Now for the first time she realized that flight was possible; and though she still clutched the poisoned dagger, ready to plunge it into her heart upon apprehension, she crept up and looked out upon the strange world.

	But stay! What was that still figure beside the half closed port? Ah, hope went out with that first glimpse of heaven. It was a man in the garb of the Mahdi's guards. A fainting seized the refugee.

	The lone watcher there must have heard that gasp of amazement in the pit, for he turned, and then came a welcome voice like a staying hand on the brink of eternity:

	"Is it you, at last?" he said. "You are early. I did not expect you for some time yet. Here is the disguise." Bardoff drew from under his gibbeh a bundle and dropped it into the pit. "Slip it on, quick! We are safe, but it is better not to delay too long--"

	"Thank God! I thought--I feared you were one of the guards of the Mahdi."

	"Ah, quite natural. I had quite forgotten my dress. Come, let us get out of this. We are safe for a while; for half the people are asleep. The rest are crowding about the Mahdi's hut in breathless awe. I judge that he is ill again--"

	"He is dead," said Dorothy.

	"Dead? " gasped the man.

	"Dead--murdered!"

	Bardoff straightened and drew a deep breath. "Then let us get away from here with all haste. There is no telling what may happen now. Come!"

	Slyly the prince widened the aperture, and reaching down a helping hand, drew the quivering figure up beside him. "Ha!" he exclaimed. "A transformation indeed! I would think you a true Baggara woman. Wait! your silk shows beneath the homespun. There; now you are safe. Come!" The next instant they were making for the river.

	It was very dark, and as the guards had passed the sinister whisper, one to another, curiosity as to the trouble at the hut of the Mahdi had overcome them. The consequence was that more than half the posts were deserted. When the ray of a single star reflected in the waters of the Nile before them, and they were passing the last camp, Bardoff heaved a sigh of relief.

	"Saved! for the present at all events," he whispered.

	"Thank God!" murmured Dorothy.

	But the words were no more than spoken than a solitary guard at an outpost confronted them at a sharp turn. The hearts of both refugees were in their throats.

	


CHAPTER XVII.

	PROBLEMS CONFRONT THE FUGITIVES.

	 

	"Ho! guard of the Mahdi1!" said the armed picket softly, "whither goest thou with that pretty white face?"

	The prince turned and confronted the smiling guard. Eternity stood between them.

	"There!" he replied calmly, and plunged his sword clean through his enemy.

	The man coughed, reeled and fell upon his face. Dorothy turned away with horror.

	"It is the fortune of war, my dear lady," Bardoff whispered. But as he touched her shoulder, Dorothy fell headlong in the dust. She had fainted.

	Glancing about to make sure that they were not pursued nor seen, the prince took up the limp figure-tenderly, and plodded on toward the river.

	He laid his charge upon the soft sands of the Nile bank, and watched for the first sign of returning consciousness. He crouched beside her waiting for any attack, with his hand still clenched upon his sword.

	Then he gazed into that beautiful face whose innocence and purity spoke to his very heart. A sudden realization of the situation confronted him.

	There rose within him a strange sort of joyous gratitude to kindly destiny, that it was his privilege to prove now the adoration which was in his heart for the sex whom his own saintly mother had taught him to revere and even lay down his life to defend.

	Though he had not known the beautiful stranger an hour, she typified the whole feminine race in his soul, and that was all sufficient. Who she was and whence she came were details. That she was one of God's loveliest creatures, by a miracle of Providence vouchsafed into his keeping, was all he knew or cared to know for the present.

	Then and there in the silence of the night, with a great deed well performed and mightier ones looming up before him for fulfilment, Prince Bardoff took the oath that made him a hero and a king among men.

	When Dorothy opened her eyes at last there was a look of terror in them as they rolled about in wonder; but soon they rested upon that strong, firm face above her, and the troubled heart was at peace.

	"Little friend," he said, "do you feel better now? Do you feel strong enough to go on? I see the faint glow of the moon over the cliff yonder. We must be in hiding before it is well up."

	There was something in that soft voice which gave the woman strength, courage, and faith all at once, and her eyes filled with tears.

	"God bless you," she murmured. "At last I begin to believe that the good God has not deserted me."

	"Be at peace, my friend," responded the prince, choking with emotion at this outpouring of gratitude. "I pledge you now before God that I shall lay down my life for you, if need be, and consider myself fortunate in the holy privilege. Trust in me; and though we shall encounter many hardships, and may indeed never reach civilization at all, I swear before Heaven, there shall not a hair of your head be harmed nor one indignity be offered you while I have my sword and strong arm, my mother's teachings in my heart and my God o'erhead. Though we go through hell hand in hand, you shall be unscathed and inviolate to the end, come what may. Do you believe me, my brave friend? Do you trust me, wholly?"

	"With all my heart," was the thankful whisper; "with all my heart."

	The prince clasped her hand. Then he rose and peered about them.

	"We must not stay here," he said, "it is dangerous. Come. Do you think that you are able to walk now? We have quite a journey yet. I have found an ancient tomb where I can conceal you for a few days until I make provision for our flight."

	The refugees plodded along the difficult way in silence. At every turn the ready sword swung-back as if preparing for a blow. The prince resolved to take no chances now; but to rush in against any odds if there was danger of apprehension.

	At length, with Dorothy quite exhausted, they came upon a rectangular hole in a sand drift, and here they paused.

	"Here is our hiding place," said the prince. "It is not a castle, to be sure; but it is the best that the country affords to refugees. I believe that it is safe, at least."

	"That is all important," said Dorothy.

	After a short rest the prince leaped into the pit. Soon a glow was seen far below, and then the prince came forward, and looked up.

	"All's well," he said. "Come; this is our fortress for the present."

	Dorothy rose and crept to the edge of the pit where two broad arms awaited her.

	"It is a queer place," said Bardoff. "It was once a palace, later a tomb, and now a ruin."

	He had seized the torch and held it above them, showing the interior of a series of chambers whose walls were covered with carvings of strange images and hieroglyphics. In the center of each chamber stood a single sarcophagus, long since rifled of its royal head.

	"Not so bad a retreat," said Dorothy, "though I must confess it's rather uncanny."

	"We will get well used to that," rejoined Bardoff. "For the present, let us feast."

	He led the way into a further chamber, where upon a carved lid of a great tomb they found bread, honey, water in gourds, dates, and other fruits.

	"Did your enchanted wand produce all this?" was Dorothy's astonished query.

	"Oh, you see, I have been very busy from the time of the fall of Khartoum. I managed to conceal a quantity of food in the mission church. When that place was razed and it became too hot for me I brought the provisions hither."

	The speaker was boiling water in a sort of earthen pot over the torchlight.

	"Then, I have been nightly prowling about the camps for these many months, sometimes foraging, more often buying what I needed from the old hags at the bazaars who are not over keen to penetrate disguises, and who are blind to everything as long as a gold piece lies before them. There, if this is not a perfect cup of coffee, my gentle guest, it is not because it lacks sweetening from my gratitude to Heaven, that you are safe here with me."

	He turned and poured out a tiny cupful of the delicious black nectar. "Drink, my comrade, for God has delivered us."

	The girl took the cup, and, with a grateful look and a smile of perfect trust, drank. Then she filled her lap from the store before her.

	"Now, my heroine," said the prince, seating himself where he could reach the little feast and help Dorothy, "we might as well look matters straight between the eyes. I have food here for perhaps ten days, when, doubtless, the awful rush will be over. Of course the flight of the 'angel of light,' as you were known in the Mahdi's household, cannot long remain a secret. We must keep very close to shore for a time, or we shall founder. Of course I can safely reenter the city by night and bring back supplies, for I can black my face with torch soot and wear this native dress. But with you here, I don't feel like taking many risks; so we must plan to get on to the north as soon as possible."

	"Is there no one in all these thousands whom you can trust?"

	"Not one," said the prince despairingly. "There is only one thing on earth now, aside from your comforting, self, that I have any confidence in--"

	"And that?"

	Bardoff pointed to his belt. "I have a thousand pounds sterling in English and Egyptian gold. It was part of Gordon's garrison treasure. Without that we will never see the light of day in a civilized land."

	"Thank Heaven for it," exclaimed Dorothy hopefully.

	"I have a thousand pounds, I say," continued the prince, "and for fear that anything might happen to me, I think it highly expedient that you carry at least half of it concealed on your person. One never knows what an hour will bring forth in this land-of terrible surprises." Bardoff unbuckled his belt and divided the gold, tying the other half in a coil. "Make this fast somewhere about you," he said, "and take heart. It may be your salvation."

	"You are already that," said Dorothy, taking the parcel. "And for this you shall be repaid all, with a heavy compound interest."

	"What! for something which does not belong to me? It is a loan from high Heaven. I have nothing to do with it save to do what I can to bring about the desired end. You had better sleep now. I shall watch beside you till daybreak, and then you can return the compliment."

	"Gladly," said Dorothy.

	Bardoff was spreading ragged gibbehs in the bottom of the stone sarcophagus.

	"It is not the most commodious of couches," he began.

	"What!" exclaimed Dorothy. "Am I going to sleep in that horrible sepulcher?"

	"Oh, you will see how comfortable it is. Besides, it is quite safe. Even if we should be tracked and run down, I could cover you up so that you would be entirely concealed."

	Dorothy shuddered. "Bur-r-r! I can't abide the thought," she murmured. But after a little persuasion on Bardoff s part, and a promise to stay beside her while she slept, she allowed exhaustion to overcome her qualms.

	The prince covered his charge and tucked her in as gently as if she were a child. Then he began replacing the fragments of the ponderous lid one by one, beginning at the feet and building it up toward the head.

	Dorothy stood this as long as she could, and then the terror of the tomb overcame her. "Don't, don't cover me over," she pleaded. "It seems too horrible."

	"Fear nothing," he whispered. "I shall not leave you. I shall not cover your head. All this is for your protection and mine. Sleep, and fear not."

	Dorothy finally fell into a light slumber. Then the man made haste to secrete the remnants 6f the feast, concealing everything that might betray them should their hiding place be discovered. Afterwards he tiptoed to the side of the stone couch and looked smilingly upon the sleeping face. Then he smothered the torch and sat down beside the grim sepulcher to take up the long watch.

	Along toward the gray of morning the prince was stunned by the sound of human voices. Leaving the sarcophagus Bardoff crept forward to the door of the chamber and listened.

	Yes, it was true, too true. They were voices, human voices. Who were they? Could spies be already on their track? God forbid!

	Creeping back, Bardoff seized the last huge fragment of the stone lid and laid it over the still face in the sepulcher, slipping a dagger beneath the edge to give the sleeper air. Then he made his way into a crevice in the rocks.

	"God grant that she may never wake rather than that she should wake now!" moaned the prince.

	Then he listened.

	


CHAPTER XVIII.

	UNWELCOME GUESTS.

	 

	"IT is as good a place as any to be found on the whole Nile bottom," cried a hoarse voice, which the prince in hiding instantly recognized as that of the emir whom he had saved from death after the killing of his brother emir two nights before in a fierce duel.

	"It seems so," said another, whose leap from above resounded through the cavernous chambers. "Hand me the torch. I will light the way for you."

	"It is well," said the emir.

	Into the hall of the dead poured what seemed a multitude of feet, and poor Bardoff's heart went down. He felt able to cope with two or three, but there seemed to be a dozen; and they brought with them some sort of heavy parcel which they deposited at one side.

	"Good," said the leader. "Now let us see if this is a fit habitation for so fair a bride. Come. Have you another torch?"

	"One will do, master," replied his companion. "I shall lead the way."

	"Yes, it grows more palatial and habitable as we go along," said the emir. "But what a strange odor--like coffee, I verily believe."

	"Bah! It is the mustiness of the tomb, noble emir."

	"Or like a dead torch," persisted the emir, snuffing.

	"It is the burning torch I bear before me," said the attendant. They hurried along into the very chamber where poor Dorothy lay. From his crevice in the rocks hard by, Prince Bardoff counted them. There were four. He seized his pistol in one hand, the sword in the other. "I must not wait till they see me and are put on their guard. I must take the initiative. God help me!"

	But suddenly the attendant with the torch made a sharp turn and the chamber was in darkness. Bardoff resumed his crouching pose. Then he prayed that if Dorothy awoke during all this, she might be smothered rather than fall into the hands of these savages.

	But fortunately no sound came from the tomb bed. Then back came the four. In passing through the chamber they even brushed their gibbehs against the corner of the sarcophagus where Dorothy slept.

	Again Bardoff half rose to plunge upon them, but again quick darkness stayed his hand, and he resolved to trust to fortune.

	"Well, what could be better?" said the sheik.

	"It is an ideal spot, master. The dogs of the khalifah Abdulla would have a hard time tracing us hither."

	"But all these things must be done with exceeding care, Rahim. She does not speak a word of our noble language, so you must tell her as best you can that the Engliz are here, and that you will help her escape to them. She will jump at the chance. Then when you have her safe outside the hut, and have slaughtered a eunuch or two who might raise the cry, throw this gibbeh over her head and hurry along out of the camp. Does not that seem easy, my friends?"

	"It sounds so, worthy emir. But it may work otherwise. If the khalifah----"

	"You are not to think of that dog of an usurper. He has put the Mahdi's wives in a hut of mourning, claiming that they shall be forever sacred to the memory of the master; but it is a mere blind. They shall become of his own household; and unless we prevent it, the 'angel of light' with them."

	Bardoff shuddered at the mention of that name which had now become sacred to him. It was all he could do to keep from leaping headlong from his ambush and falling upon them.

	"But if ye fail, noble emir, we shall be put to torture by the khalifah and killed. Oh, you know the extent of that despot's wrath. He is a hyena without a heart, master."

	"You are trying to bleed me for more money," said the emir testily, "but I won't have it. A thousand Medjidie dollars each, and by the prophet, not a fig more."

	"It is very little, master, when one thinks of the great risk."

	"Bah! you are cowards. When I was as young as you, I feared nothing. You are all armed. I have seen to that. Bring her here, and you will find the money waiting for you. Tell her that she is going to join the Engliz, and if she howls too much, not believing you, show her the edge of your tabaig and make a false pass across her throat. She will understand that. Come; it is all agreed. Do I speak the truth?"

	"Thou always dost speak the truth, noble emir," said the leader of the hirelings in the language of prayer and praise. "But as I said before--"

	"Enough!" cried the elder, "I shall have a present beside for each of you--a surprise--and a good one--"

	"If others do not give us a greater one first, master," was the sighing interruption.

	"You are hangdog cowards. I will throw you over and give the job to men who are without fear. Come; out of this! The day is soon dawning."

	"We will do the job," broke in the eager chorus, fearful of losing the emir's favor.

	"Will you take the oath?"

	"We will, master."

	"Draw swords then and kneel. There! Swear that you will execute my orders, even in the face of death. That you will steal the 'angel of light' from the hut of mourning, and bring her hither tomorrow at midnight, and receive your full reward. Swear, by Allah and the prophet!"

	"We swear it, by Allah and the prophet, master!"

	"Arise and go then while it is yet dark, and do not betray me on your life. For I am strong and sure with the powers that be, and they will believe me against ten thousand of the rabble, though they all swore upon the Koran against me. So, keep silence. You will find me here preparing the feast of which you yourselves shall partake. I have said. Faithful, go!"

	Kissing the hem of the emir's gibbeh, one after another, the conspirators crept away into the wilderness at the darkest hour before the dawn.

	For a few moments the emir dragged his bundle hither and thither to find a more secure hiding place for it, muttering the while. Then he, too, followed the others. He crawled out of the cave tomb into the night and stole away full of hope and savage joy.

	More than once while the emir was alone it required all the restraining power in the soul of the prince to keep from leaping out and despatching the man who was instrumental in bringing him to the very brink of eternity with the executioner's blade over his neck. Only the thought of Dorothy checked him.

	The emir had no more than gone, however, when there came a faint moan from the depths of the stone sarcophagus, a sound that froze the blood in the brave man's heart.

	Leaping forward, he wrenched away the massive fragment.

	"My lady," he asked, "are you awake?" There was no answer. The cold sweat began to gather at his temples. "Comrade!" he persisted, reaching down into the tomb. But as he touched the still face, it seemed icy cold, like that of a corpse.

	"God of Heaven!" moaned the prince. "Is she dead--smothered-- killed by fright? No, no, no. I can't believe it--I can't!"

	Like a maniac the soldier fell upon his knees and clawed about in the sand till he uncovered the stump of a torch. Then he lighted it.

	Dorothy was lying upon her side. Her mouth was open, her eyelids half parted, and her face drawn as if she had passed away in agony. The prince climbed up and leaned far over, thrusting his hand upon the still bosom, trying to feel a faint flutter, while his own heart was still with fear.

	"Thank God!" He thought he detected a faint throb. The eyelids twitched. With a cry of hope, Bardoff reached down and drew the little figure from the stone coffer, as if rescuing her indeed from the grave.

	"Comrade!" he said pantingly. "Wake--wake! You are unharmed. Fear nothing. Open your eyes. See--see! I am with you."

	He shook her rigorously, rubbed her temples and moved her arms up and down.

	At last Dorothy opened her eyes wildly. "Where am I? What is this--this place?"

	"Fear nothing. I am with you. Here, take a drink of this. It is marissa--the native brandy--and it will do you good."

	Dorothy obeyed mechanically, as she looked about her in a frenzy of fear. "I thought--I thought that I was buried alive. Oh, it was awful--awful!"

	"But you are all right now, my brave little friend, and you have nothing more to fear. Drink again of this. It will not harm you. There! Are you not better now? I heard them coming, and I dared not leave you exposed as you were. It is well that I did, otherwise the scoundrels would have seen you, and God only knows what would have happened."

	Dorothy gazed at him in bewilderment. "They--then we were followed--we were tracked?"

	"No; it is a long story. We must leave sooner than I thought--this very night in fact, for the place is known. Will you stay here while I go out and search for a new hiding place?"

	But Dorothy turned to him. "Don't leave me--don't!" she cried. "I can't stand it after all I have suffered. I shall go mad."

	"Then you must come with me, for we dare not stay here. The hiding place is known, and it is tempting fate to stay. Are you better now?"

	"Yes," said the girl faintly. "But don't leave me, please!"

	"Be at rest, my good friend. I will do nothing but what you command me."

	A little later the prince lifted Dorothy in his strong arms and bore her to the front chamber, climbing thence into the clearer air. At the brink of day the sufferer revived; and the two walked on in silence toward the river in search of a safe ambush.

	They found one near the Nile. Then Dorothy found the courage to watch alone there while her patient rescuer returned to the tombs and brought the little store that was secreted there. A second time the prince went back, and soon returned with a strange black bundle upon his shoulder.

	"Our friends, the enemy, were more kind to us than they knew," he said with a merry twinkle. "Let us see what sort of a feast the noble emir thought was befitting 'the angel of light.' She shall have it long before he really intended, in truth, though he would not thank me for this unseemly haste."

	And forthwith he spread forth the contents of the bundle in the little clearing.

	The twain partook of the emir's repast, and when it was dark Dorothy lay down and slept, Bardoff watching the while. When the night was half gone Dorothy awoke and insisted upon keeping guard in order that her companion might get a little rest.

	


CHAPTER XIX.

	A LONG DAY AND AN EXCITING NIGHT.

	 

	IT was a dreary watch. With the advance of the day the danger and desperation of the fugitives' position became more and more apparent.

	For hours the two refugees sat there together in crouching attitudes among the acacias, sheltered by one or two grateful palms for only a brief while.

	The heat was merciless. Every shaft of sunlight seemed to burn and sear. There was never such a hush since creation. More appalling than that unspeakable stillness of the caves of ocean, it magnified every stir and flutter, every drawn breath and hurried heart beat.

	Once or twice during the day some singing slave lad or dervish scout passed near, and Prince Bardoff clenched his sword, resolved to take no chances, but to kill with the first inquisitive show of interest on the part of obtrusive strangers. But fortunately the slave lads sang on into the distance, the scout went his way unheeding, and even the wind forbore to carry a tempting scent over the bleak dunes to stir up the rapacity of the hungry hyena or the soaring vulture.

	But as night drew on at last, Bardoff leaned forward and laid his lips almost against Dorothy's ear, pouring forth the conclusions of that terrible day's silent watch and meditation.

	"That ends it," he said. "We leave here tonight--whither, God knows. To stay here and be caught means death. To stay here in safety means madness. I defy any human being to stand five days of this torture. Did you sleep?"

	"I slept--I think I slept," said Dorothy vaguely, laboring to discover whether that sinking torpor which followed the exhaustion of scourging heat was slumber or delirium.

	"I hope so," rejoined the prince. "It will help you to keep awake tonight, for I must leave you for a little time--"

	Dorothy paled.

	"I am sorry, my little comrade, but there is no way out of it. I must go out and find camels, horses, men or something by which we can escape from this. If we don't go now while we have provisions, clothing, and money, we may never be able to leave at all. Besides, everybody is occupied with the doubtful miracle of the Mahdi's passing. He promised to be back in three days, and people are walking around on tiptoes wondering whether or not he will keep his word. Sedition is rife. A revolution is imminent. The malcontents are jostling the faithful; so there is no better time for us to make the start."

	"But how?" queried his eager listener.

	"I don't know," was the despairing answer. "There is no one in all these thousands whom I can trust, or even bribe. They have had the idea that the Mahdi was omnipotent and could read from afar their most intimate thoughts. They would be in double terror now that he is a ghost.

	"But, do you know, while I have been peering out upon this desolate scene, watching the slow moving Nile, I have been thinking that we might construct a raft and cover it over with brush in imitation of one of those floating islands which come down the river at this season, and at least escape a few hundred miles northward."

	"And then?" came the doubtful encouragement from the girl.

	"Then, perhaps, we would be out of this, and among people whom we could bribe to our relief."

	"True, true," said Dorothy. "But the cataracts--"

	"Yes; the sixth cataract is not a hundred miles north, and even if we got through that without going to pieces, we would strike the fifth, and a far worse one, above Berber--"

	"Hark! What was that?"

	The keen feminine ear had detected the low, weird droning of a solitary dervish fakir saying his beads in a solemn chant as he passed along, so close to them that had the shadows of night not screened the refugees detection would have been certain.

	"We are talking too much," whispered the prince. "It would be too bad to get nipped now just as we are beginning to feel a sense of security."

	The speaker lay back and closed his eyes. He seemed to sleep for a time, but soon awoke with a start. The tropical night was deepening. A single star burned its way through the heavens, then speedily went out as if afraid to venture upon so bleak a mission alone. The two watchers never stirred.

	The bellowing tusk horns had hooted out the prayer hour and subsided. Then Prince Bardoff rose to his feet cautiously and peered about him till his eyes rested upon the illumination sent up by the campfires of Omdurman.

	"It is time that I should go," he said. "You must be brave, my friend. I will return, for under cover of this darkness I can go anywhere. I may be an hour, I may be half the night; but when I come, I will bring good news, I will promise that, so be of good cheer and keep up your courage. Will you try, comrade?"

	"I will try," Dorothy said simply.

	"Thank you." The prince pressed her hand, then turned away. "I shall announce myself by a low whistle," and he gave a little example of what she might expect.

	"I will listen patiently for it," said the girl, and she waved her hand.

	Bardoff made his way to the muddy Nile bank where he smeared his face and hands in order to disguise himself. Then he was swallowed up in the darkness toward Omdurman.

	With his going a thousand fears swooped down upon the maid. Never had Dorothy Stanslaus suffered such a mad and fatal desire to rise up and fly, even into the face of death, if thereby she might end these increasing torments of terror.

	The little dagger, which had been given her by the young Greek maiden, she now hugged to her heart with grim despair, longing insanely to turn it upon herself.

	How long she sat there, staring into the black depths of the night, Dorothy never knew. Every fiber was keyed up to its highest tension awaiting the signal of her companion's return. Yet when it did sound she was startled as if by an unexpected happening.

	The familiar greeting was repeated, and out of the darkness came the figure of Bardoff.

	"Thank-God!" he murmured. "At last I have found you. Do you know, I have been a full hour trying to hunt you out in this darkness. I have passed this spot a dozen times if once."

	Dorothy stretched out her hand and welcomed him with: "Is there any news?"

	"A little, comrade--perhaps a good deal. I have a great scheme, though I can't tell how it may work. We are to escape by--"

	He paused, then added: "But what's the use of taking time to explain things? We have already lost two hours. It is now eleven o'clock, and we have a busy night before us. Come; gather up everything. I will carry what I can and return for the remainder. But be sure and pick up that staff I brought with me."

	"Is it a flag?" asked Dorothy, her hands coming in contact with silken wrappings.

	"You have guessed it exactly. That is what I left you for. I stole up to the khalifah's very tent and carried away his colors, the sacred black flag of state."

	"But what will you do with it? Why did you take such a risk for so trifling a thing?"

	"Oh, you will see that my mission was far from trivial. That flag is to be our salvation. We are to travel out of Omdurman under the ensign of the khalifah himself. I thought of the ruse after putting the government's steam yacht Alldeen's engineer asleep with a goodly dose of marissa."

	"But what is this scheme?"

	"Oh, you will see, there were a dozen small steam craft belonging to the government which were taken by the Mahdiists. Some of the engineers of these were killed, others turned Moslem and were saved. By far the fastest and best equipped of these boats is called the Alldeen. She lies opposite Tuti Island. Well, in my prowlings about there, I saw my chance. Pretending that I bore a message from the khalifah, I went aboard the Alldeen and confronted the engineer who was alone on watch. I was in the uniform of the Mahdi's guard, and he was unsuspicious. I delivered my false message--that he was to be prepared to proceed to Berber with messages to the emir there at daybreak--and in the course of the conversation, I slyly shoved a flask of marissa under his nose.

	"Now you must know that whosoever is found with marissa on his person is sure to lose a hand and a foot by the sword; and whosoever is found drunken on marissa suffers death. The consequence is that dervishes will sell their souls for a drop of this strong brandy, if they are at all addicted to it.

	"Well, I passed the flask over to the fellow. He drank a little, then a good deal, and so I encouraged him, pretending to drink myself. I had previously dropped into the flask two whole pills of opium, so that when the fellow got the drug into him, he was dead to the world. Now comes the stratagem."

	Dorothy had stood quite breathless during all this rapid narrative. "And now?" she whispered, with hopeful eagerness.

	"Follow me, and don't say a word," said the prince, and he led the way into the trackless darkness.

	In a little time the silent pair were within sight of the camp Fires of Omdurman and the slumbering thousands clustered about them. On and on they crept with caution, often making a halt to be certain that the coast was quite clear, then stealing forward along the Nile's bank, till at last they gained the spot where the Alldeen was moored by a single cable.

	Leaving Dorothy a moment, Bardoff crept on board, but reappeared instantly.

	"He is still asleep," he whispered in her ear.

	Dorothy rose, and with trembling step passed over the gang plank to the Alldeen's deck. Again the prince reassured himself of the engineer's sound slumber, then went ashore and carried aboard the parcels they had brought.

	"Now," said he, "I must go back to our ambush and bring the rest of the necessaries, for there isn't a thing aboard to sustain life. You must remain here in patience till I return, and keep up courage. It is our only salvation. We shall cut loose and drift down out of sight of Omdurman, then fire up and scud for our lives. We may reach the English lines before overtaken, and we may not. At least we shall be out of this. Will you try to be patient?"

	"Yes. If I am attacked, I can use this," and she showed the little dagger.

	Ah, she thought during her solitary vigil, if they only knew--these sleeping thousands--that their 'angel of light' was aboard the Alldeen on the very eve of flight! With one single cry she would bring down upon her fifty thousand howling dervishes in the madness of fanaticism and lust and rage. It was like sleeping upon a mine of deadly explosives.

	The moments were like hours to the girl; yet never did a man perform a mission with greater speed and determination. The prince dashed on at breakneck speed and finally reached the ambush where he loaded himself down with provisions for the voyage.

	On the way back the journey was slow and difficult, but with excellent fortune; not a living soul was encountered. Bardoff stealthily crept along the quay, scudding along by the black waters of the Nile till at last he reached the craft.

	"Are you safe?" he whispered, as he came aboard.

	"Safe!" was the thankful answer.

	Noiselessly the gangplank was withdrawn. Bardoff slipped the cable and the yacht was free.

	He groped about until he encountered one of the sounding poles. Then he pushed the craft out into the stream.

	"Take the wheel," he said to Dorothy. "Can you manage it?"

	"Yes, I am enough of a yachtswoman for that," was the reply.

	"Keep her headed right down stream, then," added Bardoff, "and I will send her off with the pole. Between us we ought to fight our way into safe waters."

	The camp fires of Omdurman began to fade behind them. On and on in awful silence they moved. Strange sounds greeted them.

	Now and then they stole by a native dahabeahs upon whose decks there lay outstretched half a dozen Arab sailors in sound slumber. The refugees held their breath as they passed them. Mile after mile of these perils passed.

	"Try to keep the craft steady," said Bardoff to his fair pilot, "while I go back and see that our friend, the enemy, does not wake up."

	"I'll do my best," answered Dorothy.

	The drugged engineer had not stirred. There was a little steam in the boiler, and it was the work of a moment to rake over the fires and throw in a few dry logs at hand, opening the drafts to their utmost.

	While steam was making, Bardoff began a thorough examination of the engine room.

	It was in the midst of this rummaging that the Arab began moaning and mumbling, and finally sat up straight, staring about him.

	"Lie down and keep still." The prince towered over the fellow threateningly. "If the guards discover that you have been drinking marissa, it will go hard with you."

	"Where are we?" said the unfaithful watchman. "Whither are we bound?"

	"To the north, under the black flag. We go to apprize the upper garrisons of the Mahdi's death, and to give them the orders of the khalifah. Lie still and say nothing. I have told the guards that you are ill. I will run things till you are better. Lie down and keep quiet, on your life!"

	The engineer did as he was ordered. His apparent danger was sobering him very fast.

	"How many guns aboard?" asked the prince.

	"Five," was the quick reply. "A seven pounder, breech loading, forward, and four one pounders aft."

	"And ammunition?"

	"Plenty, in the magazine below each gun." The watch might have been suspicious had not the prince broken in in a soliloquy. "Good. If those dogs of English try to stop us, they will very much regret it."

	The engineer was lying flat on his back listening to the growing roar of the furnace, his eyes wide, his mind in a quandry.

	Suddenly by the light of an open furnace door he caught a glimpse of a gleaming white leg under the gibbeh of the "Mahdi's guard," and the sight made his head whiz anew.

	"It is a giaour!" he murmured, half enraged, half fearful, "by Allah! it is a white dog of an unbeliever." But like a clever savage, he closed his eyes again and said nothing.

	"How much wood is there aboard?" demanded the prince.

	"Enough," said the engineer.

	There was something about that answer which now aroused the prince's suspicions in turn. He moved over and gave the man a vigorous kick. "Get up," he ordered, "and start the engine. We must get out of this."

	The man half rose, feigning illness, but the simulation was very lame. "I am too sick yet," he said.

	"Get up," said the prince; and as the Arab turned angrily, he looked into the muzzle of a revolver held so close to him that the smudge at the muzzle sickened him more.

	He made a quick dash for his own weapons, but they were gone. His captor had had the forethought to strip him. "Get up before I count three!" came the order, "or you die!"

	The Arab obeyed.

	"Comrade!" shouted the prince forward to his pilot, "here's trouble. Come aft and leave the wheel to me."

	Dorothy hurried aft, leaving the yacht to drift. She saw the Arab, and her protector seated behind him commanding him in low tones as the engines started. "What has happened?" she cried.

	"By the Mahdi! a woman," exclaimed the Arab.

	"Yes," said Bardoff. "But one who shoots to kill." Then in English to his fair companion: "Everything depends upon our keeping this man at his post. I can manage the wheel if you will stand over this scoundrel with a revolver. If he moves, kill him!"

	Dorothy trembled, but summoned all her strength, knowing that the slightest show of fear meant death.

	Seating herself she drew bead on the cowering shape whose hideous eyes gleamed every moment or two over the lank brown shoulders; and though her soul quaked within her, there was never an outward sign of fear.

	"Go on with your work," ordered the prince of the engineer. "If you are faithful, you shall be rewarded with gold. If otherwise, with lead. Do you understand?"

	The Arab uttered not a syllable. The engines began to throb and the paddle wheels to move faster.

	Bardoff gave Dorothy an encouraging glance, then ran forward just in time to save the craft from grounding. Making a quick turn to port the little runaway shot out into the river.

	Beyond them, far in the rear, could be seen the fading reflections of the Omdurman campfires along the lowering sky. Bardoff took a new hold on the wheel and gave a sigh of relief. Before them was the open Nile growing swifter of current as they approached the sixth cataract; and though all was dark and forbidding, upon the deepening gloom was read that magic shibboleth in blood red characters, "Freedom!" and it was sweet.

	The furnace fires began throwing sparks to the clouds; and the display was dangerous. Bardoff was about to shout back an order to the engineer when a light suddenly loomed up like an ignis fatuus far astern of them. The sight sent the blood mounting to his temples.

	"Followed!" he cried. "My God! pursued--we are pursued!"

	The bitter exclamation was no more than uttered than there was seen a sudden flash far back along the level margin of the hill and simultaneously with the double boom! boom! of the howitzers came the splash of solid shot in the water so near them that it sent spray over the Alldeen.

	


CHAPTER XX.

	NAVAL WARFARE TO THE DEATH.

	 

	THE splash of that solid shot seemed to transform the Arab into a maniac. He well knew what it meant. While he did not fear death at the hands of a giaour, believing that he would be rewarded with everlasting bliss in consequence, he shrank from the thought of being put to death by one of his own people.

	Dorothy saw his changed demeanor and shuddered. She would have cried out if she had dared. The man was champing and fuming like a demon. He was by nature a coward, but the thought of being pinned down there by a woman, and a white woman at that, made him furious.

	Meanwhile he knew that the pursuers were upon them. He thought he saw the inevitable--that the Alldeen would be captured, the unbelievers put to the sword, himself mutilated and then hanged for his infamy.

	When that shot struck the water within a few feet of the flying craft, Bardoff secured the wheel as best he could, and started aft. He was none too soon. Just what happened he never knew. But there came a sudden scream and a fall, and then the muffled discharge of the revolver.

	By the time the prince reached the engine room Dorothy was lying at full length, with the Arab bending over her trying to wrench the revolver from her grip of steel. Bardoff drew his sword and made a terrific lunge at the fellow, but the sword must have merely ripped through the man's gibbeh and grazed the skin; for, with a frightful howl, the Arab leaped up and clapped his hands to his back as if in great pain. Then he leaped over the side of the boat into the water and struck out for shore.

	Dorothy had half recovered, and sat panting before the fitful blaze of the furnace. "He tried to strangle me," she gasped. "Leaped upon me like a panther. It was all done in a flash--"

	"Drink!" said Bardoff, handing over his flask. "You cannot afford to be ill now. We are in grave peril."

	"Because we lost him?"

	"Yes and no. As for his services, good riddance. But--"

	"Did you kill him?"

	"I wish I had. If he is alive, he will make it very bad for us. He is bound to tell all he knows."

	"To whom?"

	"Yonder. Don't you understand, comrade? We are followed."

	Dorothy gave a gasp of wonder. "Followed?"

	The prince stood with his eyes on the distance. Another solid shot awoke him to a realization of his peril.

	"Come," he said. "You must take the wheel now while I man the rear gun and run the engine for all it is worth." He was hurrying the bewildered girl forward to her post of duty.

	"So we are under fire," she murmured. "What an unexpected calamity!"

	"But matters might be infinitely worse," interrupted the prince, giving the wheel a wrench to starboard. "We lack men, of course, and although we have the fastest steamer of all the government boats, they know how to get the speed out of the smaller craft. But we have a five pounder rifle aft and a seven pounder here, both breech loaders and modern guns, while they have poor things at best; besides the dervishes are bad marksmen. Just keep the course down amidstream, comrade, and after I fill the furnace with wood, and pump the boiler full of water, and oil the machinery, I will give them a taste of our wares."

	The prince ran aft with all haste. A shower of sparks flew up from the smokestack, and another solid shot screamed above them.

	"They are getting wild," murmured Bardoff. "Now let's see what I know about gunning."

	After he had attended to the engines and boiler, it was the work of a moment to put the breech loader in trim and load it with one of the cartridges at hand. Then training it upon the pursuers, the prince cried "Stand fast!" and fired.

	The Alldeen seemed to have been lifted clean out of water and plunged ten yards forward. Dorothy had a tight grip on the wheel or she would have been thrown flat. The echoes of that heavy shot resounded over the waters, and a chorus of shrieks rang back from the pursuers.

	"If that did no damage, it certainly frightened them somewhat," cried Bardoff above the roar of the steam. He found his binocular and ran with it to Dorothy.

	"Just watch the next shot," he said. "The stars are out and it is lighter. I am sure I can disable them before they catch us."

	The strange craft was still bearing down upon them. She fired two shots in quick succession at the Alldeen, the second one crashing into the vessel's side.

	It was nearing the gray of morning now; and when Bardoff trained his gun upon the enemy he was surprised to see her full outline. "Stand fast!" came the order, and again the Alldeen's stern chaser spoke.

	"You've carried away her smokestack!" cried Dorothy triumphantly. "Again, again!"

	The prince loaded and fired once more, and this time Dorothy plainly saw the black craft careen to starboard.

	"Glorious!" she shouted. In her excitement the girl let go the wheel and clapped her hands.

	"Watch the course," cried Bardoff. "No grounding here or we are lost."

	Two more screaming shells passed over them, so close that Dorothy thought she felt the wind upon her cheek.

	She now began to be possessed of that peculiar sense of recklessness and bravado which characterizes all strong souls in the very heat of combat. Although she trembled, it was not with fear. Her face was pallid as marble, yet it wore the look of certain heroism.

	"I hate the thought of exposing that little woman like that," murmured the prince, "and I am really convinced that the helm can be worked from back here under cover. Let me "see."

	He entered the shelter of the armored cabin and found a rude arrangement for steering the yacht under fire. "Come in here," he cried wildly. "You can manage the helm from this shelter. Come, quick!"

	Dorothy ran back, and her fingers had scarcely left the wheel when a ball struck it.

	It was found possible to manage the helm under this cover, the tiller ropes passing through a secondary steering apparatus, so the prince went back to his engine and his gun, breathing easier.

	A backward glance showed that the pursuers were closing upon them. "The red flag of Ali," said Bardoff, who now saw the colors borne by the enemy.

	As he exposed himself, half a dozen rifles were fired from the shelter of the enemy's cabin, and the prince dropped. "Are you hurt?" cried Dorothy in alarm.

	"Safe!" answered the prince. Then he shouted: "Stand fast!" and a well directed projectile plunged through the armored cabin of the black bark, and a shriek went up which echoed far over the bleak wastes.

	From the banks of the river the battle was watched by the gathering hundreds, some on camels, some on horses, all running along and trying to keep pace with the fighters. The fact that the bark bearing the red flag of the Khalifah Ali should be firing upon the steamer flying the black ensign of the supreme Khalifah Abdulla, seemed beyond comprehension. Both vessels were going like mad.

	Suddenly Dorothy gave a strange cry, and the prince ran to her thinking that she had been wounded by a stray bullet. He found her pointing helplessly toward what appeared to be a white wall stretching across the Nile a short distance ahead, beyond which there seemed to be nothing--an awful precipice, a void eternity of space.

	"Good heavens! What is that?" she moaned.

	"The cataract," answered the prince; "the sixth cataract. I did not expect to reach it for a full hour yet."

	"What is to be done?" interrupted the girl quickly. "It looks like the jumping off place. Do you think we can run the falls?"

	A terrific jolt, a lurch which tilted the cabin floor to forty five degrees, and both occupants of the craft fell to their knees.

	"We got it that time. But this won't do. I must fight. Do your best to bring us through the rapids--"

	"But I can't undertake so momentous a thing alone. We shall be wrecked, sure as fate!"

	"Do your best," called back the prince, for another shot had thundered along the Alldeen's ribs, making every fiber quiver.

	The firing became rapid now. As fast as the prince could load and send his shells into the pursuer the enemy returned the volleys. They seemed to be completely dumfounded with each terrific blow.

	The extent of the damage could not be seen, but it must have been considerable, for the interior of the craft was crowded with shrieking, howling dervishes.

	The ammunition of the rear gun had run out, and with the last shot from the red hot five pounder, the prince crept into the engineer's cabin and stopped the engine. This gave his pilot a better chance to pick her way through the cataract, and time for the pursuers to pass them so that it would be possible for the pursued to train upon them then the deadly seven pounder forward.

	Soon the black bark was ahead and then under a rain of rifle fire the prince crept under the lee cover to the forward gun.

	With the first shot of the heavy seven pounder the black craft seemed to be lifted clear out of the water. Another and still another shot plunged mercilessly down into her engines, tearing out her very vitals.

	Through the lashing foam of the cataract Bardoff could see that there was no rear gun in the enemy's craft. He was well under cover from the rifles. With the engines stopped, shot after shot was poured into the fated ship ahead, till finally one shell struck the boiler and a terrific explosion followed, sending a stream of steam and hot water over the maimed and wounded, and driving many of the others into the water.

	One by one the dervishes relinquished the ship, grabbing planks and movable objects and plunging into the seething cataract in a frenzy. Two alone stood on deck, hesitating.

	Suddenly the vessel struck a rock and careened over so that in passing by her the Alldeen grazed her sides.

	"It's all up now!" cried Bardoff, who was sure that a score of the dervishes would leap from their deck to the Alldeen and overwhelm her.

	But strange to say there were but these two left of all the crew, one badly wounded. As he flung himself upon the Alldeen's deck, he plunged forward prostrate. Bardoff was upon him like a panther and his sword went through him, burying itself with such force in the cabin floor that the point broke. The other dervish had leaped upon the Alldeen, and now advanced with fury.

	Evidently the Mahdist had exhausted his ammunition, for he came at the prince with the butt of his rifle upraised as if he would dash the man's brains out. The blow was cleverly dodged, and the rifle was shivered to bits against the gun carriage. A revolver shot rang out, the dervish clutched his back, reeled from side to side, then sprawled upon the deck.

	The prince ran back into the shelter where he found Dorothy on her knees, her hands clenched to the helm rope.

	"Bravo!" cried the prince. "You have done nobly!"

	"It is all over now, comrade," he continued, "and you must stand by the helm again. We've soon got to run the gauntlet of the Berber garrison, though I hope we can do it under cover of night. Then comes the fifth cataract--the worst of all."

	The speaker ran back and put the engines full speed ahead, piling in the wood to the choking point.

	


CHAPTER XXI.

	RUNNING THE GAUNTLET.

	 

	"Do you know," said Prince Bardoff thoughtfully, some time later, after putting the engines in trim and taking account of assets, "the further we get on, the more convinced I am that the English have evacuated the north garrisons, and the most we can hope to do on the Alldeen is to pass through the fifth cataract."

	"Is it really impossible to reach civilization in this craft?" queried his companion with a sinking of the heart.

	"Oh, bless you! I never believed for a moment that we could. I thought that we might reach the government lines, providing the fuel lasted and all went well. But I am quite sure now that the telegraph wires between Berber and the north are in operation, perhaps even between Shendy and Berber, and we should certainly be destroyed in trying to pass Abu Hamed, a full hundred and fifty miles above Berber. Now another difficulty, and the gravest one." He drew a figure on the cabin floor. "North of us the Nile cuts the letter S," he continued, "each curve of which is no less than four hundred miles long. We must traverse three of these curves, or more than a thousand miles, while by taking a camel route from Khartoum straight across the desert to Debbeh, two hundred odd miles, the rascals can intercept us, in which case we should be annihilated by their batteries. I know one thing for a certainty. Omdurman is up in arms by this time, and a huge reward is laid on our heads. If we should halt here five hours, I doubt not that the Nile would be alive with pursuers in every sort of craft. To get by Berber under cover of night and then plunge through the fifth cataract is all I can hope for at present. We must then abandon the boat."

	Dorothy drew a deep breath. So, even this insecure straw she had clutched at she must soon relinquish!

	"What then?" she inquired after an instant.

	"I have been thinking," said the prince. "Now we are two thousand miles by river from Cairo by the circuitous Nile, whereas we are but two hundred and twenty from the Red Sea straight eastward from the fifth cataract. If by some means we can span that two hundred odd miles of desert, we shall reach Suakim. I know there is fighting there, and that the country is infested with nomadic bands of robbers as well as dervishes; but we can hide ourselves by day and go forward by night. It is our only hope. If we stand by the river route, we are lost."

	"I hate to give up the ship," said Dorothy.

	"But the ship has served us well, and let well enough alone. We will find a lonely spot, get our provisions on shore, then scuttle the yacht, and trust to fortune."

	"What is that ahead?" broke in the listener in sudden alarm.

	Two native villages skirted the Nile on either side. The alarm had been sounded, and the banks were simply alive with people in a wild state of expectancy, not knowing whether to fire upon the government craft or to let it pass unmolested.

	"What! Shendy so soon? Well, here's sport." The prince ran back and smeared his face with soot and ashes, piling in the wood and throwing the furnace drafts wide open. "Keep her headed straight down stream," he commanded. Then he ran forward and took up his stand under the black flag floating in the bow.

	Whatever hostile demonstrations there might have been in preparation, the sight of the dervish guard in full uniform under the ensign of the khalifah had a good effect, and a salvo of rifles rang out on both sides of the Nile.

	"Thank fortune!" muttered the strategist; "the ruse works. I'll give them a return salute."

	"What! another fight?" cried Dorothy from her shelter.

	But a sign from the prince reassured her. "We must disarm suspicion," he said. Then one after another five thunderous salutes reverberated over the waters, and the Alldeen plunged on.

	"I wish it might be as easy passing the north garrisons," said Bardoff, rejoining his companion. "These simple people will be wild when they know how easily we slipped by them under false colors."

	"But could they have done much harm?" was the innocent query.

	"I did not think so till I saw two Gardner guns and a Krupp with my glass. If well managed, these might have sunk us. But that danger is passed, and we have a straight hundred and ten miles to Berber, which we will reach by midnight. If we can steal through under the very noses of the enemy's guns, we shall be fortunate."

	The prince returned to the engine. Presently he brought from the larder some food and water. "I almost forgot, that we have not had a mouthful of breakfast yet," he said. "Everything is working well. Suppose we eat."

	"Ah, if I only could," sighed Dorothy, to whom the sight of food was almost repulsive.

	"But you must eat," persisted her companion. He disappeared and soon returned, pouring out a cup of fragrant coffee which he had made over the furnace fire and sweetened with honey. Dorothy sipped it and felt refreshed. "Now the biscuit," urged the prince. "Then the dates and the mastic. It will all do you good. You need it."

	More out of courtesy to her host than to appease her appetite, the girl yielded.

	"Now I'll spread some rugs here and you must sleep. I can manage the ship for an hour or two quite alone. Won't you try?"

	Dorothy assented.

	It was a long day. But the long shadows finally came and with them a sense of security, though they had not yet passed the Berber fortifications.

	"If the telegraph is open between Shendy and Berber," murmured Bardoff, "we are in danger of slaughter; for, before we shall have reached Berber, our pursuers will have wired the tidings on ahead."

	"We are in God's hands," said Dorothy, who had overheard the low soliloquy. "Let us do our best and leave the rest to Him."

	"Amen, comrade!" muttered the prince solemnly. "But I thought you were asleep. This will never do. You need rest, for we have a hard night's battle ahead of us. I can get along well enough for the day, but at night all hands must stand by."

	"Sleep is impossible," said Dorothy. "If I could only stop thinking."

	Dorothy had half risen, and her eyes were bent upon the bleak shores of the Nile, where here and there was a village in a cluster of patriarchal palms.

	"And only to think that but a few weeks ago--"

	"Don't, I beg of you!" exclaimed the listener. "Reminiscences are odious at such a time of danger, when one needs all one's reserve strength to battle with the problem of the future. Look forward, not backward."

	Dorothy looked up at the Russian. "Take your rest now. I can stand by the helm," she said.

	"Thank you," said the prince, "but wake me in half an hour."

	Then he turned and fell heavily upon the rugs and was soon asleep.

	The darkness came very fast; and when the fair pilot saw a gleam of light along the horizon beyond, she woke the sleeper. "I think that we are nearing Berber," she said.

	The prince leaped up. "You have let me sleep an hour," he said. "It was a dangerous indulgence, my friend."

	"But you were slumbering so soundly, I hadn't the heart to wake you."

	"It was the kindness of cruelty." He ran aft and poked at the furnace. Dorothy heard him murmuring: "Fire almost out, low water--everything gone wrong. This will never do. If we are compelled to run through Berber at a good pace, we shall need every reserve."

	He shut off steam and began pumping water into the boilers by hand, giving the furnace full draft. The darkness was deeper now. "We are ahead of time," he murmured, "fully three hours. I meant to have run the gauntlet after midnight, but what's the use of tarrying here?"

	"What are you muttering over?" called out Dorothy.

	"I am trying to solve the problem of the predicament which your over kindness to me has brought upon us," answered the prince. "Do you know if we were overtaken now we should be compelled to stand dead still and fight for our lives."

	"Well, we have put up a good fight before this," was the heroic rejoinder.

	"Do you know what I have resolved to do?" went on Bardoff. "I am resolved to run the gauntlet just as soon as I can get steam up. No sneaking past the garrison by midnight. If we delay that long, Heaven knows what may happen. Shall we attempt it?"

	"I am your subaltern, commander," said Dorothy. She even laughed.

	"Then here goes!" Bardoff gave the lever a jerk and opened the throttles full. The Alldeen shot forward like a meteor. "Keep her in the stream," came the command.

	"I'll do it," was the answer, and Dorothy took a firm hold of the helm.

	Nearer and nearer came the lights of Berber. It was a thrilling sight to the lone watcher, for it seemed more like civilization that any prospect she had met on this bitter runaway voyage. The Nile was flanked by steeper acclivities now, on the summits of which sat the fort like a tall sentinel.

	Here and there among the clustering huts of the town were buildings of some size, white and spectral in the dim light. Bardoff realized the approach of a tropic thunderstorm. He slowed up, coming forward into the armored shelter.

	"Do you see this sudden tempest gathering?" he said with enthusiasm. "It will be our salvation."

	"But the lightning is getting fiercer. I can see the guns of the garrison on the heights. They will certainly see us just as plainly."

	"But only during these momentary flashes. See! the storm is growing wilder. With every flare I can see the people running to shelter. Bless me! was ever there such darkness as follows these terrific flashes? Ah, what was that?"

	Dorothy's heart leaped. "It sounded very much like a solid shot across our bow," she answered.

	The prince stood still a single instant. "That settles it, then," said he savagely. "The telegraph is open to Shendy, and they have sent the warning. The garrison knows of our coming and is prepared. Ready then for the fight of your life! The guns along the cliffs will soon break loose. The Nile will be alive with every kind of craft to capture us. We'll have to cut our way through, that's all. This terrific thunderstorm may save us."

	"Let us hope and pray it may," murmured the girl. "And fight, too," she added.

	The prince ran back to his engines with all haste, piling the furnace to its utmost. Then he hurried forward to the seven pounder, ramming home a shell. Then he stood back, ready for the first blow.

	It began to rain in torrents. Once Bardoff turned, and in a vivid flash of lightning he saw the straight figure at her post, and the calm heroism inspired him. Something tightened about his heart, and he took two or three deep breaths like a man who is about to make a terrific leap into the dark.

	Suddenly on the cliff back of the city there was a flash, and almost simultaneously came the thunder of a shell not twenty feet in front of the Alldeen, sending a deluge of water over the already drenched yacht.

	"They've got an English gunner up there," sighed the prince, "and they are putting him to torture to make him shoot straight. No Arab could train a gun on us as close as that. This is getting serious."

	For an instant only the most intense silence and darkness. Then came another vivid flash, followed by a double bang of the garrison guns.

	One shot screamed over the Alldeen, while the other fell several feet aft. Then suddenly there loomed up before the solitary gunner a line of dahabeahs, and their decks were crowded with armed men.

	There was but a moment in which to break the line, and the prince did not hesitate. Although it was pitch dark, he fired five shots against the barrier in quick succession. Then he looked up.

	A flash of lightning showed the crowding craft in the wildest confusion. A volley of rifle bullets rattled about him, but the fire was ineffectual.

	"Straight ahead!" cried Bardoff to his pilot. "I shall break the line of boats by the time we reach them--"

	Another roar of the garrison guns and one of the shells carried away the black flag at the prow, another grazed the armored cabin where Dorothy stood at her post. The Alldeen listed to port, and the water poured over her deck for a moment.

	The prince jammed another cartridge home and thundered his way through the ranks of the opposing forces. "One thing is sure; if a shell ever hits us--"

	Crash! came a shot, striking the deck between the solitary gunner and his pilot, plowing it up and throwing the prince flat upon his back, stunned and bleeding.

	Dorothy gave a cry and ran forward; but the gunner motioned her back under cover, and staggered to his feet. She retreated to the helm.

	"Stand by your post!" he called out, and throwing himself upon his gun, blazed away again and again full into the closing ranks of the dahabeahs till the Alldeen was upon them, tearing her way through the barrier with terrific momentum. Then he ran back under cover and seized his rifles.

	Fearing that their own allies might be hit, the garrison guns ceased their booming, and the flash of lightning showed the confusion of the struggling dervishes in their sinking dahabeahs. The seven pounder had done deadly work, and the masts of three of the boats were protruding above the water.

	To port and starboard the Alldeen struck the wooden craft, but the darkness was so intense and the confusion so appalling that none dared board the runaway till a broadside collision took place, and in the lightning's gleam two or three of the crew leaped upon the Alldeen's deck, standing there apparently bewildered.

	Crack! crack! went the rifle of Bardoff. One after another the dervishes went down before the deadly repeater.

	The shrieking and commotion was intense, though for fear of hitting their own men the firing had almost ceased till the Alldeen broke through the ranks and dashed into clear water. Then came a perfect fusillade of hot shot.

	An inopportune flash of lightning pointed the fleeing craft's place in free water, and the guns of the garrison began their thundering again.

	The prince had regained his post at the engines, and was piling in fuel. A shot struck the boiler and sent a hissing jet of hot water and steam into the air. A second and a third volley from the garrison resulted in the destruction of the armored cabin underneath which poor Dorothy lay.

	Upon this appalling catastrophe Bardoff ran forward, feeling sure that his companion had met instant death.

	Upon his hands and knees in the roar of hissing steam and the blinding darkness, the prince crept under the twisted and contorted iron superstructure, finding his fair pilot lying upon her face, stunned and unconscious, but breathing faintly. He drew her from under the wreckage and laid her tenderly forward out of the cloud of smothering steam.

	The storm was passing, the thunder and lightning had almost abated, but the garrison guns kept up an ineffectual fire.

	Three dead dervishes lay on the deck. Bardoff stripped them of their arms and threw the bodies overboard. Then as a fortunate flash of lightning showed the Alldeen to be dangerously near the lee shore, the prince ran to the broken tiller and managed to swerve the craft into the stream again. Then he returned to Dorothy, who sat up now with her hands pressed to her temples.

	"Are you badly hurt?" he asked, dropping by her side.

	"I thought I was killed. That shot--that awful bolt--I thought it broke every bone in my body. How my head throbs! Are you speaking? I am so deaf I cannot hear a thing. Don't leave me--"

	"You must have something to revive you," and then prince ran for a restorative.

	The parched lips drank with eagerness. "Are we out of danger?" she whispered. "Have we passed Berber at last?"

	"Yes, thank Heaven!" responded the hero. "But--"

	"What is that roaring? Is it in my head or--"

	"Escaping steam. The boilers have been hard hit, and there is no remedy till morning. In the mean time I doubt whether we have fuel enough to plunge through the fifth cataract which we are bound to reach before daybreak."

	"God help us!" moaned Dorothy.

	"Take courage, my little heroine. We are a long way from defeat yet. Mind you, I only wanted to get by Berber and safely through the fifth cataract, and then we can scuttle the yacht and take to the desert. We have had enough of this. It is too open warfare, and we aren't prepared for it."

	"A miracle," said Dorothy. "Ah, it is all a miracle. I thought the blow was struck at last, and that we were lost."

	"That thunderstorm was a stroke of Providence. These cowards are not afraid of the muzzles of the giaour's repeaters, but thunder and lightning put them to rout. Besides, our seven pounder sank three of their boats, and placed others in a sad plight. But here; we shall be on shore sooner than we wish if we do not mind our helm."

	Bardoff gave a tug at the rudder rope and then went back to the engines which were enveloped in clouds of steam. "She is almost on her last legs. If we can only make our way through the fifth cataract--"

	Suddenly Dorothy's pale face burst through the cloud of steam. "Can you set the pumps to work?" she asked with the calmness of despair.

	"Why? "was the excited query.

	"Because, from the swish of things through the hole in the deck, yonder, I judge that the poor Alldeen is more than half full of water!"

	"My God!" sighed the prince bitterly.

	


CHAPTER XXII.

	HANGING BY A THREAD.

	 

	FOR the rest of that eventful night the two refugees were in momentary peril of going down with the Alldeen. It was not until long after daybreak that the swiftness of the Nile current and the increasing narrowness of the stream indicated the approach to the fifth cataract.

	Then Prince Bardoff ran forward to survey the prospect.

	"I like the looks of things," he said, scanning the heights which they were now skirting. "The river is high, and we have a good chance to shoot the rapids if we can only lighten the boat."

	"How far away are we from the cataract?" asked Dorothy.

	"An hour at most. We must begin to throw things overboard, or we shall never float over the rocks. It's the worst cataract on the Nile."

	Without further hesitation the prince began loosening the big gun from its stanchions.

	"It's like losing an old friend," he said bitterly, "and our best defender.

	But-there's no help for it. We may be compelled to take to a plank before another hour."

	Dorothy watched the loosening of the seven pounder, which had helped them break through the lines of Berber and had annihilated two fleets of pursuers; and as the long steel tube slid down and disappeared in the Nile, it seemed to bear a portion of her very heart with it. She told this to the Russian.

	"Oh, it's not so bad," said he. "We shall soon abandon the ship, for we could never pass Abou Hamed, even if we floated long enough to reach there. Besides, it is better that these guns go overboard than that they should fall into the hands of the enemy."

	"True." Over went the last gun and into the furnace went the last armful of wood.

	"We might as well pitch the engines and boilers over next," added the prince.

	"Why so?"

	"We have reached the end of our fuel, and the boilers are weakening with the strain."

	"Cut up these gun carriages. Strip the vessel of the woodwork," suggested Dorothy.

	"We need all that for a raft. Mind you, if we go to pieces in the middle of the fifth cataract, we must reach shore, and with our provisions, too."

	The woman's brow clouded. "Over with everything, then," she sighed.

	The pumps had cleared the hold below decks of the swishing water, and the best time for the sacrifice seemed to have arrived. The prince straightway began unbolting the boiler stays from the deck.

	It was a herculean task, but with heroic industry it was soon accomplished. First one and then the other of the huge boilers were toppled over upon the deck's edge, listing the Alldeen to a dangerous degree. Then they went overboard. The engines followed piecemeal, and thus the Alldeen soon found herself without the power of locomotion or resistance against even a dahabeahs.

	A sense of helplessness came over the runaways, and they realized the desperation of their case. There was no time to repine, however, and the construction of the raft was begun in earnest.

	"Our lives on a toss of a shilling," remarked the prince, as he spiked a small chest to the center of the raft, and began filling it with their necessities.

	Then, when all was done, he said to his companion: "Comrade, let us enjoy our last breakfast on board the Alldeen. It may be the last for--"

	"Don't say 'forever,'" broke in Dorothy, with quivering lips. Then, after a moment: "Do you know, the thought of leaving the Alldeen, after she has borne us safely to this haven of refuge, distresses me more than I can tell. Does it affect you at all?"

	"I dare not give way to sentiment," said the prince. "The Alldeen has done us good service, but there is no use clinging to her from an impulse of gratitude. All I want to do is to shoot the cataract and get as far along toward Abou Hamed as possible. We have trusted ourselves to the water long enough. We are getting into a more or less neutral country. The people are Mahdiists, to be sure, but not so rabid and fanatical as those farther south, under the immediate influence of the Mahdi, or his successor. I think I shall be able to handle them when the time comes."

	Dorothy was scanning the cliffs of sandstone, which seemed to have been cleft by the steadily flowing Nile at some remote period, and now towered above them like white hooded sentinels. Suddenly she saw the prince's face blanch as he slammed down the lid of the provision chest, and ran forward to the tiller ropes.

	"Stand by!" he commanded. "It will take two to manage this wreck through the cataract."

	Dorothy crept under cover and took her position. From her point of vantage she saw the writhing, seething cataract not a mile ahead. The river was so narrow that it appeared to pour its huge volume through a mighty funnel. To make matters worse, here and there in the foam flecked mass could be seen points of rock.

	"Keep to the right of the channel!" commanded the prince; "keep to the right and avoid the rocks. It is a dangerous pass, but the only one."

	"God save us!" murmured Dorothy.

	The prince leaned over the prow and noted that the Alldeen was as high out of water as could be expected--fully nine inches higher than before the stripping of the craft of her guns and machinery.

	"That means our salvation," he muttered. Then they plunged into the roar and turmoil of the cataract, and the poor shot battered Alldeen began a dance of death in the lashing Nile.

	After once encountering the cataract, the force of the waters was so great that the rudder was useless. Now listing to port, now careening to starboard, the wreck was clutched in the powerful grip of the currents, whirled around and around, and then shot out of the seething maelstrom stern foremost, until it struck upon a half submerged rock.

	The blow strained every beam and seam from garboard strake to deck buttress. Then the waves broke over the craft, tore her from her temporary anchorage and plunged her onward with a mighty fury.

	By a superhuman effort the prince managed to creep back and reach the little shelter where Dorothy was still clinging to the tiller ropes.

	"She won't stand this pounding long," cried the prince above the roar of the cataract. "We might as well prepare for a swim. If I could only get the raft loose, I would lash you to it and trust to luck--"

	The rest of the sentence was lost in a crash. Bardoff ran forward. The Alldeen's bow had been stove in, and the craft was rapidly settling.

	"That's our death warrant," cried he. "She'll go down in a minute, now."

	"To the raft, then!" Dorothy sprang forward through knee deep water.

	A great coil of rope was wound around the life raft, and upon it the heroine was lashed, in a position where she might cling to the chest, already secured to the flooring. The vessel was settling slowly, and the raft was working itself free from the Alldeen.

	A sudden lurch of the vessel dashed the raft against the deck. Then the poor Alldeen careened to starboard and went down. The raft with the two clinging refugees shot out from its mooring and sped down the channel with terrific speed.

	It was fortunate indeed that no obstruction was met, or the raft would never have survived that mad torrent.

	"Now for the final plunge," cried Bardoff, gazing through the drenching spray toward a great wall of water that loomed up before them. "Cling for your life! If we pass that we shall reach open water and be saved--"

	The sentence was broken off short, for the raft seemed suddenly to have been lifted by some submarine monster and hurled through the air. Then it was dashed head foremost into a seething wall of waves, which lifted its formidable crest like a towering fiend before them.

	Dorothy was completely overcome for a moment, and when she recovered consciousness she found herself lying flat on her back on the raft, in comparatively still water.

	"Comrade," called out Dorothy weakly; "comrade, are you here?"

	There came no answer. Dorothy struggled up and looked wildly about her. For a moment she could not seem to realize the calamity that had befallen her. Then it came with crushing force. "My God!" she moaned, "the prince is lost--swept away--drowned!"

	An appalling desolation and sense of helplessness came over her. She saw only the towering chalk cliffs sweeping the sky on either side, and heard only the whipping of the waters through the narrow channel. For some time she lay there, unable to move, with hope dead in her young heart, praying for a speedy end.

	But soon there came a weak cry from afar. With something of wonder and alarm the girl struggled up and gazed over the turmoil of waters. There, across the river, she saw her brave comrade.

	Dorothy tried to raise her voice, but the sound was too weak. It was only after a little time that the prince revived sufficiently to sit up and gaze despairingly over the Nile in search of his fair charge. When he caught a glimpse of Dorothy, still upon the raft, he drew himself up and gave a shout. "Safe, comrade?" he cried across the water. "Are you safe?"

	"Yes, thank God!" responded Dorothy.

	That solace seemed to put new life into the soldier's heart; and after a little time he dived into the stream and struck out for the opposite shore.

	For a while it looked as if he were going to make it with ease; but soon the swifter part of the current was encountered, and the swimmer's strength began to wane.

	Dorothy encouraged him as he battled against the current. She could see the straining white arms and the bloodshot eyes. Inch by inch she watched the soldier fighting against the current, laboring to gain the goal before the swift waters should bear him on around the verge of a great cliff. It was a vain struggle, however. With a final wave of the hand the poor fellow sank, just as he was borne around the edge of the towering cliff. For a full hour Dorothy sat there like a statue. After a time she rallied and cut herself loose from the raft. The bark which had been her temporary refuge had edged its way to shore so that she was enabled to step from the raft to the rocks and feel the solid earth beneath her for the first time since leaving Khartoum.

	Seating herself amid the ragged edging of boulders the brave woman began to think of what was to be done. She could pry open the chest and find food enough for some days, doubtless, and even if the prince did not succeed immediately in making his way back to her, as she felt that he certainly would sooner or later, she could survive the delay. Then, after all this exhausting struggle and turmoil, nature interposed and Dorothy sank upon the sands, covered her face and soon fell into sound slumber.

	She awoke with a start in answer to a voice. She could not seem to realize whence it came. She looked up to see a beckoning figure on the summit of the towering cliff above her.

	"Heaven be praised!" she exclaimed. She leaped up and waved her hands exultantly. "It is he--it is the prince!"

	Then the girl asked herself how on earth did he ever gain that inaccessible summit?

	Rushing about on the sands, the lone watcher was suddenly amazed to see the figure, so far above her, lowering something over the cliff that appeared to be a slender cord, from which was suspended a rock. Down and down it came, yard after yard and rod after rod, till finally Dorothy ran to the spot where the dangling end was to land, and discovered that the stone was bound round with telegraph wire.

	"Make fast," was the order from above, "and I will lower another wire and haul you up."

	Dorothy did as she was commanded, and soon another wire was seen dangling over the cliff and descending to her. Tied to the end of this was the key to the chest.

	"Comrade," was the next order, "let me first haul up the arms and ammunition, then what food there is left. I think we can fight our way on to Suakim now."

	Dorothy found the ammunition in their sealed boxes perfectly preserved; and though much of the food was water soaked, it was too precious to throw away on that account. One by one the loads went up the cliff.

	"Now bind the right wire around your waist and make fast," came the final order from above, "and begin to climb up the cliff hand over hand on the left wire. Take it slowly, and I am sure the wire will hold; so don't be afraid. I'm going to help you.

	"Are you ready? "came the call a little later.

	Dorothy had made a noose in one wire. She sat in it and answered: "Ready!" Then she took hold of the other wire and pulled herself up hand over hand while the prince took in the slack of the wire upon which she was sitting. For a time all went well. Slowly, without jerking or sudden halts, the slender iron wire drew her up and up and up, and between the pauses Dorothy looked about her.

	A sudden faintness soon began to come over her. The appalling height, the slender thread that dangled her between heaven and earth, life and eternity, and the consciousness of waning strength, began to tell upon her courage. In the very midst of this herculean task, Bardoff's eyes happened to glance up the Nile toward the cataract, and his heart sank at the sight of four dahabeahs loaded down with armed dervishes, thundering down the rapids in pursuit of the refugees. It seemed but a moment before the pursuers were abreast of the spot and had caught sight of the dangling atom of humanity swinging between heaven and earth far up the cliff side, though the prince himself was beyond their detection.

	Suddenly there arose a chorus of shrieks through the cavernous Nile bed, a volley of rifle shots rang out like the cracking of twigs in a fierce gale, and then the strain upon the slender wire was suddenly relaxed.

	


CHAPTER XXIII.

	A STRUGGLE ON THE BRINK OF ETERNITY.

	
 

	A VERY strange thing had happened to Dorothy Stanslaus. Unconscious of the peril she was in from the dervishes, who were trying to kill her with their rifles, she was struggling to gain the summit of the cliff, when suddenly out of what appeared to be a rectangular hole in the solid rock up whose side she was climbing, there was thrust a hand--a human hand, old and withered.

	The girl felt herself dragged into a cave, where she sank down before a score of graybeard monks, each in his dark cowl, their eyes gleaming with wonder.

	
 

	* * * * * * *

	
 

	It was a long time before Prince Bardoff could summon up the courage to drag himself to the verge of the precipice and peer into the depths to ascertain the fate of his beloved comrade. When he saw the abrupt ending of the wire, he came to the conclusion that Dorothy had fallen and been dashed to pieces, or else that she had been seized by the enemy and borne away. And yet the latter idea seemed quite impossible. The dahabeahs could never have paused in their mad race and picked up their prize. Whither then had poor Dorothy disappeared?

	Suddenly, to his astonishment, there came a tug at the wire, and looking down, Bardoff was amazed to see a tiny fluttering bit of muslin tied to the end. The prince breathlessly drew the strange message up, and, seizing it, read: "Monks' cave midway down. Come, quick!"

	For a few moments this strange and unexpected rescue seemed beyond belief. Then, letting down a coil of wire, which he had cut from the telegraph poles along the high bank, the brave man made the perilous descent until he found himself dangling before a series of windows cut in the solid crag--port holes to the cave temples of the hermit monks of the Nile.

	"Come in here, quick!" A white hand shot out to his rescue.

	"What a Godsend--what a miracle!" was all the prince could gasp as he crept into the great temple and confronted there a score of white haired fathers, standing in spectral silence, perfectly motionless and dumfounded.

	For a moment the newcomer could not speak. Then, seeing a face which looked as if it might be that of one of his own countrymen, he spoke in clear, slow Russian: "Holy father, God's blessing upon you!"

	With the sound of their native language, half the monks rushed forward, The patriarchal father advanced and offered his hand, which the prince, kneeling reverently, kissed.

	"My son," were the first words of the grave friar, "thou art welcome. But--" He turned towards Dorothy--" thou knowest the rules of our order. It is unlawful that any woman shall set foot in this sacred temple. Thou must take her away, instantly."

	For the moment the prince was bewildered. Dorothy did not understand a word, but she divined her position.

	"Holy father," said Bardoff, "know that I am a prince of the blood, by right of birth a dignitary of the holy Russian Church, which has sent thee here to fulfil the vows of chastity and lifelong penance. Know also, though this fair being is a woman, in heart and soul, strength and courage, she excels any man I ever knew, and is worthy of thy hospitality. I was enabled by the grace of God to rescue her from the Moslem hordes through stratagem; and we have fought our way through fire and flood, through starvation and peril, until suddenly in our last extremity we happen upon thy good grace and hospitality. If the God who bids thee to the desert hath also led His helpless ones to seek shelter beneath thy wing, holy father, deny us not; but in His name perform thy duty as becomes a patriarch of the church, and heaven shall reward thee mightily."

	Duty and pity struggled in the old monk's heart. After a moment's meditation, he drew his brothers aside, and a solemn converse in whispers decided the fate of the visitors.

	"Prince," said the graybeard, returning, "thou and she whom thou hast rescued from the accursed Moslem shall remain here; but under the conditions that thy companion maintain silence--that she speak no word to any brother here, that she be called 'Brother Paul,' and in all things treated as a man and a brother. Have I thy promise, prince?"

	"Before heaven!" answered the stranger, again kneeling and clasping the holy father's hand thankfully. Then he turned to poor Dorothy, and told her in whispers the penalty of silence imposed upon her.

	"Fear nothing," she said, pressing her lips to the prince's ear; "fear nothing, for I shall be faithful."

	Such food as the monks were permitted to eat on days of especial feasting was brought--dates, dried figs, a kind of shew bread, and a jug of most exquisite Russian liqueur. The two visitors sat down and ate and drank in silence.

	Dorothy was delighted with the spiritual repose of the holy sanctuary. After she had partaken of the food she crept to one side and sank down upon the hard floor.

	A good father brought to the prince a pillow of husks. "Give our good brother Paul a comforter," he said. Forthwith he turned away and left the girl and her protector together.

	"Wonderful, wonderful!" sighed Dorothy, hardly realizing that good fortune had come upon them. "You will thank the fathers for their mercy and kindness, will you not, comrade?"

	"Be at peace," said her companion. "Sleep here in quiet, while I climb back to the summit of the crag and put our arms and effects in hiding, that no one may discover our whereabouts."

	The prince made the dangerous ascent without mishap. There he gathered up the contents of the chest, which he had hauled up from the shore of the Nile, and found a safe hiding place for their precious stores.

	Bardoff had no more than succeeded in secreting the last vestige of the treasure trove, than, on returning to the verge of the precipice, he was amazed to find two dervishes tampering with the wires which hung over the edge.

	To his horror the prince discovered one of them to be no less a personage than the emir who had planned the kidnaping of the 'angel of light' in Khartoum.

	This dignitary had been one of the first in pursuit. Finding that the Alldeen had been abandoned, and recognizing his prize dangling in midair as he shot down the Nile, he had made a landing and returned to the spot with all haste.

	"So," he was overheard to say, "that Russian giaour and the 'angel' have taken refuge in the caves of the accursed monks. Well, we must rout them out."

	"But how?" was the query of his companion.

	"You, a faithful son of one of the faithful, and ask how? Go to! These dogs of monks are never armed, while we"--he patted his belt full oi knives and pistols. "Nothing easier. I will let you down on these wires, and you make your demands at the pistol's muzzle. If you meet with resistance, shoot them down--the whole dastardly pack. Are you ready?"

	The prince listened to this conversation, then ran back to his hiding place and armed himself. When he returned he found the emir and his man in a violent argument. The emir first pleaded, then he threatened.

	"Go, dog!" he cried, "or I will run you through like a Christian. By Allah; you are no better than a white faced infidel! Down with you and the reward shall be yours. Take the temple by storm, I command you. I will bring you safe back. Bind the 'angel' and I will draw her safely to the summit. Fear nothing. I shall not let you fall. Go while it is yet time."

	With many misgivings the underling did the will of his master; but it was as a man who goes to his death in pursuance of his duty. No sooner had he began the descent down the cliff, than Prince Bardoff came up behind the Mahdiists commander and threw a coil of loose wire about him.

	The emir turned and saw his predicament. Both hands supported his friend, and before him was an armed man, calm and commanding.

	A terrible oath escaped him. At first he tried to leap aside, but a sudden wrenching of the coils brought him to his knees. Seeing that in order to save his own life it was necessary to sacrifice that of his ally, the emir let go the wires suddenly, and threw off the coil by which Bardoff had pinioned him.

	The prince now found himself face to face with the most formidable adversary whom he had ever met.

	The prince rushes upon the emir with drawn sword. The latter discharges a pistol full into the Russian's face, but misses him. The weapon is struck from the emir's hand with a back slap of Bardoff's sword. The emir draws his own gleaming blade, and the two fight there on the verge of eternity like savages.

	Each is trying to back the other to the edge of the cliff, where a false step means death. The Mahdiists mutters while he fights:

	"So, dog of a giaour; this is the way that you reward me for saving your life, is it?" Then with each furious slash of the sword, "Take that--and that--and that!"

	"And so, hound of a Mahdiists," responds the prince, "this is the manner in which you reward me for having saved your life. Take that--and that--and that!"

	But both lunges fall short. Finally, with a terrific clashing of swords, the prince's unfortunately snaps off close to the hilt.

	The emir gives a fierce chuckle and his teeth gleam as he makes a quick lunge. Bardoff stumbles over a coil of wire, and in the very madness of the moment, seizes it. The dervish is down, upon him like a whirlwind, his sword grazing his side; but in the mix up the Christian manages to throw the coil about the emir's neck, and with a mighty tug tightens the wire about his enemy's throat. His face becomes perfectly purple, and he falls to his knees.

	Bardoff is upon him in an instant, crushing him to the earth. He wrenches the sword from the mighty clench, and the weapon breaks off short. Then the hand to hand tussle begins in deadly earnest.

	Round and round the emir the smothering coils tighten, like a serpent's, and he begins to weaken. Nearer and nearer the verge of the precipice the contestants advance, until, with a sudden and unexpected blow, Bardoff is struck down at the very edge of the awful chasm.

	Had the emir been half free at this terrible moment, the game would have been his. But in making the second lunge to drive his adversary over the cliff, he stumbles in the coil and falls prostrate upon Bardoff. The prince clutches him with the grip of a madman, wrenches him over and sends him flying headlong down to the rocks below.

	The Russian lay quivering and exhausted after the struggle. Everything swam in a red maze before his sight. Consciousness left him for the instant, and life itself was all but extinct.

	It was during her sound slumber in the cell far below that a shrill shriek awoke poor Dorothy, and climbing half out of the cavern window, her heart sank as she discovered that the wires were nowhere to be seen, while far below there lay a shapeless mass under a dervish gibbeh.

	For a few moments Dorothy thought that her comrade had met his death. She felt a repetition of that frightful ordeal she had experienced on the raft that morning. And yet, somehow, she could not believe that he was dead. Bardoff had performed so many miracles, had fought his way through so many adversities, that it seemed as if a special guardian angel watched him for her sake, and that he was yet to be restored to her.

	Suddenly, amid these terrible musings, there fell upon the woman's ears the sound of a mighty combat far above her. She tried to see whom the fighters were. She recognized Bardoff's voice. Then in a moment she saw a body fall past her in its swift and terrible descent. Then Dorothy fainted.

	It was growing dark when the girl recovered consciousness. She looked up, and before the window of the cavern she saw a fluttering bit of paper tied to the end of a bit of yarn.

	


CHAPTER XXIV.

	OF ONE BLOOD.

	 

	IT was a message from the prince, and ran as follows:

	
 

	MY DEAR COMRADE: I have just had the fight of my life, and I do not feel equal to the gathering of more wire from the telegraph poles to enable me to return to you tonight. I shall find a ready ambush, and as I have plenty of food here, do not worry about me. I shall recover my strength and then seek a camel for our eastward journey.

	I inclose a message written on a page torn from my note book. It is in Russian, and you must give it to the holy father, who, I doubt not, will do everything for your comfort. Keep his command of silence; and if you do not hear from me for two or three days, fear nothing, for I shall surely return and bear you safely to civilization. I shall get the ropes from the raft below somehow and contrive to lift you out of trouble. As long as you are with the holy men you are safe; for the fathers are sacred even in Moslem eyes, the Koran making it a crime for them to be molested. I shall await your answer here till sunset, then start on foot toward Abou Hamed for camels. I can fight my way where I cannot bribe it, and bribe it where I cannot fight it; so fear nothing. Adieu, and be of good cheer! God bless you.

	
 

	The inclosure was addressed to the holy father of the Order of St. Antony of the Desert:

	
 

	O holy father, I greet thee in the name of God and the illustrious saint whose temple here thou hast consecrated with thy fasting and prayer.

	I commend to thy loving kindness and keeping the virgin sister whom I have rescued from the hands of the merciless Moslem after the fall of Khartoum. Guard and keep her in the name of the Father and the Son in the favor of Holy Saint Antony, who fasted here in the desert and first made the place of thy worship.

	I go to Abou Hamed for camels that we may make our way by night through the wilderness to far Soudan. Deo volenie. I shall return in three days. In the mean time feed and shelter our beloved sister, and may the Father reward thee abundantly.

	If perchance thou hast a wish which I may fulfil upon my return to the world, communicate it to me, and I swear it shall be granted thee.

	In the mean time, holy father, give me thy prayers and blessings. Be steadfast in the love of the Lord and protect His child.

	PRINCE ANDREA ST. VLADIMIR BARDOFF.

	
 

	Dorothy tore the edge from the sheet of paper, and, in lieu of a better thing to indite her reply, cut into the little sheet with her finger nail the words: "All is well. Go!" Climbing into the cave window, she tied the missive to the dangling thread. A signal to the patient watcher high above, and the message was lifted over the cliff summit.

	The shades of night were deepening now, and over all the strange world there lay a solemn and beautiful light. Up from the Nile bed far beneath the white mists arose, and from the dim south the roar of the cataract came clearer through the vaporous depths. The summits of the opposite crags seemed tipped with gold, in the evening light, and above them hovered shifting clouds like skeins of royal purple spun into fantastic shapes.

	The sacred stillness of that cave temple was ineffably solemn and sweet; and when through the dark halls and oratories there sounded the great ram's horn--the very same which had been blown daily at sunrise and sunset for hundreds of years--the weird sound echoed mournfully over the Nile and quavered down the bleak depths, until it melted over the trackless wastes of the Libyan desert far beyond.

	Dorothy stood entranced.

	With this solemn farewell to the departing day, there came the chant of aged voices lifting their orisons in the twilight gloom. There was dimly seen through the bleak archways the grave procession of the brown cowled fathers, advancing with crossed hands upon their bosoms and bowed heads towards the chapel, where the evening prayers were said in tremulous monotones inexpressibly beautiful.

	Never in all her life was the American so moved as by this reverent rite of peace and resignation and humility performed by this score or more of white haired venerables, tottering upon the very verge of the grave.

	There was something about it so unworldly and spiritual, contrasting sharply with the wild and turbulent scenes among the savage hordes of fanatical Mahdiists, from whose midst Dorothy had escaped by miracle.

	The girl crept to the archway and watched the holy fathers at their evening devotions, as they knelt with bared knees upon the hard stone floor, with their chief patriarch standing by the rude altar in the vestments of his order. Two wax candles cast a weird glow over the bowed heads.

	Prayer followed prayer, and chant followed chant, until over the silent river was sounded again the ram's horn of praise. Then the fathers rose and retreated in solemn procession to their cells.

	Dorothy crept back to her place, and awaited the coming of the old patriarch, who soon brought her the evening meal--bread and honeyed water, a thimble cup of spirits, dates, figs, and a pomegranate.

	Dorothy greeted him according to her vows, but with every show of thankfulness; and then gave him the message from the prince.

	The old man read the tiny sheet slowly by the dim light of the ancient lamp he carried. When he had reached the end the monk stared at the signature with eagerness. Then he dropped the note from his quivering hand and gazed upon the amazed woman before him, his whole frame trembling with insupportable emotion.

	Dorothy gave him a questioning look, but ere she could breathe a whisper the shrunken finger tips were laid upon the tremulous lips, and a look implored silence. Then the patriarch turned away.

	It was a long time after this strange and mystifying episode that the old monk returned; and when he did, he bore a little reed pipe, which, when blown, gave forth a plaintive sound. By signs and pantomimic gestures the holy man made Dorothy understand that she was to enjoy the freedom of the cave monastery, but wherever she went, she was to sound the pipe before her, so that the friars should know of her presence and turn their faces away to pray. Then, after she had eaten, the patriarch led his guest through the archway down by a series of chambers ranged along the cliff's interior, far on to a row of some forty hollowed out cells, bare, bleak, and forbidding, each one tenanted by a praying father upon his knees, with head buried from the sight of the stranger, who blew her pipe softly as she passed along, until the two had reached the very end of the narrow corridor, where there were a few empty cells.

	There the patriarch bade his guest enter. Upon the low bed, which was but a narrow ledge chiseled from the solid rock, there had been spread a few rugs and blankets, with a husk pillow at the head--all of which worldly luxuries were denied the brothers themselves.

	In the mean time Prince Bardoff had made his way with caution to Abou Hamed and entered the city walls by night. After making a few purchases at the lesser bazaars--provisions, water skins and, above all important, a three hundred foot coil of rope--the prince started to the outskirts in search of a good camel for his purpose.

	He was not long in finding a strong animal, which was lying in the valley, not far from the city gates. The prince entered into conversation with the owner, whom he found to be one of the treacherous tribe of the Monasir.

	"Friend, dost thou own this camel?" began the prince, waking him from slumber.

	The man was rather startled, and when he arose and confronted one in the uniform of the Mahdi, and evidently a stranger, he was doubly perplexed.

	"I own it, master," he said gravely. "It is my sole possession, by Allah!"

	"Wilt thou sell it to me?" said the prince bluntly.

	The man hesitated. "Who art thou, and what is thy use for the camel?"

	"That is my business," replied Bardoff. "But, if you must know before you sell, I am one of the messengers of the Khalifah Abdulla from far Omdurman. I bear important tidings to Osman Digna, who is besieging Suakim, on the Red Sea."

	The monasir bowed, for the words were spoken with some solemnity.

	"Go, then, to the emir of Abou Hamed, master," said he. "He will provide thee with camels if thine own have fallen by the wayside. Come; gladly will I show thee the way to the emir's palace."

	"I know the way, for I have been there," said the prince, recalling an episode which happened some years before, when he was a guest at the palace. "I have naught to do with the emir, but with the pasha, Osman Digna, whom I must reach without delay. Camels we have not, and there is no time to tarry. Come; wilt thou sell?"

	The sheik saw a chance for a good bargain, "I am sorry to part with her, master, for she has a fine foal--"

	"So much the better."

	"She is worth six hundred pieces of money, master."

	"It is too much. Why, the best of camels are not worth two hundred in Omdurman, and it is a time of war when beasts of burden are scarce."

	"My price is six," said the sheik, and he stretched himself out at full length upon the thin grass.

	The prince was in a quandary. Here was a fine camel and undoubtedly one able to carry a heavy burden to Suakim. The price was insignificant when the good to be gained was considered; but if the rascal received his price he would straightway rush into Abou Hamed and tell of his triumph, to the prince's downfall.

	"Thou art a sorry dog, accursed son of a monasir," cried Bardoff, "and I will report to the Khalifah when I return. He shall command the emir of Abou Hamed to hunt thee down as a curse to the faithful in time of distress. I shall seek elsewhere."

	"Stay!" cried the camel's owner, impressed with the stranger's reproof. "Make me an offer, and I will consider."

	"I will give thee three hundred pieces."

	"Curse me for a Christian!" swore the other, "but thou art a hard man to deal with, on my life, thou art! However, in what money is the coin?"

	"In khayala pounds sterling," was the answer. (This is the local vernacular for English sovereigns, "khayala" meaning cavalry, from the image of St. George and the dragon engraved upon them.)

	The monasir's eyes were aglow. Paper money was worthless, bad silver scarce, good silver rare, and gold almost never met with in that region. If the man had had any doubts hitherto that the stranger was a representative of the Khalifah, the successor of the Mahdi, he hesitated no longer. What more natural thing in the world than that the Khalifah would send his emissary forth well supplied with gold. "But show me one," said the fellow skeptically.

	The prince reached beneath his gibbeh and produced a coin. As he stooped down he was careful at the same time to display a belt stuck with revolvers and knives, which had the effect of quelling any undue familiarity.

	The native took the coin, weighed it caressingly in his hand, and then kissed it with a resounding smack. "How many of these are in three hundred pieces, master?" he inquired meekly.

	"There are fifty two, son of a monasir; but I will be liberal. I will give thee sixty."

	"Done!" cried the owner of the camel eagerly.

	In less time than seemed befitting so momentous an occasion, the sixty pieces were counted out into the prince's left hand. "Come," said Bardoff, having thoroughly maddened the man's cupidity, "let me mount and ride the camel a mile while thou lead'st. I must make sure that she is sound and an easy rider."

	"At thy pleasure, master."

	The camel was kicked upon her feet, and Bardoff mounted, having adjusted the rude saddle and blankets, and throwing over the pummel the purchases from the bazaar of Abou Hamed. The pair passed on down the ravine in silence until they reached a solitary well.

	"I go no further," said the sheik, somewhat alarmed at being in the presence of an armed man at night in so lonely a spot, and with one, moreover, who coveted the camel so dearly.

	"It is far enough," said the prince. "She rides well. I am pleased."

	"She is sound and strong. Moreover, she gives excellent milk."

	The Russian dropped the money into the lank hand. The native drove his filled palm into his burnoose, depositing the treasure safely over his heart. "Salaam aleikum!" said he, seizing the other's hand and kissing it.

	"Aleikum es salaam!" responded the prince.

	They parted. They had not separated far, however, when the sheik came running over the narrow trail, beseeching in tones of some apprehension. "Master," he said, "promise that thou shall not tell any man from whom thou purchased the beast. I shall report that she wandered away in the night, and I shall go on a three days' search for her."

	"Will thy master believe that lie, think you?" said the prince, with a sinister glance, smelling the mouse.

	The sheik tried to say something, but his guilty conscience failed him.

	"Go to your master and tell him the truth," said Bardoff. "Tell him that you met a man in the armed costume of the Khalifah's guards, and that he needed a camel. That he gave thee thirty gold pieces for it, which is twice what the camel is worth. Give him the money, and thou thyself shalt have still thirty, and so save thy neck."

	"Good counsel," said the sheik. "But first I shall try the other ruse. I shall tell him that the beast wandered away. If he takes the loss hard, which he will not, for he is a rich man, he will give me a few stripes for my negligence and kick me out of his service. I shall then make for the south, where I hear that men are scarce and wages high, master."

	"It is nothing to me," said the prince. "I swear that I shall hold my tongue, so do as you deem best. Remember, however, there is a God, and Mohammed is His prophet. Good night!"

	The sheik turned away with bowed head.

	Southward over the trail the solitary man took his way with all haste. When he had reached a lonely spot at a safe distance from the city, he dismounted, tethered his camel and lay down to rest for a short time.

	It was quite daybreak when the traveler reached the region of the cave monastery; and secreting himself and his beast in a thick ambush of dohn reeds and intertangling mimosa trees, he gave his camel and himself a day's rest in preparation for the terrible journey.

	At nightfall of the third day after his departure, Prince Bardoff mounted the cliff where he had had the encounter of his life with the Mahdiists emir; and there he let down a double rope, and made the slow and perilous descent over the rocky ledge.

	Dorothy was finishing her evening meal when she caught a glimpse of that familiar face framed in the rock bound port at her side, and uttered a cry of welcome. The patriarch who stood beside her in silence, staggered back as if some miracle had been performed in the sacred stillness. Then he saw the stranger climbing into the cave from his dangerous position.

	"God be with thee, father!" said the breathless prince, reverently.

	"And with my son," responded the patriarch with gravity.

	Bardoff, panting and yet triumphant, leaped down and clasped Dorothy's hands tremblingly. "It is all arranged," he said. "I have a good camel and plenty of provisions. We shall start for Suakim immediately."

	Dorothy returned the hearty pressure. She could hardly speak for joy.

	The prince turned to the old man. "Holy father," began the Russian, "need I say I believe that what thou hast done in the name of God for His child will be recorded in high heaven to thy everlasting glory and honor. Wilt thou honor me by naming some good deed which I may perform in thy behalf when I shall have gained civilization again--some token by which I may express to God and to thee the gratitude in my heart for thy goodness?"

	The old man trembled. Seizing the younger for support, he said: "Yes, my son. Go thou to the holy chapel of St. Antony of the Desert in St. Petersburg, and lay before the grand patriarch a gift which shall represent at least a tenth part of thy possessions. Tell the supreme primate the story of thy coming and thy going. Crave his blessing for us; and daily for a month before the altar of the Virgin do homage in our behalf. With this well performed, God shall absolve us all, and thou shalt have everlasting favor from on high. Wilt thou do it, my son; wilt thou do as I command thee?"

	"On my life, holy father!" answered the prince, kneeling and pressing fervently the chill finger tips to his lips. "Before God I pledge thee it shall be performed with all humility and gratitude of spirit to the very letter."

	"Amen and amen!" moaned the anchorite, and the prince arose.

	Dorothy had bound the rope about her, and stood trembling like a bird upon a crag, eager for flight. Bardoff examined the knots to make sure of their security, then started to leap into the window, but suddenly two long, lank arms were about him, there was a heart breaking moan, and upon the astonished features of the prince the face of the monk, wet with tears, was pressed, and a score of kisses rained upon them.

	It was a strange rite, and poor Bardoff was nonplused; but with a choking cry he bade farewell to the holy man, whose emotion overcame him, and swung loose, going up the steep declivity.

	The old man watched the agile figure till it disappeared heavenward. Then he sank to the stone floor.

	Horrified and appalled by this sudden tragedy, Dorothy grasped the stone lamp and held it close to the withered face, which was so drawn and ghastly in the yellow light that it sent a shudder through her. She would have cried out in alarm, had not just then a tug at the rope from above apprized her that all was ready for her flight; and so, bending low and daring to press her grateful lips upon that moist and chill brow, she leaped up and climbed through the window.

	There she paused a single moment, turning about. The unconscious man had sunk back so that his still, drawn face, framed in its coronal of white hair, lay illuminated by the flickering flame of the stone lamp. Then, like a revelation, the truth came over her.

	In every line and lineament Dorothy saw the wonderful fact which had escaped the prince in the excitement of his flight, and she sat spellbound. There was a tug, a swinging out over the black pit, and up and up she was drawn till she clutched the edge of the high crag and sat panting upon the summit.

	In a few moments, there under the clear stars, the two refugees sat side by side, making plans for the terrible march before them.

	"You are sad, comrade," said the prince. "You should be gay with the thought of deliverance."

	"I am merely thoughtful," replied Dorothy, whose heart was burning. "Tell me," she added a little later, "did you not say that your father was killed in the Crimean War?"

	"It was so supposed, though the truth was never known," answered the prince. "Oh, it is a long and terrible story." Then, with some apprehension: "But, pray, why do you ask so strange a question?"

	"Is it so strange?" queried Dorothy, her voice faltering.

	"At such a time and such a place," muttered the prince.

	He moved closer and peered into her eyes, but the look was inscrutable.

	"What did you mean?" he persisted now with strange importunity.

	Dorothy arose, weakly. "Nothing," she murmured. Then, after a convulsion within her, she added, bruskly: "Come; let us on the march. The night is advancing."

	The prince did her bidding, but his soul was in a tumult as he led the way down into the ambush where their camel and stores awaited them. He dared not question further. He half divined what she meant.

	"Father and son!" moaned the silent one in the secrecy of her heart. "As there is a God above, it is the truth! The prince and the anchorite--they are of one flesh. There is a mysterious history there--a tragedy of lives. I must know it--I shall know it," she told herself, and passed on.

	


CHAPTER XXV.

	FOLLOWED.

	
 

	NOT a sound, not a murmur was heard as Bardoff helped his precious charge into the camel's saddle, between the huge bundles of stores for the perilous journey. Then he turned and pressed his lips with his finger tips. He took the rope bound to the nose ring of the beast, and the little caravan started.

	The night was cool, and the wind was still. Though the way led along the edge of the higher ridge, Dorothy kept her eyes on the alert, ready to give a signal with the first sight of anything suspicious.

	After the rest she had enjoyed at the monastery, she felt equal to any task; and, though she vaguely knew that there would be many perils in the two hundred miles between her and the Red Sea, the breath of free air seemed good.

	The prince stumbled on over the hard places, and when a favorable stretch of country lay before them, he urged the camel into a trot and ran along beside her till poor Dorothy cried for mercy.

	"Heaven knows," she said, "the beast's walking is racking enough, but her run is something unbearable. I feel as if every joint in my body had been loosened, and every rib tangled up. I hope we won't be compelled to make speed often."

	"We shall, I fear--very often," replied the prince, in a soft whisper. "You must get used to it. You have little idea of what we have before us."

	The calm reproof was not altogether reassuring, and Dorothy's courage suffered a setback. But about midnight the Southern Cross rose out of the cavernous depths of the heavens--that glorious constellation of the tropic night--and it seemed like a promise of peace and protection.

	After an hour of journeying over the camel grass and the smooth, pebbly plain skirting the ridge, the khor narrowed visibly, swerving to the north, so that it was necessary to leave it and strike out through a more difficult country.

	Here and there were seen clumps of mimosa and desert sage, and they were carefully scanned by the wide eyed refugee walking beside the striding camel, while his hand was ready to unsling his repeater with the first sign of danger. Then passing on, a sigh of relief would plainly indicate that the suspense was over; and on would bump the beast at a faster pace till another point of peril was approached, when the same furtive and guarded advance would be repeated.

	Once Dorothy leaned over the pummel of her saddle and whispered something which brought the little caravan to a halt. She pointed her finger in silence to a moving, stealthy shape creeping from a clump of dohn reeds toward the rocky ledge.

	Bardoff raised his rifle, not knowing but that the strangely gliding monster would suddenly rise up on two legs and assume the threatening proportions of a Bishiren robber or dervish scout, in which case it was well to be prepared.

	But when a low, threatening growl was heard Bardoff breathed easier as he said: "Only a tigress out on the forage," and slung his rifle back, resuming the march.

	"Only a tigress!" echoed Dorothy, giving that clump of dohn reeds a backward glance and a shudder. It seemed to her that a beast of the desert out on a forage would not scruple to take human flesh, perhaps even by preference, when hunger compelled.

	Many times before the break of day they encountered wild beasts of the wilderness; but never once were they attacked; nor did the prince risk a shot that might bring down upon them some of the predatory hordes which infest the wide wastes.

	"You see, we are far from the beaten trail," he said during one of their pauses. "We shall soon reach the camel track to the wells of Umboje, and then we may expect much livelier times."

	Along toward the gray of dawn they found a sort of crevice in the rocks, which offered the refugees safe shelter for the day. The prince wandered away, after unloading the beast and leaving Dorothy with the provisions, to tether the camel in a secure spot. He fed her well from a sack of dhurra moistened from the water skins, and the grateful animal lay down in the shelter, and seemed thankful for the respite from the hard march.

	Bardoff turned back, and suddenly the blood surged to his heart at the sound of a rifle shot in the direction of Dorothy's ambush. Leaping over the ragged boulders, sword in hand, he came upon her crouching behind a rock.

	"What has happened?" he whispered hoarsely. "Why did you shoot?"

	Dorothy pointed to a shapeless heap sprawled out upon the declivity before the little refuge.

	Bardoff advanced with caution, and was quite beside the dark object, when suddenly, with a sharp yelp, what now proved to be a young panther sprang up and landed a blow with his full weight upon the astonished man.

	Bardoff was taken so by surprise that he stumbled backward, and then there was a hand to claw tussle for a moment before the prince could get free his right arm and use his sword with effect. But with a sudden backward lurch and a weird scream, the panther broke away and carried with him the sword, ripped from the hunter's hand by main force, and which had been plunged clean through the beast, coming out in a red gleam in the starlight near the shoulder.

	Bardoff fell, and Dorothy was at his side

	"Are you hurt?" she gasped.

	"No--no," was the panting reply, "but this thing is dangerous--oh, you do not realize. That shot of yours might bring down upon us a hundred cursed fanatics or robbers--"

	"But I couldn't help it," pleaded Dorothy. "It was either shoot or be killed. I was never cornered like that before. The beast lay back in the crevice of the rock; and when I crept in, he confronted me. I shot to save myself. I thought that I had killed him."

	"Only a wound," said the prince. "They are clever villains. It is well that you did not go near him, for he knew how to play his game and turn when you least expected. But here; this will never do. I must up and make a scouting tour about here, to make sure that we are not watched. I'll take no chances. We are in the devil's own country now."

	He rose, took up his rifle, then went to the panther and snatched the sword from the prostrate carcass. Even in this act the beast, in the last agony of death, turned and gave an ineffectual snap, game to the end.

	"Hark! "said Dorothy. "I thought I heard----"

	"What?" was the breathless interrogation.

	"I don't know," was the whisper. "Yonder--go down and see."

	Without hesitation, even though his wounds and bruises pained him, the prince started off in the direction indicated, scanning the dense shadows, ready to fire upon the first sign of life.

	There was a stir in the little clump of reeds under a low nabok tree at his left, and the prince advanced with leveled rifle upon the dark form which lifted itself from the silent ambush.

	"Enta min?" cried the prince. "Who's there?"

	For a moment there was no stir nor sound; then the stranger seemed to realize his peril. "A friend!" came a quivering voice at last.

	The prince lowered his weapon with caution.

	"It was almost thy last moment on earth," he said. "How many are there of you?"

	"None other, master. I am alone."

	"And who are you? What do you want here?"

	A tall man stepped forward. "Do you not know me, master? "he said, half beseechingly.

	"No."

	"Look again, I pray you. I am the man who sold you the camel, master."

	The prince was frantic with sudden rage. "Well, what do you want?"

	"I came to give you your money back, master, and to take the camel."

	The prince came closer, where, in the starlight, he could see the whites of the other's eyes.

	"You ask something that is unreasonable--that is impossible, in fact," he replied.

	"But is must be done," burst in the other, firmly, thrusting out a skin bag, which, as it struck the sword hilt of the traveler, gave forth a ringing chink. "Look!" he persisted, throwing off his burnoose, and turning about so that his broad back was exposed; "do you see those stripes, master?"

	"I see them," said the prince, shuddering, for the raised and irregular ridges looked as if a red hot iron had been drawn across the swarthy flesh.

	"One hundred lashes with the rhinoceros hide, master. I fainted with the sixty first, but they lashed on still. They said I was lucky not to lose a hand and foot. I promised them that I would run into the desert and intercept the khalifah's guard on his way to Suakim, and that I would return with the camel, so they gave me no bastinado, which the kadi said I deserved."

	"So you told them everything, did you?" said the prince with the calmness of terrible apprehension. "Come, now; what were your exact explanations to your master?"

	"I told him all I knew. In the mean time there arrived four dahabeahs from Khartoum, searching for a dog of a Russian prince, who had run away with a gunboat, taking with him a white slave of the Mahdi. They said that the khalifah sent no messenger to Osman; but I told them that you spoke truly, for you were also in the Mahdi's uniform of the guards, and had your gibbeh lined with 'khayala' gold."

	"Well, and then?" broke in the prince, his heart sinking.

	"They said that they would go out and find you. But as I wanted to find you first and restore to my master the camel which I sold to you when it did not belong to me--"

	Beside himself with rage and terror now, the prince drew his revolver and shoved it full into the fellow's face. "Stop! you are lying," he said fiercely. "You have not come alone. You have led a party out of the city to run me down. Now, before I send you into purgatory, dog that you are, tell me how many there are of the party, and where you have hidden them."

	But the frightened man only quivered, standing bewildered.

	"Nay, not a move--not a stir, or down you go. Mark you, with your first lie, too, you are a dead man. Tell me the truth. Where have you hidden them, and how many are you, all told?"

	The sheik quivered to his knees. "By Allah!" he moaned; "by Allah above me, and by the Mahdi, I swear, master, the pursuers have not started yet, for they were bickering with the camel men in the market place when I left on foot. Besides, they are strangers, while I know this country like my own mosque, master. I tracked you to the cave where you hid the camel. I might have taken it then, while you were gone over the cliff into the monk's cave to bring forth the white slave, yonder--"

	The trigger finger quivered. It required a mighty effort to restrain the prince, whose realization of peril was now something appalling. What was he to do? He hesitated, meditating earnestly.

	Never did he feel so helpless, so abandoned by fate and fortune. Should he blow the unarmed man into eternity, or let him go? He would not go without his camel, except to do injury--to pilot the pursuers upon them. What was to be done? It was a terrible moment.

	Suddenly an idea broke upon Bardoff like a revelation.

	"See here, my man," he said softly, "if your master has treated you with such cruelty, come with me. Accompany me to the Red Sea, and I shall then make you a present of the camel and another sixty pounds in 'khayala' gold."

	The other's face was illuminated. "The camel shall be mine?" he said.

	"I swear it, by the Book. And another sixty pounds, together with your freedom. I shall also write to your master, taking all the responsibility upon my shoulders. Come; will you go?"

	"The way is very dangerous and difficult. We may be lost."

	"I will make it seventy 'khayala' pounds sterling. Come; let us be off."

	"And the wells, master. There are but four on the whole route of twenty days' march."

	"It shall be eighty pounds. But let us be off."

	"And the robbers, master. The Bisharin tribes are great thieves, and they hate ours almost as much--well, almost as much as those dogs of Christian infidels, master."

	"It shall be a hundred pounds, but not a piaster more. Come; are you ready?"

	"My back is still running blood, master. It is torture even to walk--"

	The exasperated prince turned and drew his revolver again, shoving it against the sweating temples. "I said a hundred pounds, and such it will be. In another moment it will be ninety, and still another eighty, and still another seventy, and at last nothing--but cold lead and lots of it. Come; will you go or will you stay--now, once and for all?"

	"I'll go," said the fellow meekly.

	Bardoff led the way back to the ambush and found Dorothy there in a piteous state of suspense.

	"Where have you been? What has happened?"

	"I will tell you later," said the prince. "Trouble has come upon us even so soon. We must take the risk for these few days of traveling over the trackless wilderness."

	"Then we are known?" gasped the listener; "we are followed?"

	"Followed," echoed Bardoff despairingly.

	


CHAPTER XXVI.

	AN UNWELCOME COMPANION.

	 

	THE prince led the stranger down the ravine to the camel. The poor beast groaned and grunted out many a protest at being thus disturbed and compelled to take up her burdens again, but there was no help for it.

	It was the gray of morning when, just before the march was renewed, a snatch of breakfast was eaten hurriedly with scant ceremony. Bardoff gave the native a biscuit and some dates and water, and told him to sit where he could be within call, but in reality that the prince might keep an eye upon him.

	"Who is this man?" queried Dorothy at last. "Why do you not explain things?"

	"It is useless," replied the Russian, who was in a mental turmoil with problems. "I can't do any talking now. I can only think. I shall talk later."

	"He is not a robber, then?"

	"No."

	"Nor a Mahdiists dervish?"

	"You can see by his dress that he is not that. In short, comrade, he is to be our pilot to the Red Sea. He is the man from whom I bought the camel."

	"And--you trust him?" murmured Dorothy.

	"No, I do not trust him," replied the prince, savagely.

	"Why do you let him accompany us, then?" she said apprehensively.

	"I dare not do otherwise," was the answer. "In fact, I can't quite make out why he is here. If he is leading a party of pursuers upon us, as I almost am tempted to believe, he is better here with us. I have bribed him over to our cause, and if he has followers, we may elude them by a swift and irregular march. If I let him go back to his people, he will only tell all he knows, which will be just as bad. Of course I could kill him outright--"

	Dorothy gave a gasp.

	"--but that might only complicate matters again, for he knows many things which he will not yet tell me, but which I shall get out of him before the day is over. Bah! they are sly beasts, but children all the same in the hands of men with minds. But here; we are talking too much. Come; we must be off instantly. Take that biscuit. You can eat, while I cannot. I must watch, I must lead the camel, and perhaps I must shoot. Who knows?"

	The pack was strapped upon the groaning beast, and they took up the eastward march in solemnity, the native ahead, Bardoff leading the camel.

	"But you have neglected to arm your vanguard," murmured the rider to her companion.

	"Arm him?" cried the prince, turning in amazement. "Do you wish to be murdered?"

	Dorothy drew a quick breath.

	"Robbers to the right of us, dervishes to the left of us, pursuers behind us--alas!" she moaned. "There are stirring times in store for us."

	All that day, while the native ahead kept a more or less careful lookout and the silent, taciturn Russian watched the native in turn, Dorothy Stanslaus rocked to and fro on the camel's back and tried her best to keep up her courage through the strain of mental worriment and the tortures of bodily pain.

	Now and then a mirage loomed up over the horizon, and armies perhaps fifty miles away, moving eastward to reinforce the commander of the insurgents, Osman Digna, showed like a phantasy against the purple south.

	But soon these ghostly panoramas would fade away; and then to the eastward would appear a blue green sea with moving waves and tricornered sails, and a shore skirted with dom palms and crags where sat in mighty state the guns of a shore garrison. Sweet indeed by contrast was this precious sight to the weary travelers, who seemed to be tempted by some Satanic power to gloat over scenes which perhaps it would never be their privilege to see again in reality.

	The silent footed runaways passed over ragged ridges and along the edge of mighty steppes. A halt was made toward sunset.

	When Dorothy was lifted from the saddle she was so stiff and exhausted that she could not move. She sank upon the sands in slumber. The prince spread a rug in a mimosa bush, with a roll for a pillow. On this couch he laid the weary girl.

	Taking a cup, the prince went down the ravine to the camel and brought back some milk for Dorothy. But just as he reached the spot where she lay in the gloom of the dying day, Bardoff was shocked to see the native lying almost flat on the sand, and stealing from rock to rock and shadow to shadow like a stealthy serpent toward the helpless sleeper.

	The prince dropped the cup. His heart was in his throat. In ambush where he could not be seen he swung his rifle round and dropped on one knee, leveling his weapon.

	On toward the sleeping form of the weary one crept the villain, till at last he reached forth his hand with a sly and cautious movement and thrust it under the folds of Dorothy's cloak till suddenly he felt something that brightened his face and apparently thrilled him to the marrow. Forth it came, stealthily, like the theft of a fiend from a sacred shrine, and with a grin of sublime satisfaction he nursed it to his bosom--the revolver, Dorothy's sole protection in her loneliness.

	Bardoff realized all. The scoundrel was bent upon murdering the two refugees, and returning to the Nile with his booty in triumph. Lowering his weapon, for he knew that the man would not attempt any violence while it was yet day, the prince watched the stealthy scoundrel move away.

	Then the prince debated earnestly with himself. Should he go forth and shoot the scoundrel down, or wait till the first sign of hostility?

	It was in the midst of these wonderings that the watcher was amazed to see the native emerge from his hiding, and with the cocked revolver in his right hand held back of him, start on the way down the ravine to the hiding place of the camel. There was a look upon his face which showed well his murderous intent. He was after the prince.

	As he passed the man in ambush, who sat crouching with his weapon leveled still, the gleam of the revolver was plainly visible in the folds of the fellow's burnoose. No longer hesitating now, Bardoff seized his sword and made a dash.

	With a single terrific blow with the back of the weapon the prince struck the revolver from the clenched fist and stamped his foot upon it, burying it in the sand. At the same time the Russian raised his repeater, so that when the astonished native turned he looked into a gun barrel.

	There was an expression of defeat and shame upon his face. The prince recovered the revolver and then said calmly: "Well, dog of a heathen, what shall I do? You deserve to be shot down in cold blood, since murder is what you meditated."

	"By Allah and the Mahdi!" began the other; "may the holy prophet strike me dead--"

	"Phut!" snarled the prince. "I saw it all. I watched you from that clump of reeds--saw you steal up and take the revolver from the sleeping woman. You dared not kill her first for fear of me; but when I saw you crawling down to the place where you thought I had gone, I was within a hair's breadth of killing you. However, I spare you this time; but I shall never trust you again. The next suspicious move on your part, you die like the snake that you are. Do you understand me?"

	The fellow cowered and turned away.

	"Come back," commanded Bardoff. "Now go yonder and lie down."

	"He is the devil!" muttered the man, as he slunk off to do the bidding of his superior.

	Prince Bardoff was in a quandary. What was he to do with the unwelcome third term of the interesting equation? To sleep with such a villain near would be impossible. To murder him would surely bring down some judgment upon them. To send him back to the Nile meant to the refugees certain apprehension and death.

	"I have quite enough to do to keep my eyes on the distance," he murmured bitterly, "without being compelled to regard enemies right at my heels. If I had shot him would my conscience have been clear? I doubt it. If I allow him, to accompany us further on the march, can I trust him? Are not both our lives in danger? Will he not lead us away from the chosen route, and betray us into the hands of the first dervish band we sight?"

	It was quite dark when Dorothy awoke, but Bardoff was beside her. So was the ready camel and the native. She rose without speaking.

	"Little comrade," said the prince, his voice quivering, "do you feel brave enough and strong enough to resume the march?"

	"I will try," replied Dorothy.

	The prince offered her the cup of camel's milk, which she drank eagerly.

	Suddenly Dorothy plunged her hand into her bosom and gave a gasp of surprise. "It is gone!" she whispered, glancing at the crouching stranger.

	"She is dreaming still," murmured the prince. "Poor child! This is a hard battle for her." He came closer, looking into her wild eyes. "What is the matter, little comrade?" he said encouragingly.

	"My revolver," she answered. "It has been taken--"

	"Ah, yes; here it is. Your pardon. I should have restored it to you."

	"Ah, then you took it, did you? I am so thankful to know that it was not--"

	"That fellow?" interrupted the prince. "Don't worry about him any more. He will not trouble us much further."

	The words were strangely spoken. "What do you mean? Surely, my friend, you are not going--to--"

	"Yes; dispose of him. I don't know how, whether with mercy or violence; it depends upon his conduct; but go he must, and speedily."

	"I am more than glad to hear you say that," said Dorothy, as the camel knelt down and allowed its passenger to creep into the saddle. "I do not trust him."

	"Why not?"

	"Oh, never ask a woman how she knows these things; she knows them, that's all. I fear him--I hate the sight of him. We shall never reach Suakim alive if he accompanies us much further. I feel it--I divine it by something that amounts almost to prophecy."

	The prince was silent, deep in thought. He started on over the trackless waste, the native cantering on in advance.

	The night grew darker, the way more difficult, and the bearings merely general now. A dozen times an hour the prince consulted his compass, for it seemed that he was following blind trails on and on to certain destruction.

	There were many halts, many a short scouting tour, many a roundabout passage to avoid some dangerous ambush which might be infested with the fiends of the wilderness, and then a curious incident occurred.

	The camel, who was almost asleep most of the time and lagged so that she had to be constantly whipped into condition, suddenly gave a sidelong leap so unexpected and alarming that poor Dorothy reeled in her saddle, and would have pitched headlong to the ground had not the prince happened to be at her side at the time and managed to catch her. Then she uttered a frightened scream.

	


CHAPTER XXVII.

	FIRE FIGHTS FIRE.

	 

	A SERPENT had been wounded in the darkness by the camel's hoof, and had leaped upon her. Right and left, hither and thither, with a frightful hissing, the snake was whipping and striking. The camel bellowed with terror and tried vainly to stamp down the reptile from her helpless limb.

	Though it was so black at that desperate moment that the prince was guided only by sound, he snatched out his sword and began lashing the air, striking a score of times at the monster, till of a sudden a blow caught the serpent in one of its furious dartings, beheading it with a single stroke.

	The great coils relaxed and fell; but the smell of blood and the alarm of the moment so maddened the camel that with a quick backward spring she broke her nose ring and started off down the declivity at a furious pace. Poor Dorothy clung, to the saddle for life, her heart in her throat.

	Every instant on that mad, runaway journey the helpless rider expected the camel to stumble in the darkness, and to dash her to pieces upon the ragged boulders that skirted the trail.

	With the useless halter in his hand, the horror stricken prince made a dash after the bellowing beast, the native mean time calling after his faithful camel all the pet names and all the cursings in his dialect. Suddenly the fellow halted and uttered a shrill, agonized cry. "Look out, master!" came the sharp warning through the night; "look out! Robbers, robbers!"

	Overwhelmed with this new calamity which the bellowings of the camel had brought down upon them, the prince tried to stop short, but he was too late. Full into the front of a panting, shuffling shape he plunged, felt a quick and mighty clutch upon his shoulder in the black night, and drawing back with a wrenching movement he drove his sword at the unseen form before him--a terrific slash, which was followed by a heavy fall and a groan.

	The place seemed suddenly alive with men, with horses and camels, all springing apparently from the very earth, and first against one and then another Bardoff collided, cutting and slashing his way to freedom.

	Bardoff did not understand it all till suddenly a voice which he recognized as that of one of the Baggara guards of the Khalifah of Omdurman, cried out: "Here he is! I've found that dog of a Russian--"

	"Slay him! Down with him!" broke in the shrill command, which seemed to come from the back of a camel plunging into the melee.

	"Look out!" came another call beyond. "He has friends, the cursed giaour! They are armed--they are armed! Beware!"

	Then at last the prince realized what had happened. The shrill bawlings of the camel had brought down upon them, first the little group of robbers from ambush, and then, from another direction, mounted men, who had been on the chase from the far Nile valley to apprehend the Russian and the "angel of light."

	It was a mad stampede; and when the leader of the pursuers got a sword through his neck from one of the robbers' blind lashings, he went down from his high eminence to the stones, and with that the battle royal began.

	The fighters seemed to lose all reason, hewing and lunging, firing and plunging through the sand.

	Suddenly Bardoff broke through the lines, and the low moanings of Dorothy's camel afar gave him a clue to her whereabouts. She seemed fully a mile away; but Bardoff ran forward at full speed, and had gone almost half that distance when suddenly a voice that was weak and pitiful stayed him in his mad flight. He stood stock still.

	Again that faint call, and then Bardoff turned sharply, bursting into a thicket of mimosa, where, to his consternation, he found Dorothy lying upon her back in a cradle of broken branches, where she had been deposited, bruised, bleeding and benumbed with terror.

	Bardoff picked her up bodily and started at full speed, bearing toward the sounds of the moaning camel. The battle on the hillside kept up its din and clash.

	"What has happened?" murmured Dorothy, reviving. "What sound is that?"

	"Silence!" moaned the prince, still on the run, "we are not yet out of danger."

	"Why are you carrying me? Where are we going? What did the native cry out to you? It was the last thing I remember."

	"Robbers!" whispered the prince.

	She did not have the strength to speak for a moment. "So disasters come not singly," she thought with bitterness.

	"Ah, but what a Godsend it was that the camel ran away with you! We should all have been killed."

	"I don't understand," said the girl, after a moment's quandary.

	"Do you surmise who those adversaries are? None other than our dreaded pursuers from Khartoum."

	Dorothy felt a cold chill. The perspiration gathered at her temples. She had no heart to question further.

	Crossing a sudden ridge, the Russian fell to his knees, but recovered heroically.

	"Let me down," pleaded the girl. "I can walk--I must walk. You shall not carry me like this when you yourself are half dead."

	"But you are hurt--you were made unconscious by that fall."

	"Let me down. I can walk. Please let me try."

	That tremulous appeal halted him.

	Over the silent sand they fled. It began to rain. Never was the bounty of heaven more gratefully welcomed. Both uttered silent prayers of thankfulness in the bitter silence.

	"Hark! What was that?" Dorothy's keen ear had detected a low, murmuring call. It came from their right.

	Both stopped short, listening, their temples throbbing. "I heard nothing," said the prince.

	"The native," rejoined Dorothy. "I heard him call--"

	"Master, master!" broke in a soft whisper.

	"Here!" cried Bardoff, leaping forward and almost lifting Dorothy from her feet. "Where are you?"

	Though they were scarcely twenty feet apart, there might have been a solid wall between them for all they saw of each other. The rain fell faster. The battle on the ridge was melting away to a low refrain of groans and cursings.

	The prince almost fell against the camel. "You found her then, dog of a heathen? Where?"

	"She plunged into a clump of thorns and stuck. I scratched myself in getting her out, but Allah be praised!"

	"Thank God! "cried the prince, taking heart.

	"Amen and amen!" murmured Dorothy.

	"And she is sound, slave?"

	"I cannot tell. She has bruises, for she limps; and her legs are dripping blood."

	"Into the saddle, quick!" broke in Bardoff, drawing his companion forward.

	He struck the beast, and she dropped to her knees. Dorothy climbed weakly into the high perch.

	The prince was feeling over the pack in the darkness. "We have lost something--I can't say how much--"

	"But, thank Heaven, not our lives," broke in Dorothy, speaking now as one in authority, although her teeth were chattering from the cold.

	"Hark!" said the native. "Are the scoundrels coming?"

	All listened. It was a moment of deep suspense.

	"I can't rest here till I find out the truth," said Bardoff. "I'll risk it--"

	"Risk what?" asked Dorothy, with apprehension.

	"I must see whether we have anything to fear from our pursuers now. You have your revolver?"

	"Yes."

	"Draw it and make ready. If this fellow attempts any violence or tries to lead your camel away, don't hesitate. Shoot him down."

	"You are going back there?"

	"It is best. I must see what we have to fear from these villains. It will make all the difference in the world with our plans. It is safe; it will take but a moment."

	Dorothy drew her pistol, cocked it, and sat in a rigid pose, ready to suffer anything. She knew that remonstrance was useless.

	"I am going back to find my belt of gold," said Bardoff to the native. "I lost it in the fight. Mind you do not stir from here, or you will be shot down like a swine. She has my orders."

	"I will not stir, master," was the meek answer.

	So silently did the prince depart that neither of the others realized it for a moment. The native rubbed against the camel with a caressing movement, but ran his face full into the muzzle of Dorothy's revolver. He sprang back with a growling curse, and kept his distance.

	The prince made his way with extreme caution to the scene of the tragedy. Four men were striking flint and steel in the rain, examining the bodies of their friends and rifling those of their enemies. He heard their low gutturals.

	"So these swine are Baggara guards of the khalifah, eh?"

	"Yes; they were on the hunt for some white infidel."

	"He will do well not to cross our track, or--"

	"Ho! "cried a third. "I thought we should find it."

	"What?"

	"Gold, by the prophet! We have lost two men, and much blood. It is no more than fair that fate should repay us."

	The three men clustered over a prostrate form, all striking their flints and chattering. The fourth was guarding the camels which had been captured.

	"How many dead?" called out the man at the camels.

	"Seven," was the answer. "The four Baggara and three camel drivers. We have lost two of ours--poor Maluk and Towfiz; peace to their souls!"

	"Amen!" said the voice from afar.

	Bardoff had seen and heard enough. He ran back with all haste.

	"Come; let us get out of here. It is dangerous," were his first words.

	The native led the way in silence till he was quite lost in the darkness.

	"To the north!" commanded the prince.

	"To the north," echoed the native.

	"Come back," commanded Bardoff. "I cannot see you. I should be lost now without your good services, son of the desert."

	The fellow came back. If he could have seen the prince's satanic smile, he would not have been complimented. "No going over to the enemy now, at this stage of the fight," he said in English. "I don't trust him an inch"

	"Did my worthy master recover his belt of gold?" asked the man.

	"By Allah! I would have been a fool to leave it there with those swine," said Bardoff, smelling a rat. Then, softly to himself, "Well, at his first break he dies; that's all."

	"What are you muttering?" inquired Dorothy. "Were you successful?"

	"Eminently, comrade. Our friends, the enemy from Khartoum, are dead--four of them, with their camel drivers, their valuables taken possession of by the convenient robbers, who meant to have rounded us up."

	"But won't the robbers follow us?"

	"This rain will obliterate our tracks, and then, too, they have two of their dead to bury. I plunged into one and ran him through before I realized it."

	"And killed him?"

	"On the spot. It started the melee. The newcomers mistook the robbers for ourselves, and began cutting and slashing until they found themselves overpowered.

	"Now, if only we could get rid of this treacherous native, I should rest easy," continued Bardoff. "And yet he chanced to be our salvation. I wonder that he did not take the camel and run away with her in the night."

	"Perhaps he, too, feared the robbers," said Dorothy. "Besides, he has no arms--nothing with which to defend himself."

	"There is a more potent reason than that," rejoined Bardoff. "He knows that we carry the gold on our persons, the villain! He doesn't want our camel nor our packs. He wants our gold."

	"So! "exclaimed Dorothy. "That is what he is here for?"

	"Precisely. He did us a good turn, but only to make surer of his bad one later. Oh, we shall hear from him soon--unless he hears from us first."

	"Heaven forbid!" said the woman.

	But they were soon destined to see the native show his hand for all that.

	


CHAPTER XXVIII.

	GOOD RIDDANCE TO THE UNWELCOME GUEST.

	 

	ALL the bleak night long, while the rain beat upon them the fugitives plodded onward.

	Morning came at last with a lowering dawn. A halt was made and a meager breakfast disposed of. The prince took the camel driver and made a little detour with the intention of discovering points which might indicate the presence of the wells of Umboje. Their water was getting low, and the necessity of finding more was now imperative.

	"Do not give the camel any water this morning," said the native, "and if there is any stream within twelve hours' journey, she will scent and find it."

	On returning to Dorothy, who was still sleeping by the used up beast of burden, Bardoff allowed the suffering girl to slumber on an hour or so, then woke her and placed a revolver in her hand.

	"I shall sleep for a little time now--do not let it be long, I pray you--but in the mean time guard us both, for I have no confidence in our companion. He would murder me in an instant if he had the courage and the means." Then he bade the fellow keep his distance, and lay down to take a much needed rest.

	Before he dropped off to sleep he said:

	"There is no longer a fear of his deserting us and running back to apprize the pursuers of our whereabouts, first because there are none, to the best of my belief, and second, the man would certainly perish in the desert before he could reach the Nile."

	Dorothy sat with the ready weapon in her hand, and kept her eye on the native.

	When Bardoff awoke he arose and prepared for the flight with double energy.

	"We must get out of this immediately," he said with much solicitude. "It is a matter of life and death in very moments now."

	"But you say we are not pursued," said Dorothy.

	"Are we not?"

	"You told me yourself that our enemies were left dead on the field far back--"

	"Ah, bless your dear soul!" murmured the prince in sorrow. "The enemy is ever at our heels, dogging our steps, watching, waiting for the first sign of collapse; and then--"

	"Who are these enemies?" murmured Dorothy.

	"Starvation, thirst, madness, and death," said the prince. "If we do not reach water by noon, God save us!"

	Without a further word, Dorothy was helped into the saddle. Then the native was kicked into waking, and with many a curse, he fell behind. Bardoff resolved to allow the camel to go whither she chose, for she was suffering visibly from thirst. When she was released, she threw her nose in air, made one or two turns, and then started due south.

	"It's a dangerous country," said the prince, "but there's no help for it. We shall probably encounter some of the Mahdiists bands on their way eastward to join Osman Digna in his siege of Suakim."

	The sun was obscured, but the heat was unbearable for all that. The showers of the night had been sucked up almost as soon as they had fallen, and it was not long before Dorothy began calling for water.

	Instead of the deep and refreshing draft which she had expected, she had to be content with a rag soaked in a few drops and laid across her lips, which were parched and throbbing.

	Silence fell upon them, for anxiety was too deep in both hearts to admit of any simulations, or chivalrous efforts to deceive the other with a show of gaiety, which seemed almost a sacrilege at this desperate pass.

	Half way toward noon a scouting party of dervishes was seen far to the southward, and the signal being given, the little caravan went into temporary retreat. Soon the armed scouts passed below the horizon again, and the difficult march was resumed.

	"That shows that we are nearing the line of march from Berber to Suakim," said Bardoff ominously. "I was in hopes that we could keep to the north of it. It is more difficult, but we could avoid apprehension in that way."

	His companion was about to speak, when the native, far ahead, began waving his hands. A halt was made with the usual alarm; but the man seemed to be trying to express delight instead of anxiety. The camel, moreover, increased, rather than relaxed her pace.

	"I believe the beast is right," said Bardoff. "She scents water."

	"Thank heaven!" from Dorothy.

	They passed down what looked to be a blind khor, when, with a sudden turn, they came upon a small pond, into which the camel plunged headlong until she stood in water up to her shoulders.

	Dorothy gave a little scream as she felt her feet in the water, fearing that the animal would, perhaps, have an inclination to lie down or throw her from the saddle. Bardoff had rushed in up to his hips, but seeing that the camel was subdued at last, let go the nose rope and called out: "Don't be alarmed! She will come out of her own accord in a moment."

	But the words were scarcely uttered when the rider gave a shrill scream.

	Bardoff saw a giant crocodile thrust his snout from the water within an inch of Dorothy's feet. Then seizing her gibbeh in his red jaws, he gave her such a terrific wrench that the helpless rider was pulled into the water. Bardoff unslung his rifle and prepared to shoot, at the same time splashing further into the pond. But he found it impossible to fire upon the crocodile, as he was in more danger of killing Dorothy than the beast she was fighting with frantic fury.

	And now another formidable adversary stayed him. The native guide leaped into the pool, dashed ahead of the prince himself, then turning abruptly, tripped Bardoff so that he fell prostrate, losing his hold on his rifle.

	Instantly the native was upon him, bearing him down into the mud and slime.

	How he managed it was never quite clear to himself; but with his head two feet under the surface of the pool, the Russian managed to draw one of the knives from his belt, and half turning, he gave a terrific upward thrust. The weapon struck clean to the hilt into the heavy frame of the native, who gave a weird moan and rolled over. With a mighty struggle Bardoff regained the shore, almost dead from the strangling.

	In the mean time Dorothy had managed to break from the crocodile, leaving portions of her garments in his mammoth jaws. She gained the opposite side of the camel with a floundering struggle. Then drawing her revolver, sent a well aimed shot into the reptile's left eye.

	The camel, who had been drinking greedily, seemed suddenly to waken to the peril of the moment; for the crocodile made a charge against her side that almost threw her off her feet. With a wild bellow the surprised beast started for the further side of the pool. The girl clung to the saddle and was dragged along in the water and up the bank in safety. There, still clutching the nose rope of the camel, she fell in the soft brush which lined the pond.

	Dorothy did not see what followed; but being robbed of his prey and blinded somewhat by the bullet, the huge crocodile turned and charged upon the floating body of the native, seized it in his ponderous red jaws and dragged it down into the muddy depths.

	Dorothy wondered what had happened to her comrade, who was lying there so still. Then she noticed that the water before them was red with blood, and that the guide was missing.

	"Alas!" she murmured. "Are you wounded?"

	"No; but I am half drowned. Talk of dying of thirst. I won't cry for water for a month. I am gorged with it."

	"But the native--where is he?"

	"Did you not see? The crocodile snatched him into deep water while you were struggling with the camel."

	The woman turned and her keen eyes detected a rising of bubbles, and the yellowish flanks of the dying crocodile.

	"And my single shot in the eye did that?" she exclaimed with some enthusiasm.

	Bardoff said nothing. He had not even heard her shot. Struggling up, he looked over the pool. Surely enough. The dead beast was coming up, and with the dead man in his jaws.

	"Poor brute!" murmured Dorothy. "Little did I think that the monster who attacked me was to be our sudden avenger." Then she gave a little gasp, for, as the body came to the surface, she caught a glimpse of a dagger handle in the breast. She turned away, for she could not speak.

	After a solemn moment Bardoff called her to him, and said: "You must know the truth." Then he told her.

	"It is very horrible," exclaimed the listener when the grim recital of that death struggle was ended. "But somehow, I have hourly expected a calamity. He followed us for plunder, only he feared you. He was awaiting his opportunity. He thought the crocodile would finish me, and with you under him in the water everything was easy. It seems he was mistaken. You saved your life and mine, too."

	Bardoff rose and ventured into the water till he could grasp the edge of the man's garment. Then he drew the body into a shallow spot.

	"He had sixty pounds in good gold, and it might be useful," he said. "It is better with us than with him now. It is in a skin bag--" A little search brought the treasure to light. Bardoff tossed it upon the bank, then recovered his valuable dagger and returned to his companion.

	"Gold, did you say?" remarked Dorothy, as she tumbled the contents of the chinking bag into her lap, a smile of derision spreading over her features.

	The prince looked down into an odd heap of iron scraps, brass disks, military buttons, copper pennies--in fact, anything which would give the ring of sincerity to the hidden treasure.

	"So," he said smiling, "that is the sort of money with which he was going to buy back the camel, eh? Poor fool!" And he began arranging for the march.

	By midnight of that eventful day the little caravan had reached the wells of Umboje, sixty miles from the Nile. Leaving Dorothy in a secluded spot, Bardoff went with the skins one by one to the wells and filled them, getting at the same time the gossip from the miserable creatures who eke out an existence by taking a small fee from travelers between the Nile and the Red Sea for the very necessary water.

	"There have been no dervish caravans from Berber for three days," said the prince, "so I think we are safe from that quarter for a time."

	"You must have found friends," said Dorothy. "You not only found water, but good tidings as well."

	"I do not expect to find friends in this desolate land," sighed the leader. "I am only hoping and praying that we may avoid our enemies."

	"God grant it!" added his comrade solemnly.

	Refreshed by the cooling drafts, they took up the trail to the eastward. The prince's last pair of native sandals had worn out, and his feet were on the ground, swollen and sometimes bleeding from many bruises; but he never complained.

	On through the still night they marched with extreme caution, sometimes leaving the trail when it led through what appeared to be a dangerous district, and again resuming it. Morning dawned and found them still pressing onward toward the precious goal.

	Along toward noon they found a convenient grotto in the side of a ravine, where they encamped and took a grateful rest, one sleeping while the other watched. They took up the march again, until by midnight they had reached the wells of Ariab. The skins were replenished, this time with some difficulty; for there was encamped within a mile of the wells a scouting party of some sixty armed Ansar, or troops of the Mahdi, moving eastward by easy stages.

	Thus, day after day, tortured by heat, harrowed by the fear of being apprehended, the fugitives plodded on toward their haven of refuge.

	With the coming of dawn on the eighth day of the forced march the ragged cliffs of the Kohreb range lifted themselves over the verge of the desert like monitors of salvation and peace. The two weary refugees saluted the purple crags, and took a needed rest in a safe retreat.

	Dorothy slept feverishly, being too weary to enjoy a grateful slumber, while the prince kept watch near at hand. In the far distance were seen the lines of marching soldiers moving on to reinforce the commander, Osman Digna, in his attack on Suakim.

	Poor Bardoff gazed toward the beleaguered city. What would his charge and he find there, if they ever reached it at all? Would they find it in the hands of the fanatics, razed to the ground, running red with blood.

	The Russian was in a quandary. To return to Khartoum meant death, to go forward to Suakim might mean death, and to plunge through the awful Nubian desert northward into Egypt with the single worn camel would end likewise. To Suakim, then. There might be a chance there.

	In the light of the clearer day the prince rose and looked upon the figure of Dorothy. His heart went out to her with ineffable pity. He saw a patrician type of beauty, a child of luxury and peace, born to be loved, and destined by nature for the finer walks and flowery paths of life now wasted to a wraith-like shadow--a haunted, terror riven soul, bearing precious little semblance to the vision of content and fearlessness which he had first encountered in the Mahdi's hut at Khartoum.

	Bardoff turned away as he saw these patent truths. His soul was aflame with compassion and admiration. He was resolved to dare anything, suffer anything, if only she might be spared.

	For hours under the burning sun they traveled on. Between light and night they took a little rest. Early in the evening the march was resumed. A most astounding thing occurred about midnight.

	How it happened will never be clear. They must have been asleep or in a delirium of unconsciousness. Dorothy was swaying in her saddle. Bardoff was clinging to the nose rope of the camel and plodding on with bowed head, while the poor skin and bone beast strode forward sound asleep. Suddenly a bright light roused the two all at once. To their consternation, they found that they had plunged directly into the very heart of a dervish camp.

	Round the watch fires sat the guards. The sight of the strangers caused them to sound an alarm. Instantly like magic, from the very wilderness it seemed, three hundred armed soldiers sprang forward and surrounded the helpless strangers.

	Bardoff seemed to be in a hideous nightmare. He stared about him with his hand on his sword, but he did not draw it. He used strategy instead.

	His face illuminated with a welcome light, a smile of feigned gratitude upon his lips, he raised his two hands to heaven and cried aloud: "Salaam aleikum, salaam aleikum!"

	There were a few half hearted greetings, but the poised spears were not yet lowered. A few of the gleaming points were so close to his heart that a single false note would have ended it all.

	"Down with your lances, comrades! Do you not see who I am? Behold a guard of the Mahdi from far Khartoum, brothers in the faith. Where is your emir? I would speak to him."

	One of the taller of the warriors came forward.

	"Whither goest thou, guard of the Mahdi? Tell us that? And with this woman, too."

	"I go with important messages from the Khalifah Abdulla to Osman Digna, relating to the siege of Suakim. Where is your emir? He knows me. I shall make everything plain to him. Besides, I need his assistance, and yours, too. God be with you! How fortunate that the great prophet led me to your tamp. Blessed miracle of the Faith of Islam!"

	The lances fell one by one, and the sheik made a passage through the solid ranks.

	"Make room!" he commanded. "I will show the stranger guard where our commander, the noble emir, Mamud el Fiki, and his council, are encamped. Come hither!"

	"God save thee, son of the faithful!" murmured Bardoff thankfully.

	A sheik took the camel rope, and the trembling prince drew back and walked beside Dorothy, reaching up till he found her cold, thin hand. Into that he laid a small dagger, incased in rhinoceros hide.

	"Take it," he whispered. "We are caught. I don't know what will happen, but there is your little comfort. If I am killed, you can follow me into eternity, and God forgive you! But anything would be better than captivity, so take my counsel. The blade has been dipped in poison, and a single scratch means death. Let us hope and pray that we shall both be spared, but there is your only deliverance, comrade, if I die. Do you understand me--all, everything?"

	It seemed as if the weary heart in the wasted body was suddenly turned to stone. Those words were as if spoken to her over the brink of eternity. She tried to reply, but could not. She merely slipped the harbinger of death into her bosom; and giving her companion's upturned face a single knowing glance, said simply: "Yes, comrade; God witness! I understand."

	They had reached the tent of the grand emir. What were they standing upon--the threshold of a temple of refuge, or that of the torture chamber and the grave?

	


CHAPTER XXIX.

	A MATTER OF DIPLOMACY.

	 

	THE grand emir of the dervishes was extremely deliberate in his preparations for the strangers' welcome, and the refugees were thankful for this little respite. It gave them time to devise an expedient in this most unexpected and momentous predicament.

	The emir at last sent word by the sheik that he was willing to accord the "guard of the Mahdi" an interview. Accordingly the wretched pilgrims were brought into the presence of the lord of the little band.

	The noble dignitary was seated upon the couch from which he had been aroused from his slumbers. He scanned the visitors with a strange glance, by the pale light of a single nut oil lamp.

	"Salaam aleikum! "began the prince, with a greater show of imperious authority than proper humility before a superior.

	"Aleikum es salaam!" responded the emir in a grave guttural.

	For an instant the two men measured each other with keen glances, but each was inscrutable to the other. It was a grave moment.

	The emir was a small man with a heavy, ill proportioned trunk, and a pair of long, ungainly arms. His face was cruel and secretive in repose, but when the grimace of feigned pleasure passed over it, it was grotesque even to hideousness.

	Dorothy gave him a single glance and shuddered. To gain a point over such an adversary by power of diplomacy or by inciting superstitious dread she saw was possible; but God help the soul that threw its fortunes at his feet imploring pity and succor! The heart was adamant, and it shone dead through the cruel, swart lines of the savage countenance of a man born to rule with a merciless hand.

	Bardoff's attitude of dignity, which had repelled the emir at first, now caused him to accord the stranger a certain respect.

	"Who art thou, son of the Faithful, and whither goest thou?"

	"Behold!" said the prince, "when thou seest one in the uniform of the guards of the holy Mahdi, that question is answered. I go to far Suakim with a message to the noble commander of the forces of the east, Osman Digna, thy superior, the right arm of the Imam."

	"Thou sayest well, friend," said the emir; "but I am not yet convinced. How comes it that them hast here a white woman--one of the infidel race? Tell me that, I command thee."

	"She was a slave of the Holy One, noble emir. I bear her as a token of love and esteem to the commander of the forces of the east."

	The emir smiled incredulously, showing his teeth, which were very white and filed to a point, so that they appeared more like the fangs of a wild beast.

	"Friend," he said skeptically, "I know the holy Mahdi well. He is not sending beautiful white slaves to his khalifahs and emirs as presents, particularly alone with a single guard through the wilderness."

	"But we were ten when we started, noble emir. We attempted to plunge through the rapids of El Bagara; but the government vessel, one of the steam craft taken at Khartoum, went to pieces on the rocks in the cataract. The slaves of the beautiful one were drowned, as were three others. From El Bagara we cut across the desert, two of our number being shot by robbers, and a eunuch dying of thirst the day before we reached the wells of Umboje. Since then we have hurried forward alone with a single camel, hoping that we might overtake some of the noble warriors on their way to join the worthy Osman Digna. Behold! thou seest to what pitiable condition we are reduced, sole survivors of the terrible struggle."

	The emir bowed. He seemed much impressed with this straightforward and plausible narration of events, delivered, too, with force and eloquence. Bardoff saw his increasing triumph, and his heart grew lighter and bolder.

	"Thou speakest well," said the emir, "and I believe thee. But there is but one test more. Thou knowest that the guards of the holy Mahdi have a password which they give to the emirs in cases of uncertainty like to this. Answer me then, stranger, when Allah and the holy Mahdi call, what is thy duty?"

	The soul of the prince suffered a revulsion. Here was the test question, and he knew not the answer. The password was something beyond his ken, and death was the penalty for his ignorance. For an instant the indomitable nerve of the Russian failed him; but he soon rallied heroically.

	"Noble emir," he said, "the password of the holy Mahdi is no longer in force, for a great calamity hath transpired to all Islam."

	The emir was all ears. "What dost thou mean?" he said in a low growl.

	"I mean, noble emir, that a great event has occurred at Khartoum which changes the whole aspect of the Mahdiists world."

	"The infidel English?" burst forth the listener in sudden rage and haunting fear, "have they recaptured Khartoum? Have they defeated the Mahdi?"

	The traveler gazed calmly into the swarthy features, which were now ablaze with anxiety and apprehension.

	"Noble emir," he said with the calmness of mastery, "the holy Mahdi has been taken prisoner by a greater power than the English or any other earthly conquerors. It is for this that I have made this awful pilgrimage through fire and flood, through desert heat, under privation and starvation, and dare not rest by the way till I have taken the tidings, to the east. Even now I am anxious to be off, and crave that thou shalt give me instant conduct over the Kohreb range to the sea."

	"But thou hast not answered me," cried the emir in a gathering rage. "What hath happened to our Imam, the Holy One? Out with it, guard, or by the Mahdi's God--"

	A wave of scorn passed over the stranger's face. "I fear not thy hatred nor thy threats, O Mamud el Fiki, powerful as thou art; for I go on a mission of duty to the Faith. If, however, thou wilt promise on the Book to keep my secret till after I have delivered it to thy commander, Osman Digna, and will provide me with means to go forward with instant security, I will open thine eyes to such tidings as cannot long remain unknown to thee; but such as will turn thy heart to stone with wonder and terror. Wilt thou take the pledge, noble emir?"

	The elder hesitated. The savage nature has an abhorrence of oaths, yet curiosity in the barbarian heart is something unrestrained. "I pledge thee, guard of the holy Mahdi, on the Book I pledge thee. Out with thy secret."

	Bardoff took a step forward. "Noble emir, our sovereign Imam, the Expected One, has been removed."

	"Dead?" cried the warrior, springing to his feet.

	The stranger bowed. "He has gone on a three years' mission through heaven--"

	"And his successor?" burst forth the savage, suddenly more interested in the living, for upon the answer depended his own life and fortunes.

	"The Khalifah Abdulla el Taishi, noble emir."

	"What hast thou to show, guard of the Mahdi, that what thou hast told me is the truth?"

	"My oath in the Faith, noble emir, nothing else. It shall be sufficient. The message I bore in my bosom was swept from me when we were rescued more dead than alive after the wreck of the Alldeen in the fifth cataract. The khalifah gave me the verbal message, however, and such it is. The commander must suspend all hostilities until he has received orders from Omdurman. The grave incident occurred at the hour of midnight, and all the world was plunged into mighty mourning. Before his death the Mahdi called his emirs and khalifahs about him and made them take the oath of allegiance to the sheik Abdulla, recognizing him as the successor to the Mahdi. The Holy One was buried under the angareb, where he died in the mortar hut of Omdurman, and a great tomb is being erected there."

	The prince chattered on. The emir did not seem to hear him. He had sprung again to his feet, and was pacing up and down like a wild beast, the perspiration glistening over his face and shoulders.

	"The Mahdi is removed!" he murmured again and again. "O merciful, O gracious God!"

	It was some time before he could be induced to give his guest even a glance. Then at last he clapped his hands and brought the sheik guards into his presence.

	"Take this emissary of the Mahdi and see that he has a tent to himself. Feed him with the best that the camp affords. As for the white slave he bears with him, put her with the women. Go!"

	But the prince advanced a step, still clinging to Dorothy with a mighty grip. "No, holy emir," he said. "It was my oath that I shall bear her safely across the desert, and never for a moment leave her. Give her the tent, and I will sit by the door while she sleeps."

	"It cannot be," said the emir with decision.

	"Then give me my camel, and we will proceed now on the journey. My oath to the khalifah-"

	"The khalifah, the khalifah!" exploded the emir with savage scorn. "Go," he cried out to the sheiks, "give the guard all that he asks. In the mean time, I will meditate here alone."

	"May God bless thee!" murmured the prince, much relieved; then he turned away, with the first desperate game of strategy settled in his favor.

	It was a comfortable cot whereon poor Dorothy reposed, and her sleep was refreshing till daybreak. Then the prince came to wake her.

	"This will be the most momentous day of our journey," he whispered, "and we had better be stirring. I want to go out and see what they have done with our camel and kit. I have no confidence in these scoundrels."

	Dorothy rose. Together they went forth among the curious encampments, followed by scores of inquisitive people, regarded with awe by some, by suspicion on the part of others, with interest by all.

	It took some time, but at last their poor emaciated and bruised camel was discovered.

	To Prince Bardoff's consternation and rage he found that although the animal had received care in his absence, the kit which she bore had been broken open and everything of consequence had been stolen.

	Back to the emir's tent the prince went raging, but met with a rebuff quite unexpected. That worthy dignitary kept him waiting for hours before granting him an audience, and then calmly informed the "emissary of the khalifah" that owing to the fact that he wished his guest to answer some important questions which he was formulating, it would be impolitic to think of allowing him to go on ahead of the emir's army for a few days.

	"Pray, then," said the emir, with a malicious smile, "make thyself quite content with us, and take the much needed rest which your most remarkable journey has made imperative; otherwise you may perish before you reach the noble commander with your valuable tidings."

	From that interview poor Bardoff turned away with a sick heart.

	"I see it all," he moaned when once more Dorothy was alone with him; "the old villain has ordered our kit rifled; he has despatched messengers on to Osman Digna with the news of the Mahdi's death, and he will tarry here till the messengers come from Berber with the confirmation of the tidings--an event which will be most disastrous to us, since when they come they will also bring the news of-our flight."

	"Then we are virtually prisoners?" Dorothy murmured.

	"That and nothing less," said the prince.

	


CHAPTER XXX.

	THE FLIGHT ONWARD.

	
 

	ALL that day, though well fed and comfortably sheltered from the burning sun, the refugees were detained at the decree of the emir. Along toward night the prince began to get restive under the chafing bonds.

	"Comrade," he said, "we must get out of this tonight, even if we are compelled to go on foot across this mighty stretch of wilderness to the sea. To remain here another day means that messengers may arrive from Berber, and all will be lost. It is plain that the emir does not intend to stir from here till such tidings overtake him. What say you?"

	"I am ready for anything now," said Dorothy, whom rest and good food had revived. "Lead and I shall follow."

	"God bless you!" murmured the prince heartily.

	The day was lowering and dismal, a sirocco blowing southwest into a rising gale. Darkness came early; and when the refugees' supper was brought by one of the emir's servants, Bardoff bribed the fellow to obtain enough rations from the commissary department under cover of darkness to last the pair for a week.

	About midnight the prince led his precious charge through the sleeping camp. They avoided the guards, and harried on to the camel ground.

	Bardoff deposited the little kit of provisions under a tree, and left Dorothy on guard. Then he crept up and stole a filled water skin from one of the camels, and kicked to its feet the best looking beast in the herd.

	Though the camel made the usual protest, and started some of the others groaning, the rising wind bore the sound away from the sleeping camp.

	At the very last moment, when the feat seemed accomplished, the prince was confronted by a camel boy, who was staring through the gloom in silence upon this startling capture, too amazed at its very daring to raise a cry of protest.

	Bardoff approached him, drew his sword with one hand, and plunged the other into his precious treasure of English sovereigns. He drew forth two shining coins and gave the astonished fellow his choice between death and a small fortune.

	After some trembling hesitation, the lad clutched the gold greedily.

	"Mind you," whispered the prince, "not a word--not a sound. Tell them that the camel broke loose--anything you wish; but be true to your oath, or by el Muntazar!--"

	"Never fear," answered the camel driver. He kissed his doubtful benefactor's hands, and then was lost in the darkness, to resume his slumbers with his treasure snugly pocketed over his heart.

	Soon the campfires of the enemy were far behind them. The rising wind blew up a mighty cloud of sand between the refugees and the emir's camp, like a wall of safety, as they started forward at a rapid pace. The beast had enjoyed perfect rest, and had been well fed and watered. The high wind was directly behind them, so Bardoff urged the camel into a striding trot.

	On over the bleak steppes and the silent plain, through deep ravines, bursting out over khors edged with underbrush, the little caravan hurried on toward the far haven of safety.

	"They will be upon us very soon," said Bardoff, as the day dawned, "for the emir's rage will be boundless when he discovers our flight. He will have the pick of camels, and can travel fast. Our only hope is that our own beast will stand the awful march. We have at least five hours the start."

	"It seems a good deal," said Dorothy.

	"That remains to be seen," mused Bardoff none too encouragingly. "Come; let us hurry on." And he whipped up the camel again.

	The beast had not trotted a mile further, however, when he began to show signs of great fatigue. Bardoff saw these symptoms, and it filled him with terror. A species of blind staggers was attacking the animal; and so unsteady was his trot that Dorothy was thrown headlong into the sand. Then the beast broke loose, and ran like mad down a slight declivity, bellowing and shaking his head, struggling from side to side until he fell in a heap and lay quivering. Bardoff was in despair. He helped Dorothy to her feet. "What is to be done now?" she gasped.

	"God alone knows," whispered Bardoff, somewhat cheered to see his comrade revive; then he led her down the declivity to where there was a clump of tall reeds which might suffice for a momentary hiding place.

	They found the camel stone dead, with the provisions and waterbag crushed beneath him. In Dorothy's fall from the saddle she had carried the load around, so that the precious kit slipped under him; and when he fell in a heap, the waterbag burst, and the provisions were all but ruined.

	It took no little courage to get what little remained to them into shape. Dorothy bound them on Bardoff's back. Then he took her hand, and they began to struggle on afoot over the bleak trail.

	Every little while Bardoff would glance back, but saw nothing. He was busily encouraging Dorothy after this, and did not look back for a long time. When he did finally a most appalling sight was presented to him. Two mounted men were closing down upon them from the westward. They were the pursuers sent by the emir, and were coming on at a frightful pace, their gibbehs flapping in the wind and their heads bent low to avoid the dust.

	Bardoff seized Dorothy by the hand, and made a quick dash into a low clump of reeds. Here they both fell flat on their faces.

	If the men had held their heads erect matters might have been very serious for the refugees. As it was, they waited in breathless silence till the pair flew by. Then the prince threw down his kit and unsheathed his sword whispering, "Wait here for me," and was off like a meteor, throwing aside his gibbeh as he ran.

	On he sped through the clouds of flying sand, until he was lost to view in a small ravine half a mile distant.

	Dorothy sank upon the warm sand. She knew what it meant--a last fight for life and liberty, and there were two to one.

	In the mean time Bardoff awaited his opportunity. As the camels slacked their pace through the ravine he hamstrung the rear camel, so that he came down with a crash, his rider almost beneath him. There was a single clash of weapons, followed by a cry which broke into a long, low moan.

	Like a panther the prince sprang after the forward camel. The astonished rider turned just in time to see his adversary. Instead of slashing his camel with his kurbash, and so gaining time to draw his weapon, the stampeded dervish reined him in. He seized his spear, and hurled it wide of the mark.

	A revolver was his next defense, but before he could use it there came a mighty lunge from behind. The fellow threw back his shoulders, uttered a queer scream, and fell forward over the camel's neck, dead.

	It was a very difficult task for Bardoff to hold the camel and dig a sand grave for two men at the same time. But when all was done, the reluctant beast was headed back against the driving storm.

	Half way to the point of refuge the prince met Dorothy, who had been made nearly insane by the suspense and terrors of the rising simoom. She almost fell into his arms, and sobbed hysterically: "I thought you were dead. I should have gone mad if I had been compelled to stay there alone another moment. The uncertainty was terrible. Tell me what has happened? There is blood--"

	"Never mind!" cried Bardoff, taking the pack, which was crushing her to earth. "We are not done for yet. There is still hope that we may escape. I have just accomplished a grand coup," and he told her what had happened.

	In a few minutes the camel was loaded with their own provisions and such of the dervishes' as they might have use for; and then they hurried on before the increasing sand storm, resolving to keep up the run as far as possible before seeking shelter.

	Suddenly Bardoff gave a low whistle of surprise as he slowed up somewhat and began to inspect some fresh camel tracks in the trail, which were now blown over lightly by the sand drifts. "It is as I suspected," he said. "We have come upon the messengers whom the emir sent on to Osman Digna."

	"Are they near? "asked Dorothy, choking with the dust.

	"They cannot be more than a mile ahead."

	"Then let us stop here, and let them get farther ahead. This is no time nor place for an encounter."

	"On the contrary, comrade," said the prince, giving the camel a cut that made her spring forward, "it is the very best time and place possible. They will be off their guard. It will be so unexpected--" He paused, for his eyes were upon the clean cut footprints. "Ha! they have gone into ambush to lie down till the sand storm is passed. Wait here for me. I will reconnoiter. Don't fear," he said encouragingly. "Stay on the trail, and I shall surely find you again. These scoundrels must never reach Osman Digna, or we shall never reach Suakim; that's certain; so keep up heart. I shall not be long, I promise you. No one will trouble you in this storm. We have come too fast to be run down, and the storm is too hard to face. You have nothing to fear."

	Bardoff had not gone fifty yards when he came upon two camels bound together, their noses thrust almost under their forelegs, and beyond them were two shapes sprawled out in the drifting sand, covered with blankets and evidently asleep.

	With one hand clutching his sword, with the other the prince threw back the covering of the larger of the two men, exposing as he did so a warrior of the Amara tribe, from whose straw girdle there hung a pouch of snake skin bound with the scarlet flag of the emir, Mamud el Fiki. Here then was the coveted prize.

	Cutting it loose while the man slept like the dead, Bardoff turned away and drew forth the message to Osman Digna; with its big seals and pompous flourishes, thankful that he could escape without shedding more blood. Then he stole back to the two camels and kicked them upon their feet.

	Three minutes later, with the three camels and ample provisions now to their credit, the fugitives renewed their flight over the white trail at double speed. They kept steadily on mile after mile and hour after hour until it was very nearly nightfall, when, to their great gratification, the sand storm subsided, and they entered the bleak ravines and dreary passes of the Kohreb Mountains.

	With the dying light of day, the two paused and looked back upon the awful plain.

	"If those two sheiks do not find a surprise when they wake, I cannot prophesy," said Bardoff at last.

	"Then--then you did not feel compelled--" Dorothy paused, but the prince understood her.

	"No; I never take life unless in self defense. The tired sheiks slept like stone. I even cut the girdle from one of them, and found this message to the commander of the forces of the east. Let us hear what the emir has to say to his superior."

	Seating himself on a sand mound the prince unfolded the document with care, translating as he read:

	
 

	"In the name of Allah, the merciful and compassionate, and the Faith of Islam. Amen!

	"From the servant of his Lord, the Mahdi--the emir Mamud el Fiki, midway between the Nile and the Red Sea, to the commander of the Arsar in the East, Defender of Madien, Osman Digna. The greetings of a servant to his master. God be with thee!

	"Know that there arrived in camp this night a man who proclaims himself one of the bodyguard of the holy Imam, the Mahdi, from Omduurman. He claims to bear tidings to thee, O, Osman the Blest, from the Khalifah Abdulla, to the effect that the Great Mahdi is dead, and that the Khalifah Abdulla has been appointed his successor. The guard has with hint a white slave captured from Khartoum, which he claims that the Khalifah sent thee as a present and token of esteem.

	"Noble commander, I fear that what he tells is the truth--that our glorious Imam is removed--but I wait here for messengers to bear me the confirming tidings from Berber, upon receiving which I shall send the messengers on to thee. In the mean time I shall hold the alleged 'guard of the Mahdi,' whom I strongly suspect of being a European infidel escaping from Omdurman in the disguise of a Baggara warrior, in which case, put no trust in these rumors. I fear, however, that what he speaks is the truth, for he could never have escaped hither with a slave of the Imam, the Master, without doing so while the excitement of such a great calamity was filling every mind. He is a crafty scoundrel, and I fear to allow him to proceed. I shall, therefore, hold him prisoner till I have tidings confirming or refuting his intelligence.

	"Noble commander, we pray the most high God, to whom be praise^ to bring us soon to thy reinforcement that the siege of Suakim may be an accomplished fact, to the glory of Allah and the increased dominion of the Mahdi. 'Allah yebarek!' 'God be with thee!'

	"Dated, 8 Sha'abam, 1302. (Signed) MAMUD El, FIKI.

	"Postscript.--The white slave of the Mahdi is young and very beautiful."

	
 

	A short, ringing laugh--the very first that had cheered poor Bardoff for many dark days--greeted the closing words of the grave message to the commander of the eastern forces.

	"I must indeed have looked beautiful," said Dorothy, "after the frightful days and days of toil through the desert, pallid with terror and apprehension as we came into the presence of the emir. I wonder that he was so favorably impressed."

	The prince gave her a glance. Could it be that even the barbarian savage could look through that cloud of dust and those lines of suffering and see what a beautiful soul lay within, even as he himself had seen day by day on this solemn journey? Perhaps. "Thank God he will never see her again," the prince murmured as he turned away to feed the camels with dhurra moistened with water.

	


CHAPTER XXXI.

	PRISONERS OF WAR.

	 

	ON they started again, after this respite, plodding over the dismal heights of the mountains, through awful ravines and over monstrous crags, Dorothy again falling asleep in her saddle. Tenderly Bardoff tied her safely in her high perch for the rest of the bitter march, and so plodded wearily on till daybreak.

	With the gray of dawn they had reached the highest point of the range, commanding a view of the more diverse country, stretching far to the Red Sea, some fifty miles away. Finding a safe refuge, for the mountains were known to be infested with robbers, the two ate their simple breakfast with gusto; then leaving their camel to rest in the ambush, they climbed a crag to gain a view of the prospect before them.

	A most astonishing panorama was spread out to their view--a wild and ragged landscape, enlivened here and there by winding ridges of low trees and shrubbery. The glad sight moved their hearts as nothing had since their hour of deliverance at Omdurman.

	"See!" cried Dorothy, leaping upon a boulder and making binoculars of her two brown hands. "What is that rising globe over the horizon?" Then, after a moment of keen scrutiny, she added, "it is a balloon; it is a balloon, as I live!"

	"You have good sight," said the prince. "I see something against the leaden cloud trails, but I cannot distinguish what it is. It is very likely a war balloon somewhere near Suakim, from which the outlooks are watching operations--"

	"And those clouds," broke in Dorothy, breathlessly, "those clouds which we thought were only vapor. Do you see what they are?"

	"No," said the prince gravely.

	"The smoke of battle, comrade," she cried excitedly. "They are fighting. Can you not see it all? It is as plain as if I had my binoculars right here in my hand. It must be something terrific, and the huge balloon is watching it all from a height, probably telegraphing reports to Suakim--"

	"And on to Cairo--"

	"And on to England and to America!" cried Dorothy, with the rapture of one inspired.

	The prince laughed hysterically. Indeed, for the first time it seemed as if they were looking down into the promised land, and it was to be theirs.

	The prince lay upon his back, gazing upward. "You must be right," he said, "for do you see these vultures flying over from the desert? They are the scavengers of the battlefield. One can always tell where there is fighting by watching the course of a flock of them."

	Then he leaped up, throwing out his hands as if a sudden revelation had descended upon him.

	"I have it!" he cried, and he drew forth his little note book and pencil, writing in a small, clear hand, the following message:

	
 

	To THE COMMANDER OF THE ENGLISH FORCES AT SUAKIM:

	Two refugees from Khartoum are advancing from the Kohreb range toward Suakim. One is Miss Dorothy Stanslaus, of New York, who arrived in the Khartoum district by balloon from the Congo; the other Prince Bardoff, of the Russian embassy at Khartoum. We are the only ones who have escaped, and our rescue was a miracle. The Mahdi is dead. He was poisoned by a Greek girl taken prisoner at Khartoum, whom the Mahdi made his slave. He died on June 24._ As the country between the Kohreb and Suakim is alive with the forces of Osman Digna, we are in grave danger of being taken prisoners. Come out to meet us on the Berber road, and so save us from a terrible fate. Miss Stanslaus was known as the "angel of light" among the Mahdieh, and her coming was supposed to be by divine call of the Mahdi. So far she is safe. For the rest of the journey, if you do not come speedily to the rescue it is very doubtful if she ever reaches civilization; Telegraph St. Petersburg and New York. God save us!

	PRINCE BARDOFF.

	
 

	Having finished these tidings, the prince took from his pocket the bright scarlet flag of the emir Mahmud el Fiki, which was wrapped around the pouch of the sheik messenger, and tore it into ribbons. Into one of these with extreme care he tied the letter.

	"And what do you intend to do with that?" said Dorothy, when all was done.

	"Watch me," replied the man of expedients.

	Climbing up and out upon one of the loftiest ledges Bardoff lay down and bared his bosom to the sky, like one dead.

	The ruse had its desired effect. From the desert steppes the vultures came flocking over the range, flying high till they met the mountains. Not more than ten minutes elapsed before one of these huge birds, attracted by what appeared to be a feast right beneath him, landed upon the crag and strutted forward. As he came cautiously within reach of Bardoff the bird was seized by the legs and neck. Then Dorothy bound the message to the bird's leg, after which the screaming messenger was allowed to go free.

	The vulture fluttered out, sinking upon lower ledges twice and pecking at the scarlet ribbons; but finally it recovered its strength and took up the midair trail with its comrades and disappeared toward the battlefield.

	"Bravo!" shouted Dorothy. "That has worked so well, let us try another."

	"Good," said Bardoff. "Go into hiding and write your message as I wrote mine, and in the mean time I will have another Mercury to do your bidding."

	The note was written tremulously, none too clear, and not one millionth part was said; but with a call from the crag top, Dorothy hastened up to find that the prince had captured another and a larger bird. It was soon served like its comrade, and started toward the scene of carnage.

	"A marvelous bit of wit!" mused Dorothy, as she was passed down to their ambush. "I wonder if it will succeed?"

	"Wait," interposed Bardoff. "Nothing is a success till it succeeds. We shall see."

	After a wholesome supper that night in their hiding place, they loaded the provisions upon one of the camels, and each of the travelers taking another, the march down the eastern steppes of the mountain range was resumed in the direction of Tambuk, where they had hopes of discovering the first English outposts by daybreak of the following morning.

	Taking great risks in order to accomplish the gigantic task of reaching the British lines with speed and certainty, they were favored with a mist in the gray of early morning, which obscured them from the enemy encamped about the straw hut villages of the Hadendowa tribes. But, unfortunately, when the vapors arose, it disclosed to them the exceeding peril of their own position. They would gladly have retreated to the mountains had they the opportunity; but now there was nothing to do but to trust to diplomacy.

	One thing was certain; they were nearing the English lines. This conviction in their hearts buoyed them up.

	Dorothy had covered her head and face, after the manner of oriental women; and the ruse saved them from instant arrest. One or two camel boys were picked up on the way to cudgel the three beasts into a constant trot; and from them was learned the news.

	There had been three months of fighting about Suakim. Osman Digna was near Handeb, twelve miles from the port of safety, and a mighty battle was in progress. Digna was winning day by day over the accursed infidels. He had a hundred thousand armed men, while the English had a few foreigners, and some Abyssinians, who knew nothing at all of fighting.

	The tidings were far from cheering to the two fugitives, but allowance had to be made for eastern license.

	"We have not heard the other side of the story," mused Bardoff.

	Still, after what he had seen at Khartoum, it was not to be wondered that he inclined a too willing ear to the enthusiastic tales of the Arab camel lads. He kept the fears in his heart from his companion, for she was in that state of mind when a little adverse news might mean total mental collapse.

	Suddenly in the narrow defile a picket sprang out and demanded the password. At first the prince was for riding him down; but, seeing the threatening gesture on the part of the soldier, he answered something in a low guttural.

	The soldier ran forward and seized the camel rope, shoving a rifle muzzle full into the rider's face.

	"The password!" he commanded; "the password!"

	"Come hither and I will whisper it to you," said the prince; then, as the picket came closer, he slipped a shining sovereign into the man's hand.

	The fellow trembled and looked alarmed, fearing the act had been seen.

	"Son of the faithful," said the prince, "I have forgotten the password. Tell it to me."

	The picket hesitated, then whispered back, "El Mahdi el Muntazar!" ("The Mahdi is the Messiah.")

	"Thank you," said the prince, and passed on.

	Another three or four miles, and then three more pickets burst from a clump of mimosa.

	"The password, stranger!" cried one.

	"El Mahdi el Muntazar!" answered the prince promptly, striking the camel with the flat of his sword as he spoke.

	He had not jogged on a rod before the three guards were upon him.

	"The password, stranger!" commanded one of the pickets again. "On thy life give it, or by the Mahdi's God, thou diest if thou shalt attempt to pass."

	"El Mahdi el Mantazar!" repeated the prince savagely.

	"True," said the guard. "The Mahdi is the messiah; but what has that to do with the password, without which no man can advance here? Come, out with it!"

	Bardoff beckoned to him. "I will whisper it to thee, son of the faithful," he said. As the savage approached he slipped a sovereign into his hand.

	Unfortunately the coin dropped with a ring on the skull of a camel, which stood upright in the white path. The two other guards say it.

	The camel boy grabbed the gold piece and restored it to Bardoff.

	"You are our prisoners!" cried all three at once. "Quick! Dismount--both of you!"

	In silence the refugees dismounted.

	"It's all up!" moaned Bardoff to poor Dorothy. "We are prisoners of war, right on the threshold of victory. That scoundrel of a picket back there took my money and then lied to me. God help us!"

	A sob escaped from the folds of the disguising cloak.

	


CHAPTER XXXII.

	THE ENGLISH FORCES HEAR STRANGE NEWS.

	 

	THE British lion was aroused at the death of Gordon. A great expedition was immediately despatched to take Suakim and punish the dervish forces. One evening, after a terrific engagement with the natives, in which they were put to flight, the British forces had withdrawn into the protecting circle of a zereba stockade for the night.

	Ambulances and nurses had gone out on the battlefield to bring in the wounded. With the hospital corps were two brothers just out from the old country, and new to all the sights of the Nile region.

	As the two worked over the wounded one of them chanced to spy a vulture among the dead. He jumped up and called out:

	"Say, fer the love o' heaving, wot's these birds flyin' around as and squawkin' like fishwomen?"

	"Them? Why, you blasted hidjut, them is wultures."

	"What?"

	"Bloody wultures, yer fool. Don't let nobody hear you arsk any such ignorant questions. Whew! but the lean buzzards must be mighty hungry--"

	"Hello, Tom, ef'ere ain't a wulture with his leg done up in a red rag, as ef he'd been just discharged from a bloomin' wulture 'orspital."

	"Aw, g'on!" The skeptical brother was turning over a lancer and looking earnestly into his face for a sign of life.

	"Fact, and I'll prove it," said the other doggedly, as if his word had been impeached. The vulture was famished, and suffered the inquisitive man to draw near. Then came a pistol shot, and the big bird fell to the ground.

	"Down 'im?"

	"Yep; and it's agin orders, too. Horficer lookin' at me with his bloomin' field glasses, thinks I plunked a wounded sheik. I'll show him." He lifted the dead vulture in full view.

	"Wait a bit!" he said. "I'm goin' to see wot this confounded feathered hyena carries around with him--"

	"Come on, or we'll get a reprimand," growled the elder brother.

	"Just a minute!" persisted the other. "Jove! if there isn't some sort of a paper wrapped up inside of the scarlet rag, and writin' all over it, too."

	"Mighty queer," said the other. "Let's see it. Sure enough. There's writin', and damme if it ain't English writin', too. Wish it wasn't so dark," he mused. "Rawther like to see what the cove has got to say, whoever 'e is."

	"See here!" came a sharp command from the left. "You orderlies are a long time making trips. What were you shooting out there?"

	"A bloomin' halbatross, sir, with red rags tied to his legs--"

	"Halbatross nothin', you fool! It was a wulture, sir--"

	"I mean a wulture," apologized the younger. "And the rags done up a message in English, sir. Don't know w'ere it come from. Here it is, sir."

	The officer approached and took the crumpled sheet.

	"I say, Simmons," he called out to a brother officer near, "look at this. Two orderlies found it tied to the leg of a vulture they killed. Mighty queer--" He passed it to his comrade at arms.

	"I don't see anything so remarkable--"

	"You don't? Why, read, man. It's a message from some one escaped from Khartoum."

	The officer gave a sneer. "Nobody escaped from Khartoum--nobody could escape. Don't I know these Mahdiists like my book of tactics? Bah!"

	"But see! The man says that the Mahdi is dead--poisoned--ten days ago or more, and that Abdulla is his successor. You must agree that the thing is very extraordin'ry."

	The listener was rubbing his chin meditatively. "Take it to the colonel," he said, and turned away to his work.

	So the message went to the colonel, and the colonel, much impressed, convened a score of officers inside the zereba. The strange document was read and reread aloud, its history exploited, and then a young lieutenant broke forth with:

	"Why, certainly it's genuine. I know Bardoff--met him in Cairo. Tall chap, built like Apollo, and a remarkable linguist. He was supposed to have fallen at Khartoum."

	"As for the girl and the balloon business," broke in another officer slowly, "surely you remember the stir the matter made when the news was sent abroad that an American girl and five young explorers left the Congo region, the men being killed, leaving the girl in the balloon alone--"

	"Exactly, and her brother is in his yacht at Cairo now," interposed another. "Wanted to go up the Nile on the hunt for her, but they wouldn't let him on account of the dervish troubles. Why, it's all perfectly plain. They are over there in the Kohreb range, sure as you're born, and waiting to be rescued."

	"Well, we must save them, that's all." The superior officer waved to his aide. "Make a copy of that and hurry the original on to Suakim. Are they signaling still?"

	"Yes, sir."

	"Then send this message by signal as well, stating particulars."

	Soon the fact that there was a Russian prince and an American girl over behind the enemy toward the mountain range was spread abroad, and that last realization gave the vast concourse of soldiery a quickening stir.

	They were grateful for the tidings of the fall of the Mahdi, which seemed to make the contest over the dark continent doubly easy. They were now ready to prove their gratitude for the news by making a furious dash to the poor pilgrims' rescue.

	Throughout the short evening there was a severe comparing of notes and memories, and every jot of fact regarding Bardoff and his fair companion eagerly sought and devoured. Men who knew the details of the Congo event, which some months since had run an icy shudder through all America and half the world beside, were speedily found. Others there were who knew that the Mahdi had claimed to have received an angel from heaven, and that she had brought him the tidings that he was never to be defeated in battle, and that he would live a hundred years, to conquer and reform the world. Others knew Prince Bardoff and something of his history. The whole matter fitted in like fragments of a mosaic.

	From dumfounded wonder and grateful content, there sprang a mighty chivalry. The thought of a young girl, escaped from Khartoum, and still in dire peril, inspired every manly heart with a desire to help her.

	"Do you know," said the colonel of the regiment, "I believe that three hundred men could take up the Berber trail and bring those poor souls into camp before daybreak--"

	"Call for volunteers," suggested his companion. "Three thousand will respond."

	"No doubt, no doubt," said the colonel. "But--"

	The sentence was never finished, for the reason that two messengers arrived at almost one and the same moment. One announced that a wounded Arab in the hospital tent had suddenly regained his legs, after having heard the conversation of the surgeons and become enlightened upon every detail it were best to reserve from the enemy, and sped into the closing darkness. Three shots were fired after him without effect.

	"An English speaking spy, undoubtedly," mused the colonel, gritting his teeth.

	The other messenger brought the startling tidings that the outposts signaled the gathering of the enemy on the heights toward Otao; and that without doubt a night attack was meditated. It was a death blow to the proposed rescue of the Russian prince and the "angel of light." Within ten minutes the mighty army rose, after a little season of rest, and stared toward the bleak hills, over which was soon to pour the combined forces of the Mahdiists, intent on crushing the invading host before the light of another day.

	


CHAPTER XXXIII.

	THE REFUGEES FACE THEIR WATERLOO.

	 

	FROM the moment Bardoff and Dorothy fell into the clutches of the enemy, they had at least no occasion to long for a break in the dread monotony of their lone march. Then, too, the maddening suspense was at last ended, albeit with the clash of arms and the realization of captivity. However, though they were being borne forward to the tribunal of final judgment--their execution ground or their place of deliverance--they could not forget that just beyond that deadly demarcation stood hope with outstretched arms and a welcome such as is accorded few in any pass of human affairs. With each camp encountered and an emir faced, the prince gave his timeworn history in a few convincing phrases, which by now he had almost taught himself to believe were true. The guards, who at first had taken him prisoner, he now regarded in the light of pilots; and so persuasive was he in his argument, so suave and devout in his assumed devotion to the Mahdi, that these simple warriors began to feel proud to be the custodians as well as the guides of so distinguished an emissary.

	On the dreary route toward the sea he regaled his guards with thrilling stories of the brave deeds of the Mahdi, of the victory that was surely his. He dipped into fiction, keeping the men in good humor with tales of frolic and fighting, astonishing them by making them each a present of two gold pieces, which, as he explained, were souvenirs of Gordon, and part of the government treasure from the palace at Khartoum.

	When halts were made for water or food, it was the prince who showed the greatest desire to press forward, even prodding his keepers to hurry on to the noble commander, Osman Digna, for whom he had such astounding tidings, and such a precious gift. The guards even left him more than once to bring him fresh milk and fruit. Finding him always awaiting them on their return, they no longer regarded him as their captive, but as their comrade, pleased that fate had singled them out to be the guides and attendants of so illustrious a commissioner.

	During these moments, when Dorothy and the prince were left alone, they huddled their camels together and discussed the gravity of the situation.

	"I have these fellows perfectly in my control." explained Bardoff.

	"There is no longer any doubt in their minds but that I am the Mahdi's representative, and they are flattered with the honor of piloting us to Osman Digna. But there is a desperate predicament before us. I have told them that I go to give the commander important tidings from Khartoum, and to deliver you, the fair slave of the Mahdi, to the dervish dignitary. The difficulty is here; though while trying my best to arrive at the front, it is patent that we must never reach Osman Digna, or it will be all over with us. I can deceive a few provincial emirs, but a man of Digna's caliber would never fall prey to my clumsy machinations. He's too wise."

	"Pray, then, why are you advancing so fast if there is such a grave peril before us?" asked Dorothy.

	"Simply to get nearer the English lines; and if possible, to be taken prisoner by them. Of course, it is a dangerous and desperate thing to do, but nothing else remains for us--nothing except for me to plunge into the valley of death, for you the little poisoned dagger. Do you understand me, comrade?"

	"I understand," Dorothy nodded.

	It seemed almost cruel that while she could hear the long roll of the English cannonading, such a somber expedient should be forced into her pleasant perspective. Would such indeed be the end of all this mighty struggle toward freedom? God forbid!

	As they neared the scene of conflict the emirs became less inquisitive, the people less interested in the strange captives, and even the guards themselves half forgot their charges in a contemplation of the scene of action from some bald height. They grew grave and stopped their chatter, for they had friends in the thick of battle, and their faith was at stake with the infidel giaour.

	Toward evening the roar of battle melted away; and then the vast native hordes relinquished the field of carnage and crawled back.

	Shrieking, dancing, laughing like fiends, shouting, "Long live the Mahdi" and "Death to the white infidels!" they resembled a vast army of demons climbing out of the bottomless pit. Some still bore arms, some the flags of the emirs, and a few carried banners upon which were quotations from the Koran, or such mottoes as, "Whosoever fights under this banner shall surely be victorious!"

	But for all their mad delight, for all their drunkenness of victory, their boasting, their threats, it could be plainly seen by calm observers that the forces of the Ansar had received a tremendous whipping.

	Because the English had reined in their men at nightfall, because they had ceased firing and retreated to more favorable ground for the building of the zerebas for bivouac, the dervishes accounted it as a great conquest for God and the Mahdi. A force of the Ansar must be attacked, driven back, crushed to earth, and utterly annihilated in order to get them to concede a victory to the enemy. A single man escaping can threw his hands to heaven in triumph and shout: "We've won, we've won!" and thousands will join in the feast of praise and gratitude.

	Seeing that it was quite impossible to hold the Ansar in check till morning, and not wishing them to lose their enthusiasm, Osman Digna and his council sent abroad the command that the several detachments were to hold themselves in readiness to make a night attack upon the enemy. This order was received with shouts of acclaim, and seemed to pacify the battle maddened hosts for the time being.

	Over the plains and ridges the campfires were burning, and supper was being prepared. Out came the stars one by one. Only the heights were distinguishable, the lower spaces cloaked by the shadows of evening. The drums beat on, the horns echoed down the vast spaces, the neighing of horses and the moaning of camels kept up a constant disturbance, and under ten thousand tents the dervishes refreshed themselves for the mighty matter in hand.

	While the riot of the returned Ansar was going on, it was useless for the guards to progress with Dorothy and the prince. They contented themselves with waiting until the tumult subsided.

	After making many inquiries the camp of the commander, Osman Digna, was located. In that direction the little caravan at once proceeded, Dorothy very nervous and Bardoff clutching his sword beneath his gibbeh, deep in thought. They were nearing the verge of their precipice.

	Sometimes the problem seemed too great for the worn and overwhelmed soldier. He dared not refuse to accompany the guards, yet he dared not attempt to bribe them for fear that in the religious enthusiasm of the hour, they would refuse the bribe and turn their charges over to the fanatics to be torn to pieces.

	Of course, to accompany the guards into the presence of the chief dignitary himself was like stepping up to the cannon's muzzle. It meant sure and instant death.

	They neared the commander's camp. Before it, seated in an open space, was the council, in constant communion over the gravity of the situation. Grave and solemn these men of action sat about on small skin rugs before the commander's camp, stroking their black beards and surveying the tragic field before them.

	The prince surveyed the group from a little distance. "We have come to the brink of eternity," he whispered tremulously to Dorothy. "For the first time in my life I am completely at a standstill. I don't know what to do--I don't know which way to turn, and I can't lie with looks or lips any longer. It has been the most terrible day of my life. We have run right into the lion's jaws, comrade. My heart is dead, my soul crushed, my mind blank, and it is the end of all. God help you, poor comrade; I cannot!"

	Bending down upon his camel's neck, the strong man shook like a reed, until his fair companion thrust out her hand and seized him with a cold grip of steel.

	"Don't give up," she whispered. "Let us rally once more--and then, if Heaven denies us hope, God's will be done. I shall go down like the martyrs of old, nor be ashamed nor afraid."

	The prince straightened and turned. That voice thrilled him. It seemed supernatural. Through the rift in the cloak that sheltered and concealed the fair face, Bardoff caught the gleam of that calm, heroic glance. Seizing her hand he was about to utter his resolve to make one more desperate rally, when one of their guard suddenly returned. He had climbed up the slight acclivity to tell the commander of his strange guest from far Khartoum.

	Bardoff faced him with a feeling that the next word would be a command to appear before the tribunal of death; when, glancing up the knoll he saw a bloodstained sheik groveling before the commander, evidently imparting some very wonderful news.

	"We shall be compelled to wait," said the guard, to which words the prince gave a groan, albeit of gratitude. "A spy has just arrived from the English ranks. He brings the astonishing tidings that the Mahdi is dead--that he was poisoned--"

	"What!" cried Bardoff, feigning amazement and grief, "the Mahdi dead?--"

	"A message was received from some Russian prince who escaped from Khartoum, and who is now in hiding in the Kohreb range."

	Bardoff reached over and seized Dorothy's hand.

	"What does it all mean?" she whispered in despair.

	"Hope, comrade, it means hope," was the answer.

	"Thank God, thank God!" was the prayerful whisper.

	"Our messages have been received by the English--"

	"What! those sent by the vultures?"

	"Yes. It is all a miracle--I cannot believe it. That man you see there gesticulating before the commander is a spy escaped from the British lines. He brings the news. The Mahdi's death appalls them. They are simply dumbfounded. Look at them!"

	"But what is to be done? How shall that serve us?" was the bitter query.

	"Wait, we shall see. It means delay, and happily delay means darkness, and darkness flight."

	"I am ready," murmured Dorothy. "Lead and I follow."

	For a moment there were no words between them. One by one the fires were extinguished according to orders. Then in the solemn night the silent Ansar armed themselves to the teeth and took up their stand in the ranks, ready to dash down into the English camp.

	Half fearing, yet more than half believing the staggering tidings which had come by such a roundabout way into the camp of the Ansar, the council in state resolved to hurry the dervishes into the field, doubtful what effect upon the popular mind the tidings of the Mahdi's passing might have.

	At last the signal came, and the solid column began to move. Here and there the flat flanges of a dervish spear gave forth a gleam, and the white flanks of an Arab steed shone through the rift. Everything depended upon taking the enemy by surprise; so the native host moved onward in silence.

	Suddenly from far over the sand dunes toward the sea there shot a beam of vivid white light. It was the searchlight of a gunboat in the harbor of Suakim. Instantly the mighty host was bathed in a flood of pale sunshine. The silent concourse seemed to have been lifted out of the plain by the transfiguring beams--to float onward in midair, their swarthy forms in strong silhouette to the watchers from behind. Still the Ansar were undismayed by this wonder.

	Dorothy clutched the hand of her companion, drawing a deep breath before the wonderful enchantment; and before he could return that pressure, two tongues of flame burst from the very heart of the overlooking crag opposite them; and two crimson balls of fire were projected over the plain, until they exploded like double stars over the dervishes, scattering a shower of deadly shrapnel and plowing a hole in the ranks of the Ansar. Then the pandemonium of battle broke loose.

	Two more searchlights stretched their funnel shapes over the wilderness and seemed to tangle up the astonished dervishes in their ghostly beams, till all the white plain resembled a tempest whipped sea, wherein a myriad souls were struggling in a mighty turmoil, and swept forward by an irresistible tide.

	Suddenly Bardoff turned to his dumfounded guard. "Go tell the commander, the noble Osman Digna, that I must see him at once. Tell him that I bear precious tidings from far Khartoum--"

	"It is useless now," said the guard testily. "Can you not see that the battle is on?"

	"But I cannot delay longer--I dare not." With a great show of impatience the prince thrust his hand into his gibbeh and brought forth a handful of gold pieces. "Go, in the name of Allah and the Mahdi; tell him that I await his call."

	The man drew a breath of astonishment, gave the prince's haggard face a quick glance, clutched the coins greedily and was away. The other guard noted the transaction, and showed signs of rising jealousy.

	"And you," broke in the prince, diving again into his gibbeh, and bringing forth another handful of coin, "go and bring me a drink of water from the wells, that I may be fresh and full of speech when I stand before the commander, and Allah be with you!"

	The guard, who had done many such errands for his captive before, did not think for a moment but that he might do likewise with safety again. He folded his two hands about the coins, buried them in his bosom and started off at full speed.

	"Come!" cried Bardoff hoarsely to his comrade. "Our time is at hand."

	"What do you mean?" asked Dorothy.

	"To the lines--to the English. God alone knows how, but follow me"

	The prince and his charge were soon swallowed up in the mass of tents. Dorothy reached out and seized her protector's girdle with the grip of death.

	"We shall have five minutes--perhaps ten--the start of them; and even then their search will be a hard one. Night is deepening. Don't be afraid, comrade. Take hope!"

	"I fear nothing." came the answer. "Faster--faster. I can cling to you."

	Straight to the rear of the vast encampment they ran for some distance, then made a sweeping northerly detour: the two came out a half mile above the camp of the commander. Then facing the east and freedom, they plunged down into the midst of battle, resolved to reach the English lines or perish in the effort.

	Thicker and faster now the cannons along the ridges threw fire and devastation into the dervish ranks. Across the khor the battery of Gardner guns poured a cataract of cross fire. The two fugitives dashed forward in the darkness. Bardoff clutched in one hand a white rag, which he intended at the right moment to wave to the English if that moment ever came. In the other he held his sword, resolved to cut down the first man who stayed them on their fight of life and death.

	



 CHAPTER XXXIV.

	ON THE THRESHOLD OF FREEDOM.

	 

	SUDDENLY Bardoff felt a clutch upon his shoulder and a backward lurch, which all but snatched him from his feet. Turning, he was amazed to confront the very guard whom he had sent to interview the commander, Osman Digna.

	There was a look of keen triumph upon the fellow's swarthy visage.

	"Dog of a Russian infidel," he cried, "the messengers have arrived from the emir, Mamud el Fiki. Your time has come. The grand commander wants you. He has ordered us to bring you, dead or alive. Which shall it be?"

	Bardoff had swung loose from Dorothy and drawn his sword with a backward movement, which the guard did not see. The latter was about to shout to the other pursuers when a swift lunge broke the cry into something like the yelp of a jackal. The man had apparently dodged the blow, for the blade grazed his straw cap as he dropped, and all but wrenched the prince's arm from the socket; but in the ankle deep sand he lay perfectly still.

	In the tempest of battle Bardoff bent and saw that the man's neck had been partially torn away by an explosive bullet. He seized Dorothy's hand, and on they ran, till finally they gained the north flank of the field, their other pursuers having sped by them like a whirlwind.

	They both suddenly stumbled in the dark over a dead camel, and Dorothy crouched close to the still warm body to keep from being trodden or run down by the cavalry coming up in the rear. She put forth her hand and seized that of her comrade. It was strangely cold. Then she bent over him and spoke, but there came no answer. Her heart stopped beating for an instant. Things blurred and danced before her eyes. Creeping closer to her fallen comrade, she managed to turn his face so that she could look into it; and when she did, she bowed down and rested her own against it. Dead? He was dead!

	For a long time she lay with her face against her comrade's, unable to stir. Then she arose. "Dead!" she whispered, but the voice seemed not her own.

	She forgot liberty, the English lines, the shrieking dervishes, everything. She thought only of him--her friend, her rescuer, her hero.

	She looked up. A shell plowed up the ridge and all but buried them both in a deluge of sand. She struggled but sank back. She wanted to get into the range of the bullets--to invite them, beckon them. Her strength was gone.

	Another battery was hurrying by from the rear, the nearest gun drawn by four camels. In her frenzy Dorothy even tried to throw herself in their way, but only succeeded in thrusting out her white hand where the wheels of the gun carriage ran over it and crushed it into the sand.

	She rose and looked at the bruised member. She felt no pain as yet. Then she thought of the dagger--the poisoned dagger, and a frenzied laugh escaped her. She seized it with her left hand, gave herself a blow, and fell with her face in the sand prostrate over her comrade's body.

	The sudden weight thrown upon him, seemed to rouse the prince, who had fallen into a sort of trance of exhaustion. He writhed and twisted till he sat erect, with the limp body of Dorothy across his knees. For a moment he did not realize what had happened; then he seized the frail form, drew it to him, and looked into the pale face.

	What had happened? Shot--killed? He thrust his hand into her bosom, moaning, "Dorothy, Dorothy!" He felt the faint flutter of her heart. Then there seemed to gather within him a sudden and a gigantic courage--a supernatural strength from some miraculous source. Throwing his arms about the lithe form, he was about to raise it, when something slipped from her bosom and fell. The prince gave a gasp and stooped to pick it up, his soul on fire with wonder. Then he gave a wild cry. It was the dagger.

	For a moment Bardoff felt a sense of frightful suffocation, as if the sepulcher were closing over him. Then that nameless despair gave way to a hopeless, heedless resolve. He would take her in his arms and push on.

	Rising, he gathered poor Dorothy to his bosom again, and began running.

	Every now and then the mad refugee would see something indistinguishable that blocked his way, would strike at it viciously, and then plunge forward like a tempest. He ran down a short ravine, whose bottom was filled with corpses. Over them he raced. Up on the other side, panting, staggering, half dead; and suddenly he confronted a solid square of blazing musketry before and above him. The bullets swept over his head like a whirlwind, and he stooped low.

	All at once he was overhauled by a dervish, whom, on turning, he ran through like a shot, leaving his sword in the fallen body. Then he raised his hand to the square of soldiers. There was a shrill shout from somewhere, and then this firing, almost full in his face, ceased. With wild shrieks the dervishes were plunging down into the ravine back of him. A moment more and they would be upon him.

	At the same time another order came from the hollow of the square, and three hundred Britishers charged like mad toward the staggering figure with its limp burden.

	"My God! It's the prince--it's the prince and the 'angel of light.' Save them, save them!"

	"The prince--the prince!" ran through the throng.

	"Lie down!" shouted the forward man. "Down, down!"

	Bardoff obeyed. Then came another whirlwind of bullets over his head, answered by a shower of lances from the howling Ansar.

	The regiment flew by, forming a protecting wedge behind him, pouring volley after volley into the groaning, struggling native horde.

	Bardoff arose, shouldered his burden, and staggered on toward the haven of refuge. He saw nothing but the yellow lights of the hospital corps in the center of the stockade. When he was recognized in the somber light, a shout went up that shook the earth like a volcano, but the prince scarcely heard it.

	He kept on till he reached the hospital corps, where he fell all in a heap among the wounded in the center of the camp.

	"Save her! "he moaned. "For God's sake, save her."

	The man with his sleeves rolled up dropped by the frail figure in the sand and glanced into her face. "Save her?" he answered scornfully. "Why, man, she's dead!"

	"Dead, you say?--dead?" the Russian gasped hoarsely.

	The surgeon did not answer. He was tearing the gibbeh from Dorothy's neck and bosom.

	Bardoff misinterpreted his silence, and snatched up a revolver. He put the muzzle against his heart.

	"Seize that man! He's killing himself!" shouted an officer. Some one dashed the weapon from Bardoff's weak hand just as it exploded. The bullet grazed the flesh. Then, utterly exhausted, he rolled over and was still.

	The semicircle about them was in a wild uproar. The routing of the dervishes was forgotten.

	"Cameron--ho, Cameron!" called out a surgeon. "For the love of God. what kind of a wound is this?" He was examining an elongated scratch, much inflamed and swollen, under the right shoulder blade of the frail feminine form on the warm sand.

	The expert surgeon dashed over, falling by the still form. "Why, she's dead, isn't she?" he said testily.

	"No." said the other. "There is heart action yet; but it's weak--mighty weak."

	The expert was examining the wound with critical care. "Lights!" he cried. "It's from a poisoned dagger," he said. "Treat with strong antiseptic, then bromides and brandy. Get her drunk--artificial respiration--everything. God knows you'll have to be mighty quick about it. She won't last much longer."

	It was the gray of the morning when Dorothy opened her eyes and stared about her. "Where is he?" she gasped. "Where?"

	"Who?" asked a kindly voice!

	"The prince--my poor comrade? You left him there--dead, on the field?"

	"Calm yourself," was the quiet reply. "There he is--in the cot. He hasn't come to yet."

	"Then he lives--he lives! Tell me that."

	The young surgeon nodded.

	Dorothy murmured something, then lay back upon her pillow.

	


CHAPTER XXXV.

	BY WAY OF CONTRAST.

	 

	ON the deck of the hospital ship off Quarantine Island in the bay of Suakim some weeks after the riotous events of the last chapter, a fair young convalescent was reclining in a broad wicker chair, gazing over the placid waters.

	To an artist's eye it was not a scene of picturesque enchantment, to the poet unsuggestive of sublime flights; but to the glad heart of the pale faced woman it was sweet beyond compare. Over the bleak volcanic ridges to the westward no longer rolled the somber echoes of battle. Up from the lowlands trembled the weird song of the camel boy or the call of the muezzin from his tower, a sepia silhouette against the faint purple of the tropic clouds.

	"Yes," murmured the favored child of destiny. "God is good, God is great!" Then she fell to dreaming of the miracle of her deliverance from the valley of death, and her restoration to health again.

	Relapsing into a half doze of perfect content, Dorothy idly watched through her closing lids the flying fish. Then there was a familiar stir beside her--a presence she had learned to divine.

	"What! awake?" said the newcomer softly as the wan face turned and gave him a smile of welcome. "You were lying so still, I thought you were sleeping."

	"Only dreaming," she murmured. Then, as her soft eyes met his, she added. "And you bring good news--I can see that. Tell me."

	Bardoff smiled. "You women are a mystery," he said, gathering closer and drawing forth a sheet of blue paper. "You divine things by intuition. Now, I doubt not that yon know the contents of this telegram without my reading it to you."

	The convalescent started. "I do not read so deeply as that; but from your face, prince, I gather that it is nothing evil."

	"Your brother is on his way here from Suez. He will be here within a week."

	The fair listener drew a deep breath and reached forth her hand to clasp the sweet message. "My dear brother, my Tom. is coming!" she exclaimed. "Heaven be praised! You make me well already."

	"It is all very wonderful," resumed the prince, glancing at the telegram. "I obtained the facts through the official departments. It seems that your brother arrived at Cairo some weeks since and tried to get permission to go up the Nile in his steam yacht. The authorities thought him mad till they discovered his reason. He offered to transport a whole garrison as escort at his own expense, feeling confident that you must have reached the upper Nile valley in the balloon, and that somehow he would find you dead or alive. He vowed that he would never go back to America without knowing your fate, and was actually preparing to run the gauntlet, against the advice and commands of the Egyptian government when the message by the vulture reached the forces at Otao. It was telegraphed to him by the American consul at Cairo.

	"He thinks you are too ill to receive or send messages, so he has found out your whereabouts and your condition through the department. At every station possible on the route he has stopped and asked for information by wire from Suakim. He seems perfectly frantic with joy and haste to reach you. He is certainly a jewel of a brother."

	
 

	"Ah, poor boy!" Dorothy had been drinking in these tidings with eagerness. "Poor, dear Tom. Oh, you must meet him, you must know him, brave friend. He will take you to his heart and bless you for all your courage and battles for my sake; and that moment will be the proudest, happiest of our lives. Will it not, comrade?"

	For the moment the prince was silent. "It will be a sweet moment," he said softly, "yet a sad one, my little heroine. I welcome it, yet I fear it."

	Dorothy opened her eyes. "Something troubles you," she said.

	The prince bowed humbly.

	"Tell me then," she persisted. "Come; make it all plain to me."

	Bardoff drew a deep breath, then produced a letter. "I have had tidings," he said.

	"And they are ill tidings," she broke in; "and while mine were sweet and you shared them, now that yours are bitter, let me share yours likewise."

	"Thank you," said the prince gratefully. "But in order to understand it all, it is necessary that I explain matters which may seem inexplicable to you. I am a Russian; you are an American. Our traditions, our governmental principles, and our very rules of action lie far apart. You must know that for years I have trodden upon the thin ice of diplomatic service, giving up my young life to the cause, only to be rewarded with ingratitude--nay, even hatred, slander and conspiracy."

	The silent girl respected the calm, low spoken words; then, after a pause, she said: "And this letter--these tidings bring to you a knowledge of this truth?"

	"They confirm my long suspicions. This letter is from my mother. Shall I read it--translate it for you. But no; you would not understand. It would only mystify and alarm you. I can only say that while you are welcomed back to civilization by your good brother, friends and even the remotest strangers of your wonderful land, who know your history, I dare not return to the country of my birth and childhood. I am as one dead; and my return would only mean my death at the hands of my enemies. Does that seem wonderful to you?"

	"I cannot understand it," said Dorothy in alarm.

	"Nevertheless, it is true. For no fault of mine I am an outcast--a wanderer upon the face of the earth. I was sent to Khartoum to be killed. When all others had given to them the privilege of fleeing and saving themselves, I alone of the consular staff was commanded to remain. When Khartoum fell, and it was known that not a soul escaped, there was great rejoicing among those who had brought about my incarceration there; and now there is gloom and rage and enmity, instead of a greeting from my fatherland. No one waits for me with longing. My mother will meet me in Cairo as soon as I am able to move from here; and then--"

	"And then?" echoed Dorothy breathlessly.

	"I don't know. You see, it is a very long story, with its roots buried in history previous to my birth. Feuds and enmities survive in my country for generations ofttimes. My father was a very ambitious man--one who dared to love a pure and noble soul, whose misfortune was to have been born far above him in social distinction, but one who loved him devoutly, nevertheless. My father was a petty officer in one of the provincial regiments, and she who became my mother was the daughter of his superior. These matters are very serious in Russia; and when the Crimean War broke out, the superior officer went up higher in the ranks, even in the shadow of the great Czar himself, while his unworthy son in law was all but disgraced.

	"During the Crimean campaign my poor mother nearly starved to death right at her father's own doorstep, fed through the bounty of some of the household servants, who risked their own lives in this charity; and then came the tidings to her ears that her husband was to be pushed into the van of the fighting ranks by the Czar's orders; and if he escaped death by some miracle, he was, on some pretext or other, to be transported for life to Siberia.

	"Oh, you cannot understand these things as they were--aye, as they still are--in my country. But writing a farewell letter to the heart-broken woman of his love, seeing defeat alike in death and survival, knowing that with his passing his widow would be taken back into the paternal arms and at least saved a pauper's destiny, the brave man plunged into the thick of the fight during the dock explosions of Sebastopol, and my poor father was killed, and what is more, we have no record of the finding of his body and its decent burial."

	"He is dead then?" murmured Dorothy, her soul harrowed by the remembrance of that strange parting moment in the monastery of St. Antony of the Desert, overlooking the sweeping Nile; "he is dead then--you are quite sure?"

	"Of that, God alone knows the truth. As for the living--the surviving mother and child--for all these years she has remained true to his memory, refusing many worthy hands, devoting herself to her son. Then I was drawn into diplomatic service, where those who had borne enmity toward the father might continue to persecute the son. I was sent into the heart of Africa to die; but I still live, with no one to glory in the truth save her alone--my poor mother."

	Dorothy seemed stunned by the picture so vividly thrown up before her. But when the story was ended, she put forth her hand, seizing his with a trembling encouragement.

	"Don't say that, comrade," she said smiling, "for it is not true."

	Then, after a moment: "Do you know I had a visitor last night. Can you guess? Well, he was the young surgeon of the field corps who brought me back to life in the camp at Otao. He told me some things which amazed me, yet made me somehow very grateful. Shall I tell you just one episode as he confessed it?"

	The prince was silent.

	"Of course, from the moment that I believed you dead on the field," began Dorothy, "and I resorted to that last expedient in the madness of despair, I knew nothing till I awoke in the hospital camp with the workers still fighting back that death which I had coveted, and which was creeping inch by inch upon me. But last night I learned, comrade, how my rescuer bore me on his shoulders through the Arab ranks under terrific fire with the pursuers at his heels; how he broke through the dervish lines and swept over the valley of death, and finally reached the shelter of the square in the nick of time. Yes, he told me how this brave comrade, believing me dead, rather than part from me after the mighty struggle to the threshold of salvation, chose to follow me, whither he thought I had preceded him, and was prevented at the very brink of eternity."

	She paused, looking intently at her companion.

	"Let me ask you now, my friend," she went on. "having brought me from the wilderness so far toward my home, is it not meet that this faithful one should accompany me the rest of the way? Since he was willing to die for my sake, is it presuming now to ask him to live for it?"

	Bardoff trembled. A vague fear was in his heart--a terror greater than any inspired by dervish foe.

	"Comrade," he said, like a penitent before a shrine, "believe me when I confess to you that day and night since our rescue from the vale of death, I have been harrowed with the thought of parting. Miserable as I was in the bitter struggle, it was happiness indeed compared with the agony which I knew would be my fate a little time hence; and unworthy as the thought was, dare I confess, I often wished us back there just for a little time that I might fight on through just one more battle for your dear sake. There was courage in my heart to ask you if I might fight it on through years and through life to the very close. But with the receipt of these tidings, comrade, my bravery melted away, and despair came. For what had a penniless outcast, without home and country, to offer in return for this great privilege--"

	"Yourself, no more, my hero." The interruption was passionate, strong, and sincere. "The 'penniless outcast' saved my life and brought me in his strong arms here to the very threshold of a new struggle, and he must not desert me now. My home shall be his home, my country his country. Brave friend, for these many weeks we have shared every adversity, because we come now within the pale of civilization again, let us not dissemble, for reservations are unworthy us. Let us be open and frank and speak from the heart. Will you go on with me, comrade, on to the end, through all the lifelong struggle?"

	The prince reached forth and seized the thin hand. He bent and kissed it reverently.

	"Ah, God knows, my darling, you have asked the very sweet question I should never have dared ask you. But if, knowing all, trusting all, taking my pledge of faith and love and devotion. I may be your comrade still, Heaven bless you, I follow gladly whithersoever fate and you shall lead me."

	"Thank you." was the tender response. "Thank you, and God keep you always. Leave me now, comrade, and let me lie here and dream for a little time. But fear not, brave heart, for all shall be well."

	Too full in spirit to more than murmur a gentle blessing, the prince pressed the thin hand once more to his lips, gave and received a look which only they who love and are loved can understand; then moved silently away like one who has conquered the world.
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