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  CHAPTER I.
 READY FOR A START.


   


   


  [image: ]lease, sar, ponies coming, sar.«


  It was the good-natured voice of the dark-skinned Hindu butler. Instantly there was a clatter of falling toys, a rush of feet through the long veranda and down the front steps of the stately Indian bungalow, while a chorus of voices in various keys sang out:


  »The ponies, the ponies!«


  Foremost in the race were Arthur and Irving. These boys were nearly of an age—about ten. Irving was the only son of the collector or chief revenue officer of the G—— district, Southern India. His cousin Arthur had but the week before arrived from England on a visit. Mr. Stillwell’s official duties called him once a year to the hill tract that bordered the northern side of his collectorate, and stretched away beyond range upon range in what are known as the Eastern Ghats. Here he was obliged to spend six weeks of his time yearly, and for the hills, or Malliahs, as they were called in that part of the country, they proposed starting on the following day. To enable the two boys to surmount the difficulties of the steep ascent and reach the elevated camping ground, as well as to afford them exercise and pleasure on their return, two new ponies had been purchased.


  What beauties they were—dappled-gray, perfect mates, and as glossy as constant grooming and abundant gram could make them. Their closely-clipped manes were arched in perfect curves from the shapely shoulders to the bases of the cunning ears, now pricked up knowingly as their new masters circled around them in ecstacies of delight and examined them from all points of view.


  »Are they country ponies, father?« asked Irving.


  »No, my boy; country ponies are very vicious. They are »apt either to throw their owner and break his neck or dash his brains out with their heels. Besides, they are ugly in appearance. These are Pegus.«


  »Oh, yes,« exclaimed Irving, turning to his cousin with a superior air,« Pegu, you know, is a province of Upper Burma, celebrated for its ponies—at least so Will Hardinge says, and he ought to know, for he’s been there.«


  »Are they broken in yet?« asked Arthur, more interested in the ponies themselves than in their geographical connections.


  »Yes, to the saddle,« replied Mr. Stillwell. »But what are you going to name them?«


  Now this very matter had been a constant bone of good-humored contention in the family for the past two weeks—ever since it had been known that the ponies were expected, indeed. All sorts of proposals had been received and discussed, from »Sahib and Dogtair, sar,« by the butler, to »Ector and Hevangaline, mam,« by the English nurse. The boys had privately resolved, on the strength of much confabulation, both in public and that choicest of all places of sweet counsel, bed, that Irving should call his pony »Prancer,« and Arthur his »Spots,« provided, he threw in as an afterthought, it had any spots. These names were now announced amid the cheers of the expectant company. To Mr. Stillwell was accorded the privilege of christening the syces, or horse-boys, which he accordingly did off-hand by dubbing them respectively »Castor« and »Pollux,« afterwards improved by the native servants into »Cushter« and »Polinks.«


  This inspection of the ponies took place on the more shady side of the bungalow. The sun was now several hours high, and Indian sunshine is dangerous; so the boys ran in for their pith helmets. Irving had been accustomed to the saddle almost from the cradle, while Arthur, too, had been trained to ride skillfully in a first-class riding-school.
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So the two boys sprang into the shining new saddles, from which the syces had removed the cloths, and were off fora canter down the banyan-shaded drive.


  »Are you quite sure, dear,« anxiously queried Mrs. Stillwell, as she turned towards the bungalow, leaning upon her husband’s arm—‘» are you quite sure that absolutely no danger is to be apprehended from the jungle-men? There was a report some time ago, you know, that they were restive again.«


  »There’s not the slightest danger,« replied her husband, with a slight laugh. »They learned too tough a lesson the last time to be at their tricks again so soon. The boys will have a jolly time, as they say, and you will enjoy the change of air and scene, too, I hope.«


  It was now getting on well towards the middle of May. The delightful cool season—like a diluted New England Indian summer—was at an end, and the days were hot and grilling. No rain except a single mango shower in February (so called because the mango-trees are then in bloom) had fallen for months, and the ground was split by the heat into great cracks. Irving felt his mouth grow parched as he looked at it. For several days the heat had been intense. Early as the two boys had risen that morning, in the hope of seeing the ponies, they had found the sun ahead of them; he was just lifting his great red head above the horizon at 5:30. As the day wore on and the heat crept up in the nineties poor Arthur began to experience a peculiar sensation.


  Arthur’s trouble was the result of the continued and, to him, unaccustomed heat.


  »Prickly«,is a very common complaint in hot climates. The skin, especially where the clothes press upon it, rises into red pimples, which tingle and burn just as one’s foot does when »asleep.« The natives of India use a very effective implement of horn for relieving those parts of the back which are out of reach of the hand. This they call a » back-scratcher. Play was out of the question, for Arthur at least, and his only relief was to keep in the coolest spot he could find. This was the east veranda.


  Out of doors the boys could see the heat was terrible. As the day dragged its fiery length along the air became like the breath of a furnace. They watched it surge up from the scorched ground in great heated waves. Once Arthur caught himself snuffing to see whether his hair was not singed. Their eyes grew inflamed and smarted terribly, simply from looking out into the glare. But little sign of life did they see out of doors that day, except the bullocks wearily chewing their cuds in the shade of the trees. A few natives clanked slowly by on wooden shoes, or limped gingerly along on blistered feet. The trees hung dusty and lifeless. The thirsty crows gasped with open beaks and half-raised wings under the limp leaves, taking themselves off now and then to the river fora bath. The spiny lizards even sat panting on some shady branch. In the river the great ungainly water-buffaloes wallowed all day long—the only creatures, so far as Arthur could see, that enjoyed existence on such a day.


  »Oh, Irv,« he groaned, »how I wish I was a water-bull.«


  »A what, Art?«


  »A water-bull, then I’d——«


  »Ha, ha! A water-bull. You mean »water-buffalo,« don’t you?«


  »Well, you needn’t laugh at a fellow if I do. I mean those long-horned brutes lying in the water yonder,« grumbled Arthur.


  »Boy! b—o—y! Please bring me a glass of water!« shouted Irving.


  A dusky Hindu servant, neatly dressed in flowing white garments, and a gold-laced turban, hurried up in response to the summons with an unglazed earthen water cujah, or goblet, and a glass in his hands.


  »Have some, Art?«


  »No, thank you, cousin.«


  When Irving had slaked his thirst, and the servant had glided noiselessly away—his bare feet making not the least sound on the hard plaster floor—Arthur turned to his cousin with wide-open eyes.


  »Why, Irv, he’s not a boy; he’s a man grown.«


  Irving laughed. »Yes, but we call them all boys here in India, you know. Why, old Munaswami’s a boy yet, and he’s at least a hundred years old. He hasn’t got a single tooth in his head.«


  »How funny,« laughed Arthur, »never to get to be a man.«


  All that day the host of servants and peons were busy packing. Under the trees of the mango grove near the bungalow stood a number of queer native carts. The construction of these vehicles was simple but very effective. Two stout bamboo poles were fastened securely crosswise of the tough axle so as to project almost an equal distance before and behind, Across these, at intervals of a foot or so, other pieces of bamboo were secured somewhat after the manner of a ladder, forming the bottom of the cart. An arched framework of other bamboos, some tour feet high, was erected over this, upon which was securely tied a splint mat. In front, the two bamboos of. the bottom came together and were tightly lashed to a yoke, As this yoke was as long as the axle it made it difficult to upset the cart, or »bandy,« as it was called. The bullocks were tied to this yoke by passing a bit of rope around their necks, and knotting the end after pushing it through a hole in the wood. The space between the two tongue-pieces of the cart was interwoven with cord, upon which the driver could sit or lie asleep, with feet projecting beyond the yoke, just as he pleased.


  Into these bandies an incalculable amount of miscellaneous goods were being packed. The boys from their shaded perch on the veranda railings watched the process of loading them with eager eyes. They saw disappear under the spacious coverings chairs and tables, cots and mattresses, dishes for eating, cooking, and washing; boxes of bottles and tins, and a thousand other things which they knew would be good when opened and better when eaten—all intended to make life enjoyable on the hills looming up blue io the distance yonder.


  When the two majestic elephants »Giant « and »Cruncher’« paced slowly up the avenue and stopped almost directly beneath where the boys were seated, Arthur’s excitement knew no bounds. He went into an ecstacy of delight when the black drivers came down the tails of the huge animals hand over hand, and a few moments later mounted them again by the same road. He had never before seen anything like that.


  »I say, Irv, does everybody get up that way?«


  »N—o, I don’t think so,« reluctantly replied Irving, half inclined to have some sport with his cousin.


  »Well, but how do they get up, then?«


  »With a ladder, of course.«


  »What do they eat? Grass?«


  »Yes, they will eat grass, but leaves and tender branches of trees form their chief food. Every morning the keepers take them out to the jungle, where the great intelligent creatures break off branches of trees, load them on their own backs, and bring them home to eat. They also get a large quantity—enough for many horses—of gram and bran every day. They love to trespass in the rice-fields and eat the green crops. Before putting the bunches of green paddy in their mouths they deftly strike it against their knee to knock the mud from the roots. When you give an elephant a cocoa-nut he rolls it under his great feet to detach the husk, after which he cracks the shell with his grinders and drinks the milk with great relish.«


  The tents in which the party were to live while on the hills were by this time loaded upon the elephants, and the ungainly creatures rose slowly from their ponderous knees and moved off. The cartmen, with much shouting and whacking of their poor bullocks, not to speak of surreptitious twisting of their tails, ‘also got under way one by one, and soon the spacious compound was deserted, and the boys knew that its quiet, broken only by the crowing of the numerous crows, meant bustle yonder in a certain little dale among the hills.


  That being their last night at home for some time, the boys were accorded the privilege of sitting up to dinner. To Arthur, Indian dinners were a great mystery, and as this was only his second with his uncle and aunt, there was much that delighted as well as puzzled him. The noiseless swaying of the great punkah overhead, the gentle rustling of the delicate maiden-hair fern in the epergne in the center of the well-laid table, the quick-gliding movements of the barefoot servants as they served the various dishes, the delicious odor of the great pine-apple at the upper end of the table, had a strong tendency, he soon found, to put him to sleep. Rice and curry he detested, but he was highly amused to see his cousin help himself liberally. Then the »boy« passed some curious cakes called appadas, as large as a saucer, of wafer-like thinness, and very crisp and brown. He could eat one of these, at any rate. But the first taste brought the water to his eyes. The cake was scorching hot with red pepper.


  Just then the butler approached Mrs. Stillwell’s chair and whispered something in her ear.


  « Never mind, bring it on,« she said.


  »What is the trouble?« asked Mr. Stillwell.


  »Boy says the ‘yice pudding done set down, mam,« laughed Mrs. Stillwell.


  This was followed by a general laugh.


  »Iced pudding sat down! How? What does he mean?«


  »Oh, that’s the boy’s way of saying that the heat been too much for the pudding—that it has melted.«


  There was another laugh at this. In due time the »yice« pudding was brought on, and was found very delicious, notwithstanding its untimely collapse. This and the grateful fruit dessert soon made Arthur forget his experience with the appadas, and ne retired with his cousin in high spirits over the events of the day, and in a flutter of expectation as to the morrow.


  


  CHAPTER II.
 A TIGER’S PREY.


  At early dawn the next morning the whole house was astir. When Irving ran out to the front veranda after hastily dressing, he found the carriage and horses already waiting. Early tea over, the merry party of four quickly packed themselves and their few traps—all the heavy luggage had gone on ahead the day before—in the spacious seats. They had before them a drive of a dozen miles to the foot of the hills, where they were to breakfast and spend the heat of the day. In response to Mr. Stillwell’s cheery voice Lily and Merry, the two grays, pricked up their dapper ears, tossed their heads saucily, and pranced merrily down the avenue and along the well-metaled road.


  The morning air was fresh and bracing after the close night, blowing direct from the fine range of ghats for which they were making.


  Just at the foot of the range was a small rest-house, or travelers’ bungalow, one of many built at various points on the road for the accommodation of wayfarers. It was not a luxurious dwelling, and under any other circumstances would have presented a most uninviting appearance. But just now it contained breakfast, with promises of a refuge from the fierce heat until the time arrived for the commencement of their long and steep climb up the mountain side.


  Irving and Arthur found the butler bustling about getting breakfast. Giant and Cruncher, accompanied by the other servants, had long before started up the mountain with the tents and the greater part of the furniture.


  Though the air had seemed fresh and invigorating to the party while driving, a light, suffocating mist had hung about the river, upon the groves of dusty palm and mango trees, and for a time almost hid the hills from view. By the time they reached the bungalow this mist had disappeared, and the sun was up in all his tropical strength. In the ill-protected verandas of the tiny bungalow the boys found that the least exertion threw them into a most profuse perspiration and brought on »prickly.« Play was out of the question, and sleep, with the prospect of the near journey before them, impossible. A temporary punkah was rigged from a beam of the roof; but its motion only seemed to mock their efforts to keep cool. Even the usually cool drinking water turned traitor, and, going over to the enemy in a lukewarm way, refused to slake their thirst.


  It was a two Hours’ climb to the tents, and after four o’clock tea a start was made once more. The heat had by this time somewhat abated, and there was a faint suspicion of a breeze. At intervals the pathway was shaded by fine tamarind-trees, which grow to great size on the slopes of these ghats.


  The first six miles was to be done in the saddle, and the boys were in a fever of excitement. Prancer and Spots, with their trim attendants, were in fine spirits, and the whole party was soon mounted and off. Leaving the main road, they struck into a cart track that made directly across paddy-fields and water channels, through tamarind groves and occasional patches of jungle, towards a wooded break in the hills. Up this ravine or nullah the path ran. Just at its foot the boys came upon a purling stream. The water was clear as crystal and deliciously cool. Arthur, who had dismounted, stooped down by the side of the stream and was about to take a drink of the water, when Mr, Stillwell rode up and called out:


  »Arthur! Arthur! what are you doing? Don’t drink that water!«


  »Why not, uncle? See how deliciously clear and cool it is. How it sparkles and sings over the stones! I haven’t seen such a brook since leaving Devonshire.«


  »Yes, my boy; but it is like a snake in the grass—pretty to look at but deadly to touch. This is mountain water, and it invariably brings on the worse type of malarial fever. On no account must you drink the water while on the hills. I think I told you this a few days ago, did I not, Irving?«


  »Yes, father, but I had forgotten it.«


  The party had now reached a point where the hills closed in upon them on either hand, and narrowed the nullah down to the rough stony bed of a mountain torrent, now a meek little brook, creeping quietly along among moss-covered masses of stone. Gigantic tamarinds spread their green skirts on either hand, and completely over-arched the path, affording a delightful shade. Higher up, the tamarinds gave place to other varieties of mountain trees no less beautiful.


  »What is that curious palm-like tree to the left?« asked Arthur.


  »That,« replied Mr. Stillwell, »is the sago palm, From the pith of this tree the delicious sago that you are so fond of is made. The tree also yields a sort of sap or toddy when tapped, and of this the hills-men are very fond.«


  »But how do they get at the pith?« asked Irving.


  »The pith? Oh, they must cut the tree down to get that. The hill people make it into cakes and porridge.«


  »How many beautiful creepers and wild flowers there are!« exclaimed Arthur.


  »Yes, and lovely ferns and orchids too. But it would hardly be safe for you to gather them alone. These rocks and thickets abound in poisonous snakes,« replied his uncle.


  Just at that moment Spots gave a sudden start of terror and stood stock-still. Arthur urged him on, but Spots braced his fore legs up-hill and refused to budge an inch Arthur raised his riding whip angrily, and was about to hive the pony when Mr. Stillwell called out:


  »Stop, Arthur, stop; perhaps it’s a snake.«


  And, sure enough, on riding forward a couple of yards, Mr. Stillwell discovered in the center of the path a huge rusty-brown cobra. The snake was coiled about a small stone, and had its head erect and hood expanded. The hood was quite as large as Arthur’s hand, and the flat head was moving ominously from side to side, while the forked tongue darted out momentarily. His snake-ship was evidently much excited by the approach of the travelers.


  »How shall we get past?« queried Irving.


  »Don’t frighten it,« cried his father in a low voice; »if we drive it into the jungle it may spring upon some poor native as he passes. Boy!« he called out to a servant, who was following laboriously behind, »bring me that gun.«


  Mr. Stillwell always carried a light shot-gun with him in ease he should meet with any jungle-fowl or other-small game. This the »boy« now placed in his hands. Slipping a cartridge into the chamber, he directed the boys and Mrs. Stillwell to keep a tight rein upon their mounts, and, bringing the fowling-piece to his shoulder, took careful aim at the reptile and fired. The ponies, unaccustomed to the report of fire-arms, capered about for a moment, and when the boys at last dismounted and handed them over to the syces, they found Mr. Stillwell already on his knees examining the now lifeless snake. They inspected it carefully, and found. it to be six feet in length by actual measurement.


  »Why, it has been hit by a stone!« exclaimed Arthur, pointing to a curious mark upon the back of the hood.


  »No,« replied his uncle; »every cobra has this peculiar mark, like a pair of spectacles, upon its hood. It is for that reason sometimes called the ‘spectacle snake.’ The Portuguese name, cobra da capello, means ‘the hooded snake.’


  »And where is its sting?« asked Irving.


  »A cobra,« replied his father, »has no sting—it bites. See here!« and seizing the limp snake in his right hand, Mr. Stillwell opened the broad jaws and pointed to two sharp teeth. »These are the fangs. At the root of each is a small poison sac or bag, and when the snake bites the pressure forces the poison into the wound through a small channel in the tooth,« and taking out his handkerchief, he slipped a fold of it over the needle-like teeth, and with a sharp jerk pulled them out and exhibited them on the white cambric.


  »That is the way the snake charmers do,« he proceeded, » with the cobras you see them carry about. With its fangs gone the snake is quite harmless.«


  »Is the poison very deadly?« asked Arthur.


  »So deadly that there is little hope of saving any one who is bitten. The only glimmer of hope lies in the possibility that the cobra may have bitten some animal but a short time before, and so emptied the poison sacs. Thousands of people die every year in India from cobra bite, and no certain remedy is known for it.«


  »I should think the poor natives would be very much afraid of cobras,« remarked Mrs. Stillwell from her saddle.


  »So they are. After dark they carry a stick with a number of loose iron rings attached to it. They make these jingle by striking the stick upon the ground and so frighten away any reptiles that may be about. They have a day, too, on which they make pujah, or offerings of fruit and milk, to snakes, placing the articles at the entrances to their holes.«


  »I'd kill them instead of worshiping them,« asserted Arthur stoutly,


  »But a Hindu never takes life if he can avoid it. Besides, he believes that if he were to kill one snake he would be bitten and killed by another. He makes his offerings to gain the snake’s favor.«


  The party now mounted again, and after another half hour’s hard climbing reached a point where the horses could carry their riders no farther.


  »Now, what shall we do?« asked Arthur«, walk?«


  »Yes, if you wish,« replied Mr. Stillwell, with a sly twinkle jn his eyes. »I’m going to ride myself.«


  »But, uncle, you just now said the horses couldn't carry us beyond this.«


  »So I did, but here are our saddles,« replied he, pointing to three canvas arrangements leaning against the rocks; »and there,« he added, »are our horses for the rest of the journey.«


  Turning in the direction in which his uncle was pointing, Arthur now saw for the first time a group of queerly dressed men. They wore only a small cloth about their hips; but their ears and noses were filled with huge copper rings, while a bunch of cock’s feathers waved over the head of each.


  They were hills-men. Their lithe limbs and curious flat faces were a constant source of admiration and amusement to the two boys. But the most curious feature of their new acquaintances was the eye. This was never fixed, and they soon found that no hills-man could look them in the face without faltering.


  The canvas arrangements were now brought forward by these men. To a stout twelve-foot bamboo pole a sort of canvas hammock was swung by strong ropes. Directly above this a bamboo mat was secured to the pole and strengthened by cross-pieces of wood.


  »What are they, uncle?« queried Arthur, all agog with curiosity.


  »Mancheels,« shouted Irving, tumbling into one and as quickly tumbling out again on the other side, to the great amusement of the hills-men.


  »These are mancheels, and we ride in them the rest of the way,« explained his uncle. »Six savaras, three at each end of the pole, carry you. You must lie very still, otherwise you may get a sad tumble. The mat above is to protect you from the sun. You observe those cords at the end near the place where your head is to be? Well, they are for turning the mat from one side to the other to suit the direction of the sun.«


  While this conversation was going on Irving’s attention had been attracted by a beautiful flowering creeper in a thicket near. Unobserved, he left the group and clambered into the dense mass of vegetation of which tke clump was composed, and was about to seize one of the most beautiful blossoms, when he uttered a sudden ery of pain.


  »Father, father, I’m stung!«


  »What are you doing there? What has stung you? A bee, I suppose!« laughed his father, running to the spot.


  He knew well the danger of penetrating the thicket, and only assumed this light tone to allay the fears of the boy and his mother, who also hurried up in a flutter of excitement.


  »What is it? What’s the matter, James?«


  »Nothing. The boy has scratched his hand on a thorn, and thinks he’s stung.«


  But when Irving was finally extricated from the copse, with a very scared face, it was found that his fears were not without some foundation. A huge tree-leech, as long and thick as his little finger, had fastened itself upon the back of his hand, and was fast gorging itself with blood. His father at once seized it tightly with his strong thumb and finger, and pinched vigorously until the leech slowly relaxed its hold, leaving, however, a livid spot the size of a penny, which continued painful for some hours.


  »Is it poisonous?« asked Irving, in alarm.


  »No, not in the least; it only wants your blood,« replied his father. »In some part of the ghats they are very numerous, and spring upon the unwary traveler from all sides as he forces his way through the thicket. The natives, with their bare bodies, suffer terribly from them at times. They have been known to attack men in such numbers as to bleed them to death.«


  »How dreadful!« shuddered Mrs. Stillwell.


  »Are there any other bloodsuckers about?« asked Arthur.


  »Yes, my boy, there are cheetas, or leopards, and tigers.«


  »Are they very dangerous?«


  »Yes, when you don’t expect them to be. There is no special danger from the cheeta, as he is small, and does not attack men unless provoked. But the man-eating tiger is a sly and dangerous animal. He -springs upon you unawares and whisks you off to his den in a moment.«


  This conversation went on while they packed themselves into the mancheels, which the stalwart hillsmen now held suspended from their shoulders. Soon the order to, start was given, and the hardy mountaineers glided gently up the steep hillside to the music of a low-sung song, as though unconscious of any burden. The boys soon began to breathe freely again.


  Ten minutes later they turned an abrupt angle in the pathway and suddenly emerged upon a tiny tree-fringed plateau on the mountain side. The nullah up which they had come skirted one of its edges, and continued its rugged course up the slope. Its sides, clothed with dense jungle, were now thrown into deeper shade by a projecting angle of the hill above. The spot where they alighted was gilded by the last rays of the setting sun, though the slopes below them had long been draped in shadow.


  In this delightful nook they found the tents pitched and furniture arranged. Everything wore that clean, inviting appearance which is one of the most pleasing features of Indian tent life. Arthur and Irving cast themselves upon the soft grass a few yards from the tents, and lay enjoying the delicious evening air, hungry for the butler’s »Dinner ready on the table, sar!« They are too tired to talk. Mrs. Stillwell had gone at once to her tent. The head boy approached Mr. Stillwell with a salaam, and addressed him in a low voice. The master started and looked incredulous. The servant reiterated his statement and turned away with another salaam.


  Mr. Stillwell stood a moment with a troubled face, and then approached the spot where the boys lay.


  »Boys, do not on any account go into the thicket, nor away from the encampment in any direction. I fear there are tigers about. I am going to look at my rifle. There is no danger. whatever here.«


  With these words he turned away and entered one of the tents.


  The short Indian twilight was now fast fading, and the shadows on the mountain-sides rapidly grew deeper and darker. The outline of the gorge below grew indistinct, and was quickly lost in the deepening gloom. A solemn silence fell upon the camp, broken only by the occasional whinny of horses or the noise of the distant elephants, crunching a branch. The chirping of birds upon the trees had ceased; nothing was on the wing but a few owls and other night-birds in quest of prey. The grave-cricket sent up its creaking note on every hand, and made the intense silence the more unbearable. The camp-fires gleamed spasmodically through the deepening gloom.


  Overcome by exhaustion and the sense of rest that possessed every object in nature, Arthur had fallen sound asleep; Irving was still awake watching the firelight flickering among the trees.
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Suddenly there was a crash in the thicket behind, an angry roar a scream of terror, and Arthur woke from his short sleep to find himself alone.


  He sat up and looked about in affright, forgetting for a moment the events of the day, and wondering how he came there. Then he missed his cousin. Starting to his feet, he shouted »Irving! Irving!« with all his might. The shouts of the servants and other camp attendants, who were already crowding about with seared faces, was the only answer he received to his call. Mr. Stillwell now rushed into the group.


  »Arthur, where is your cousin—where is Irving?« he demanded.


  »I don’t know, uncle,« replied Arthur, crying in his terror. »I heard a scream and woke suddenly, but he was gone.«


  »Perhaps he went to the tent,« gasped his father, hurrying off.


  But the boy was not there. Seizing a lantern, he returned to the spot where the two boys had been lying, and, stooping down, examined the ground carefully. All eyes followed the long path of light cast by the lantern, and there in the earth they found the tracks of a tiger’s paws and drops of blood.


  »My son!« groaned the father; »my boy! my boy!«


  They traced the bloody trail to the edge of the thicket, where, in the shape of a bit of the lost boy’s clothing clinging to the thorny brakes, they found indubitable proof of his sad fate.


  The night settled darker and chillier after that upon the little hill encampment, and the bereaved parents dragged out the hours of darkness with many bitter tears.


  


  CHAPTER III.
 SAVED.


  Early on the morning following the sad event with which our last chapter closed. Mr. Stillwell organized the whole body of his servants and peons, with as many savaras as could be gathered on so short a notice, into a search party. Scattering in all directions, they surrounded a track of the hillside some half a dozen miles in circumference, and gradually worked their way through the jungle toward the camp as a center, beating the thickets and shouting at the top of their lungs. Mr. Stillwell had prepared his enfield over night, and now mounted his horse and accompanied the largest division of beaters, in the hope of getting a shot at the tiger should it be dislodged from its lair.


  The morning wore on, and the slowly converging groups of beaters gradually neared the encampment: but no success rewarded their efforts. No certain trace of the tiger could be found, as it was impossible to follow the trail of the previous night through the dense jungle. Mr. Stillwell amply rewarded the members of the search party for the assistance they had rendered; then, heartbroken, returned to his tent to hide his anguish as best he could, that he might not add to that of the stricken mother.


  When the tiger sprang from the thicket upon the two boys he seized Irving by the arm near the shoulder. The boy was clad in thick tweed, which prevented the flesh of the limb from tearing as it would otherwise have done. But the arm was crushed and terribly lacerated. So great was the pain, and so sudden the fright, that Irving swooned almost immediately after uttering the loud cry which had awakened his cousin and alarmed the camp. He afterward remembered only the tremendous spring the beast gave into the thicket, the sharp thorns tearing through his clothing and flesh, and a horrible sensation as though his arm was being torn from its socket. Then he became insensible.


  The tiger, lashing its striped tawny sides with its supple tail, and growling angrily at every movement of its prey, dragged the now insensible boy over the rough ground and through the thick undergrowth with astonishing rapidity, and made straight up the nullah. After loping along in this way for nearly half a mile it suddenly emerged from the thicket upon a small clearing in the jungle, in which stood only one or two trees. A number of savaras, belated in their return to their mountain homes, and exhausted by the toil of the day, had stopped here close by the stream that wended its way down the gorge, to cook and eat their simple evening meal.


  Fearing the attack of wild beasts, they had kindled a second fire at their backs, between themselves and the surrounding jungle. Upon this at intervals, they threw huge armfuls of dry brushwood and grass which they gathered by the light of the smaller fire. The twigs and grass, dry as tinder, shot up a great fiery tongue into the black night, wavered from side to side, as though licking greedily for prey, and then died down into a hot mass of glowing embers.


  Just at the moment the tiger burst from the thicket, one of the hills-men threw into this glowing bed a great bundle of dry twigs.


  For a moment there was a brilliant eruption of sparks, and then the dry thorns crackled and blazed high, sending up a dense cloud of white smoke, and making the tiny clearing as light as day. Dazzled by the sudden blaze of light, and startled by the loud shout which the jungle-men raised at sight of him, the tiger dropped his prey, and made off again into the jungle with drooping tail, not, however, before one of the little band by the fire had drawn his bow, and sent a swift arrow after him.


  This bow was made of stout pliant bamboo. The string was simply a tough ligament of the same material, and a second or apare thong always encircled the bow in many sinuous folds. The arrows, of a light cane, and carefully feathered, were straight and unerring in their course, but. whether this one had taken effect upon the tiger or not it was impossible to determine in the darkness. To make them effective they were tipped with sharp iron points. In the hostile feuds of the mountain tribes, and in shooting at such animals as tigers, these arrow-heads were usually dipped into a deadly poison, so that a slight wound from one of them was generally sufficient to cause death. The savaras, accustomed from infancy to climbing the steep mountains, were possessed of great muscular strength, and could shoot one of these arrows with great velocity and certainty.


  In shooting at long range, or when special force was required, they would seat themselves suddenly on the ground, swing the bow upwards, and, catching it on the toes of the right foot, draw the thong to the ear and let fly a bolt that nothing could withstand. So quickly was this movement executed that the spectator’s eye was bewildered. A quick drop to the earth on the part of the bowman, a backward roll, and with the twang of the cord he was on his feet again watching the effect of the shot.


  The mountaineers, unable to ascertain whether the shot had taken effect on the retreating tiger or not, now turned their attention to the prostrate and apparently lifeless boy. Raising the body with a degree of gentleness foreign to their nature, they bore it to the fire. Water was quickly brought from the stream in an earthen pot, and a little poured down the lad’s throat.


  The blood-stained face was laved in the remainder of the water, and the lacerated arm bound up tightly with a cloth. Even the hard, expressionless features of the mountaineers wore a look of pity as they handled the delicate limbs of the lifeless lad and gazed upon his regular, handsome features. One of the number stooped and laid his ear to the boy’s breast. A moment’s silence and he raised his head again and turned toward his expectant companions.


  »Huh!«


  »Huh!«


  That was all. No word passed between them.


  Their simple meal ended, the hills-men hastily constructed a rude litter by tying together their sticks and a few bamboos cut from the bush. Upon this they spread some long glass gathered from the brook-side. One of their own coarse cloths was laid over all.
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The still insensible boy was then lifted and placed upon the litter. Four of the group raised it trom the ground, and led by another of their number bearing a torch, proceeded, mot down the nullah to the encampment, but up the steep mountain-side into the murky depths of the jungle.


  Once only that night did Irving regain consciousnes. He opened his eyes to find himself in dense darkness. He felt hot, and his lips were feverish and parched. A terrible numbness, dissipated now and then by swift, darting pains, like the stabbing of a knife, possessed his arm. He slowly turned his head and strove to peer through the ebon darkness. But not a glimmer of light could he see. A cool breeze seemed to be creeping through the thick night from overhead. He turned his hot eyes upwards. Oh, joy! A star, a solitary star met his gaze. Then his mind wandered for a time, but he awoke again to a sudden consciousness of raging thirst; then the sound of falling water. He stretched out his right hand. It touched a wet rock and came down with a splash into cool water. He scooped up a little in the hollow of his hand and carried it tremblingly to his lips. Its coolness revived him. Then his mind wandered again, and he thought that Prancer was dragging him through a thorn-brake by the stirrup. He thought, too, he heard his father calling him, and then——


  When he woke again the place where he lay seemed flooded with light—seemed, for he soon saw that it was really in deep shadow. But the sunshine lay hot on the landscape without. How long he had lain there he knew not. The spot in which he found himself was a small cave-like cleft in the rocks of the mountain side, the entrance hidden from without by overhanging vegetation, The rocke did not quite meet overhead, and hé could see the blue sky between them. A tiny rill of water. trickled down the back-of the grotto into a small natural basin of rock only a few feet from where he lay. He could touch the water with his hand, and it seemed to him that he had done so some time long long ago, The cave was deliciously cool and quite deserted. Glancing down, Irving perceived that he lay, not on the bare ground, but on a rude litter, and, to his astonishment, a coarse cloth had been folded and placed under his head for a pillow. This, then, was evidently not a tiger’s den. But how he had escaped from the jaws of the tiger, or how he had come here, he could not conjecture.


  While he lay wondering at his marvelous escape he was startled by a light footstep; Turning his head, he saw a Khond enter the leafy mouth of the cave. The hills-man approached and knelt in silence by his side, Irving felt no fear of the man, for he had all his life been surrounded by natives, and had already spent two seasons on the hills with his father. Besides, there were several Khonds among his father’s peons, and Irving had, with the proverbial quickness of children for picking up the languages spoken about them, acquired quite an extensive vocabulary of Khond words. In this way he was able, without difficulty, to hold communication with the hills-man who now knelt beside him.


  »Who are you?« he asked.


  »I one Khond man,« replied his companion.


  »Where am I? How did you get me away from the tiger?«


  »You in Khond-man’s cave—Tiger running away. Khond-man light one big fire Tiger see. 'Fraid got. Dropping young dora. Running away.«


  »What did you bring me here for? Why didn’t you take me to my father—to the camp?« —


  »Camp very far got. No able take then. Take afterwards.«


  He then proceeded to examine the lad’s arm. The handling of the limb gave Irving such exquisite pain that, after setting his teeth and trying to bear it in vain, be begged the Khond to desist.


  »All right. Bone no broke. Flesh bad hurt,« said his companion, as he carefully bound up the limb again.


  Just then a young woman entered the cave. Her dress was ot the simplest—a long cloth tied about her hips in such a way as to form a kirtle that reached to the knee. The end of his cloth was brought up under the right arms, drawn across the breast, and thrown over the left shoulder, thus forming a complete costume.


  Her neatly-combed hair was done up in a curious queue at the side of her head, just behind the right ear, Her hair and all the exposed parts of her body glistened with oil. Saffron ground into a yellow paste with oil, had been plentifully rubbed upon her face and arms for good luck. Great copper bangles, or bracelets, adorned her ankles and wrists. About her copper-hued neck were strung several strings of cowrie-shells, another of tiger’s-claws and still another of cheap glass beads—probably her greatest treasure. Her ears were loaded down with rings of copper, each as large round as a saucer. Her flat nose, too, as though unwilling to be behind in any particular, was pierced in three different places, and adorned with as many copper rings.


  This young woman was evidently the hills-man's wife, for she approached him without hesitation, and set down by Irving’s side a rude earthenware dish containing food.


  »The young dora will eat?« half queried the hills-man, pointing to the dish.


  In spite of the terrible events of the past-night, and the excruciating pain of his wounds, Irving really felt hungry. He raised himself upon his right elbow with the Khond’s help, while the girl pushed the food closer. It was a mess of a peculiar kind of porridge, or genji called ambali, red and uninviting in appearance. The black earthern dish containing it added nothing to its tempting-ness, and Irving turned from it in ill-concealed disgust.


  »Have you no rice?« he asked.


  Rice no got. Poor Khond-man how rice eating?«


  »I can’t eat this,« said Irving. »Besides, there’s no spoon. Can’t you fetch a fellow a spoon? I might taste it.«


  The Khond looked puzzled,


  »Oh,« Irving laughed, even in his pain, as the ridiculousness of the situation suddenly dawned upon him, »you don’t eat with spoons do you?«


  The hills-man, accustomed from infancy to making the five fingers of his right hand answer all the purposes to which we put spoons and forks, nodded and pointed again to the food.


  »Little eat. Strength come. Then young dora home going.«


  The hills-men, Irving knew, never wasted a word if they could help it. He also knew what his dusky companion said was true—that he must eat if he wished to gain sufficient strength to return to camp. So with a grimace, at which the girl laughed a low, musical laugh in her wide-eyed wonder, he gingerly dipped his fingers into the mess and conveyed a portion of it to his mouth. It tasted sweet and wholesome, and, with the aid of an occasional draught of water from the rocky basin at his side, he at last succeeded in disposing of the whole of it. As the last mouthful disappeared the girl laughed again, and her husband indulged in alow grunt of satisfaction.


  Irving washed his face and hands in the cool water. When he turned again towards the entrance of-the cave the man and the girl had disappeared, and he was alone. An hour passed slowly away, and he grew impatient of the long delay. Why not start for camp at once?


  He rose to his feet and tottered slowly to the entrance, but the cave began to whirl around in a curious manner. The rocky floor seemed to wave and rise towards him, and he was glad to make his way back to his rude couch. He now observed that the sun was high in the heavens—it shone almost directly into the narrow cleft in the rocks above his head—and he recollected that he must not expose himself to its effects. He remembered, too, what his father had said about drinking the mountain water, and wondered whether he would have fever and die. Next he fell to wondering what his father and mother and Cousin Arthur were doing, and started and looked around, half ashamed to find the tears slowly coursing down his cheeks. But he was alone, and half an hour later, when the Khond crept softly to the cave’s mouth and cautiously peeped in, Irving lay upon his side wrapt in profound slumber.


  The same, night Mrs. Stillwell lay awake hour after hour, weeping for her lost boy. She knew there was no hupe of his escape except by some wonderful interposition of Providence. In this thought she at last found peace, and as she gradually grew calmer under the soothing influence of her implicit faith in a Higher Power, the impression grew upon her that she was to see her boy again. So strongly did this idea fasten itself upon her mind that she at length called softly to her husband, whom she could see stretched upon his cot near, in the dim light of the tent.


  »James—James! Are you asleep?«


  »No, dear. What is it?«


  »I have been thinking—thinking—and I believe we shall see our child again. I can’t believe ’—with a little sob—« that God will take him away so soon.«


  »Why, Annie, how singular! That is exactly what I have been thinking about. The same impression, too—nay, conviction—has fastened upon me so strongly that I cannot shake it off, do what I will.«


  »Hark! What is that noise, James?«


  Both listened breathlessly. A lighted lamp, shaded towards the tent side, had been so placed in the doorway as to afford a faint light to those within and throw a long bright ray out into the darkness of the grove.


  The sound that now fell upon the ears of the listeners was a singular one. Once heard in the awful stillness of the night it could never be forgotten. It was like the canter of a good-sized pony over soft sand.


  The long, peculiar lope came straight through the grove, then, apparently terrified by the light, turned and made a circuit around the large tent, and so off to the south side, As it passed, the tent shook to the center, Their prowling visitant had come in contact with one of the corner ropes. Mr. Stillwell sprang excitedly from his cot and seized his rifle.


  »A tiger!« he cried, making for the door, where he shouted in the native dialect, »Ho! Lasearo! Pulli vuchai—pulli vuchai!« (Ho, Lasear! A tiger’s come! a tiger’s come!)


  In a moment the whole camp was in a hubbub. The native servants ran hither and thither in the darkness until, fully awake, they learned for a certainty what the matter was, when they huddled together in shivering terror.


  Mr. Stillwell called for a-light; and, when the lantern had been brought, proceeded to the corner of the tent near which the tiger had passed, to examine the ground. A tiny rivulet had, in the previous rains, washed down from the higher ground and deposited here a small bed of sand, and in this the: prints of an, enormous tiger’s paws were distinctly seen, even by the dim light of the lantern.


  At that moment the butler gave a cry of alarm. »Marster, marster! Come, see,’ he said, pointing toa dark object upon the ground, just beyond where they stood.


  With a rapidly beating heart Mr. Stillwell hurried to the spot, and turned the full blaze of the lantern upon the mysterious object. It was a sheep, all mangled and bloody, but still alive! When he turned it over with his foot it bleated piteously. It was one of the three that had been brought from the plains for slaughtering. The tiger had seized it in the dark, and, while making off with his prey, had come in contact with the strong corner rope of the tent. The sudden concussion, together with Mr. Stillwell’s shout from within, had terrified the beast, and he had there and then dropped his prey and beaten a hasty retreat.


  


  CHAPTER IV.
 THE JUNGLEMAN’S PETITION.


  Early next morning Mr. Stillwell was awakened from a late and troubled sleep by an unusual stir in the encampment. He could hear the servants hurrying back and forth, talking in low but excited whispers. Occasionally there fell upon his ear the sound of voices, which he recognized as those of hilis-men. They, too, were evidently highly excited; but a greater or less amount of excitement always followed the visit of a tiger to an encampment, and attributing the disturbance of his slumber to the events of the previous night, he turned upon his side and tried for another nap. But the noise without grew louder and louder; and unwilling that. his wife should be disturbed, he rose hastily and peeped out of the little cord-latticed window of their sleeping place. On the farther side of the open ground he could see a motley crowd of hills-men. Their number seemed to be momentarily receiving fresh accessions from the depths of the nullah behind the encampment, which formed a natural pathway to the scattered villages of the mountains above.


  The crowd seemed much excited, and he observed that nearly all carried stout bows and axes. The camp attendants stood if a close group near the sleeping tent, gesticulating wildly and talking in loud whispers. Sorely puzzled, and rendered suspicious by the unusual appearance of the crowd of jungle-men, Mr. Stillwell, dressed as he was only in his night pijamas and slippers, pulled aside the chic of the tent door, and stepped out under the awning. No sooner did the mountaineers catch sight of him, than the serried mass of dusky, forms became strangely agitated, and a low murmur rose from the confused ranks, This gradually swelled upon the fresh morning air into a hoarse roar, and then subsided into deep silence.


  In a moment the truth flashed upon Mr. Stillwell. The hills-men were in revolt!


  He had once before faced the bows of this warlike people. Excitable as they were to the last degree, and as watchful as a tiger about to spring upon its prey, he knew that his cue was to affect unconsciousness of any change in their attitude. Any exhibition of fear or recognition of their purpose would but fan the smoldering embers of savage discontent into a blaze. Strolling leisurely to the other side of the tent, he lighted a cheroot and paced back to the spot from which he had started, smoking calmly.


  »Boy,« he called out, »my boots.«


  A servant at once hurried up with the boots. Suppressing the man’s half-uttered exclamation of fear with an impatient gesture, Mr. Stillwell, in alow voice, directed him to order all the servants about their various duties as usual. He stood a moment longer to see that his directions were obeyed, and then turned-away and entered his dressing-room without even as much as a glance in the direction of the group of mountaineers.


  Five years before, these hardy sons of the hills, incited by the native chief to whom they owed allegiance, had risen in short-lived revolt, seized the collector as he sat in his tent and carried him off to the hills.


  A body of militia was at once marched tothe spot; but the mountaineers barricaded the narrow pass which afforded the only means of access to their mountain homes, and defied the be-rifled sepoys to do their worst.


  Armed with bows and arrows which they used with consummate skill, as well as with formidable axes and spears, they were no mean enemy to encounter at close quarters. Their practice of poisoning their arrows in battle made them still more formidable; and the sepoys dreaded them as they did the stealthy tiger.


  The collector seized, they then deliberately announced to the English officers commanding the militia, and to the deputy revenue officials who had hurried to the spot on the news of the abduction of their superior, that they intended to sacrifice the captive Englishman alive to the mountain deity Snoman, unless their demand for a complete remission of the kist, or land tax, was complied with by a certain date, Mr. Stillwell was the deputy officer on that occasion.


  For centuries the practice of offering human sacrifice had existed among the savage denizens of the inaccessible hills. »Twas Snoman who winged their swift arrows in their flight and buried them in the enemy’s heart; and Snoman could be pleased and induced to espouse their cause only by an offering of human blood. In Bengal the strong arm of British law had crushed out the horrid practice of offering human sacrifices to Kali; the same power had effectually prevented the frenzied idolaters of Orissa from casting themselves beneath the bloody wheels of the car of Jagannath, and had, throughout India, dealt a death blow to the burning of widows on the funeral piles of their dead husbands; but among the fastnesses of these hills that arm was powerless. The practice was, indeed, not so common as formerly, for the jungle-men were being brought more and more into contact with the civilized people of the plains. But still, upon occasion, the ferocious old nature blazed out until quenched by the warm blood of some fellow creature.


  It happened that in the mountain village to which the collector mentioned above was carried captive there lived a man who a few months before had been unjustly accused of murder by a number of his enemies. He had been tried and acquitted by the now captive collector, who also acted as sub-judge of his district. Moved by gratitude for this unexpected display of justice towards a poor jungle-man, the hills-man now determined, at the risk of his life if discovered, to acquaint the captive Englishman with the terrible fate awaiting him, and, if possible, to assist him in effecting his escape. This he finally accomplished, and the baffled hills-men, deprived of the means of forcing the officials to grant their demand, and angered by the escape of their prisoner, planned a night attack. This also was made known to the collector by his faithful friend, and the hills-men fell into a skillfully arranged ambuscade. In the engagement that followed alarge number of them were killed, and the remainder taken prisoners.


  These in time were tried, when the ringleaders were transported to the Andaman Islands for life, and the other culprits sentenced to various terms of imprisonment. This had taught the mountaineers a lesson they had not soon forgotten. But now, incited by their ever-restless chiefs, and encouraged by favorable opportunity, they seemed again on the verge of rebellion.


  Mr. Stillwell’s party was wholly without protection, except that afforded by. half a dozen native policemen. And as the most important part of the drill of these men was »to cut and run at the first sight of an enemy,« they promised but little assistance in case of an attack.


  The hills-men might descend upon the little encampment in overwhelming numbers, and carry its inmates off bodily to the hills. Six miles away, at a small town on the plains, there was another body of twelve native police.


  Mr. Stillwell seated himself and wrote an order to the constable in charge to march his men to the encampment with all possible dispatch. The station, twenty miles away, was garrisoned by several companies of native soldiers, or sepoys. To the officer commanding these he also wrote an order for fifty rifles, and dispatched the two messages by a swift-footed and trusty messenger. In order to deceive the mountaineers, the bearer of these dispatches left the camp carrying a heavily-loaded kavadi, or shoulder yoke, as though he were an ordinary cooley. The hills-men suspected nothing, and were only too well pleased to see the possible fighting force of the camp diminished by one, and so let the man go unmolested. When at a safe distance down the hill-side he deposited his kavadi in the bush by the side of the path, and started off on an easy trot to bring the soldiers, who, in the event of a hostile demonstration on the part of the hills-men, would prove the salvation of the little party in the tents.


  Mr. Stillwell next entered the sleeping-apartment and gently roused his wife. When she was fully awake he disclosed to her in a few words the danger that threatened them. Mrs. Stillwell turned slightly pale, but exhibited no other symptoms of alarm, and rose and dressed herself. Arthur, too, was soon out, but was told by his aunt not to leave the shade of the tert. Here, in the cool shadow of the spacious awning, the lonely boy how much he missed his cousin—amused himself as best he could through the long day.


  The first meal of the day in India is chotahazri, or early tea. This is sometimes taken in the sleeping-room, but more commonly at table, immediately after rising. Arthur, accustomed to the hearty English breakfast, and blessed with a vigorous home appetite, contemptuously dubbed it immediately on his arrival, »the toast meal,« because toast was the principal article of food supplied at it. While the little party were taking this refreshment beneath the awning a servant approached and informed Mr. Stillwell that the bissoy (as the savara chief was called) demanded an immediate audience on urgent business.


  »Office hours from eleven till four; tell him to come then,« sharply replied Mr. Stillwell. With this message the servant departed.


  Mr. Stillwell did not expect any immediate show of hostility on the part of the mountaineers. Yet he could see that the crowd on the skirts of the little clearing: was hourly growing larger. How many were hidden in the thick jungle behind, he could not guess. But he inferred that the whole thing had been carefully planned, and that the number must be large. He knew, moreover, that every moment gained brought help nearer.


  The time until ten o’clock breakfast he spent in quietly reading and looking over his papers and letters, brought in early that morning from the station. Promptly at eleven o’clock he entered the little tent which served the purpose of a cutchery, or office. Two of the six police were stationed before the entrance with grounded muskets. The other four lay on the grass at the back of the tent within call.


  No sooner had Mr. Stillwell taken his seat in his cutchery than a movement became visible in the crowd of mountaineers. Presently, a tall, athletic form, decorated with numerous ornaments of brass and copper and a huge plume of peacock feathers, stepped out of the ranks and walked leisurely toward the tent. Here he made a stiff salaam after the manner of his people, and began to address Mr. Stillwell in a loud tone.


  »What do you Want?« demanded hie.


  »Savaramen crushed to earth: You wring hills-man’s neck. »Taxes plenty got. Remission want.«


  »Have you drawn up a petition stating the facts of the case, and showing cause why you should be granted remission?«


  »No, Savaraman know nothing ’bout petitions. This my petition.«


  »You are the bissoy of these villages. Do you mean to say that you know nothing about the proper method of presenting a petition?«


  The chief was silent.


  »Tell him,« said Mr, Stillwell, turning towards his head clerk, »that if he brings a properly written and stamped petition, stating what he wants, I will give it due consideration. He may take leave.«


  The clerk conveyed this message as instructed, in the native dialect; but the bissoy did not move.


  »He may take leave,« repeated Mr. Stillwell, sharply; »what cases are up for to-day?«


  The bissoy’s face grew a shade darker; but with a low salaam he quietly withdrew and returned to his people. He had evidently expected the massing of his men in sight to produce more effect; but in this he was disappointed. Mr. Stillwell watched the crowd with interest in the intervals afforded by his official duties. The bissoy on leaving the tent spoke to his people for a few minutes with many excited gesticulations. This was followed by a low murmur as of approval of his remarks and then all became quiet again. But the crowd did not melt away. Indeed, the jungle-men deliberately seated themselves upon the ground and made themselves comfortable, as though they intended to stay. A single swift-footed hills-man left the group and hurried up the mountain pathway.


  Some hours later the savara again looked into the cave where Irving slept. This time, however, he did not retire on finding that his charge was asleep, but entered the leafy doorway and began moving about noisily. The noise soon aroused Irving. He woke much refreshed; and in reply to the hills-man’s query as to whether he was ready to start, sprang to his feet with a cheery laugh. The sun was half way down the afternoon sky when Irving and his companion left the cave. Irving guessed that it was about three o’clock. The thicket was very dense on this particular part of the mountain, and he could not get even so much asa glimpse of the slopes below. The path, however, was plain and smooth. The matted thicket of leafy bamboos arched above their heads and afforded a grateful shade. They tramped on and on, sometimes down and sometimes up the hillside, Irving thought it a long road; he was really being led by a crafty hillsman in a wide circle about the clump of jungle where the cave lay.


  At last, thoroughly done out, he sat down on a stone and declared he could not walk another step.


  »Little bit more, then sit down,« urged the savara.


  With an effort Irving again rose and followed his guide fora few yards, when they came suddenly upon a small grassy plat, well shaded like the path. Upon this Irving threw himself with a sigh of relief.


  »How much farther is the camp?« he asked peevishly.


  »Near got. Soon showing camp,« replied the jungle-man with an encouraging smile, pointing to the east. Presently the shrill note of a whistle was heard far down the mountain. The savara started to his feet.


  »Come,« he said, motioning Irving to rise.


  Irving obeyed, and in a moment emerged from the thicket and stood with his guide upon the dizzy brink of a cliff. Far below he could see his father’s tents gleaming white against the green foliage of the trees—and, yes, his father and mother themselves were standing by the small tent! The shock and the dizzy precipice before and below him were too much for the exhausted boy. With a wild cry he reeled, and would have fallen to the earth had not his companion caught him in his arms and borne him into the jungles.


  In the camp, too, the long afternoon wore slowly away and the mountain peaks began to throw their shadows towards the east. Having completed the work of the day, Mr. Stillwell was about to leave his office when the bissoy again approached. He was attended this time by a dozen stalwart mountaineers armed with bows and arrows. Stationing these a half a dozen yards from the tent, he approached with the customary salaam and took up a position before the table.


  »Well?« queried Mr, Stillwell.


  »Savaraman done brought petition,« replied the bissoy with unmoved features; »Poor savara people are crushed to earth. The company wrings neck. We no able to bear. Remission want. See!’ and he turned towards the dusky crowd behind him and waved his hand. At the signal a thousand axes glittered in the air, and a thousand bows twanged. His hand-fell—the axes disappeared, and the dusky forms were again transformed into statues.


  »Where is the petition?’ asked Mr. Stillwell, apparently unmoved.


  »Remission want,«. proceeded the bissoy, not heeding the question. »How much want? All.!


  »Where is the petition?« again demanded Mr, Stillwell.


  »Here got. Will show Come,« the bissoy, pointing out of the tent.


  Mr. Stillwell was puzzled. »What does the fellow mean?« he asked.


  »Come,« repeated the mountaineer. »Will show petition.« He moved slowly out of the tent and turned towards the mountain towering above the encampment.


  Mr. Stillwell hesitated a moment; then rose and followed the bissoy from the tent. To show any sign of fear would, he knew, place him at a serious disadvantage. At the same moment his wife, thinking that the office work must. be about at an end, emerged from her tent and came towards the group, leading Arthur by the hand, She joined her husband just as he turned at the bissoy’s side to look at the mountain.


  Directly above the encampment the long wooded slope of the hills ended abruptly in a rocky cliff that presented to the eye a sheer perpendicular precipice of eight hundred or a thousand feet in height. Its summit seemed to form a ledge.


  »Look!« cried the bissoy, triumphantly, rifting his hand; »look, there savaraman’s petition!«


  One of the hills-men behind gave a long, shrill whistle.


  Every eye was now turned upon the ledge. A shiver ran through Mrs. Stillwell, and she grasped her husband’s arm tightly, Together they directed their gaze toward the spot indicated by the mountaineer. Two forms advanced to the dizzy edge of the cliff. One was evidently a hills-man. The other was—their lost boy, Irving.
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He stretched out his arms towards them, and down the rocky face of the mountain there floated the echo of a cry:
»Father, Father! Save me!«


  With a shriek Mrs. Stillwell swooned in her her husband’s arms,


  »My boy! My darling boy!« cried the overjoyed father. But as the full meaning of the apparition dawned upon him he turned deadly pale.


  »To-morrow ere the sun is two hours in the sky I and my people again coming,« said the bissoy, turning away. Before Mr. Stillwell could collect his thoughts for a reply the mountain chief had passed out of sight among his men, who without a sound rapidly disappeared in the now shaded jungle.


  


  CHAPTER V.
 DO OR DIE.


  R. Stillwell could not shut his eyes to the fact that he wasina tight place. He knew the savaras well, and was fully alive to the fact that in their blind rage they would not hesitate to do his child a mortal injury. For himself and his party he had no fear; he knew that the sepoys would come to their aid early the next day. But the sepoys could not rescue Irving. Mr. Stillwell was bound by oath and honor to serve the government. Personal feeling must be sacrificed to duty. God must take care of his child. Yet he could not remain inactive; he would make every effort that lay in his power to rescue his son.


  A short. time after the departure of the hills-men a servant came running up to Mr. Stillwell, as he lay in along chair, meditating thus upon the situation in which he found himself.


  »Marster, please not getting angry. Young marster pony no done got, sar.«


  »What do you mean?« asked Mr. Stillwell, raising himself into a sitting posture.


  »Marster Irvin pony done gone, sar,« repeated the servant.


  »Gone? How gone? Stolen?«


  »Syce saying not stealed, sar. Syce going brook for one drink, coming back, pony done gone, Sprancher pulling out stake, sar.«


  Mr. Stillwell rose and walked hastily across the encampment to where the horses were coralled. Spots was quietly munching his gram, but Prancer, sure enough, was »done gone.«


  » How long is it since he disappeared?«


  »Short time only, sar,« replied the syce, with a profound but trembling salaam.


  On examining the spot where the truant pony had been tied, Mr. Stillwell found that the stake had been pulled from the ground. No savaras had been seen about the spot. The pony’s tracks were traced to the edge of the jungle and then lost. Prancer had evidently strayed off on his own account.


  Dilligent search was at once made in the surrounding jungle; but night was falling rapidly, and the attempt was soon abandoned until morning. Prancer must spend the night in the jungle as a punishment for his truancy.


  On the night of the day on which Prancer strayed, the mountaineers had a grand merry-making. In front of the bissoy’s house (to which Irving had been brought that evening) huge bonfires were lighted. Two water buffalos, bought the week before in the fair at the foot of the hills, and so old that they could scarcely crawl up the mountain when driven home, were brought into the open street where the fires blazed, by dint of much dragging, pushing, twisting of the poor brutes’ tails, and yelling. Here their horns, tore-heads and bodies were daubed over with a blood-red mixture of ground saffron and-slacked lime. Accompanied by a deafening band of native music they were then led away, in the midst of a yelling crowd bearing rude torches, to a large rock near the village, where Snoman, the guardian spirit of the mountains, was said to dwell.


  The superstitious mountaineers believed that this deity must first be pleased with offerings if they were to have success in their revolt. They would have preferred a human sacrifice, and many savage eyes were turned upon the comely figure of Irving. But wiser counsels prevailed, and, for the time, it was decided to offer the buffaloes instead.


  Arrived at the rocks, the village priest repeated an incantation over the devoted animals, whose throats were then cut amid the loud shouts of the crowd. The blood was carefully caught in hollow joints of bamboo, and, mixed with rice and arrack, or native spirit, left at the base of the rock for the enjoyment of the god. The flesh of the sacrificed animals was ¢arried back to the village, where, roasted before huge bonfires, it was to form the main portion of the feast that invariably followed such a sacrifice.


  It was not every day that the hills-man got as much as his appetite craved; so when such an opportunity as this presented itself, he rose to the occasion and stuffed himself to repletion. On such occasions, too, his natural fondness for strong waters was gratified by ample potations of arrack, supplied in unstinted quantities by the bissoy, who thus won the goodwill of the people and their unreserved co-operation and assistance in his plans. It was usual, too, at such a time to go a little further than this even. As a rule the hills-man's only stimulants were ferment palm juice (toddy), betel-nut and leaf, and homegrown tobacco. But to-night he was to smoke a pipe of bhang, or Indian hemp; and, if a great man in the small world of his little village, perhaps even a tiny ball of the precious opium. His heart warmed up to the occasion, and his mouth watered in anticipation of its rare pleasures.


  While the flesh of the buffaloes was grilling over the blazing fires, the hills-men amused themselves by watching a succession of cockfights. Fond to a degree of brutal sports, nothing pleased them more than to see blood flow. Yet they were brave and at times generous to a fault.


  From the confusion in the village street, the glare of the fires, and the crowing of cocks, Irving guessed what was in progress, and begged the bissoy to allow him to go out to see what was going on. To this the chief, with some hesitation, consented, and Irving was conducted into the street by his companion of the day before. Here he found a comfortable seat on a mat near one of the fires.


  All the time of the cockfights, the native pipes and tomtoms, aided by clanging cymbals and the clapping of hands, maintained a continued uproar, which was music to savage ears. Some, under the exciting effects of the drink, engaged in a wild, spasmodic dance around the fires, shouting, leaping, and slapping their breasts and thighs in time to the music. The fires, fed by constant supplies of fuel, roared in concert. The cocks crowed shrilly. The dogs and jackals on the confines of the little village, attracted by the smell of roasting flesh and alarmed by the unwonted noise, howled distractedly. The arrack pot went round and round again, and the night ee fair to be consumed in drunken jollification.


  Sickened by the horrid spectacle (the rapidly whirling mountaineers, too, looked bloody in the ruddy firelight), together with the smell of the arrack and roasting flesh, Irving turned away faint and disgusted. Soon he began to feel drowsy, and after a little while, lay down on the mat and fell asleep. After slumbering he knew not how long, he was suddenly wakened by loud shouts. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, dazed by the glare of the fires. The hills-men had picked clean the bones of the roasted buffaloes, and, wild with oft-repeated draughts of arrack, were again circling about the fire with hideous yells in a wild drunken dance.


  Terrified by the sight, Irving crept further away from the fire and the wildly-gyrating mountaineers. Unwilling even in his terror to leave the spot, he looked about him for some point of vantage. He soon spied and sought refuge behind a hutch used for storing rice in the husk, which stood in the street at a convenient distance from the scene of the festivities. The shadow of the hutch wholly shielded him from observation, and sitting down upon the projecting foundation, he began to reflect upon the evident fact that he was a prisoner. A few moments after. he had taken up his position behind the hutch, the hills-man who had attended him ever since his rescue from the tiger and the bissoy, approached the spot and sat down on the side nearest the fire and the yelling villagers. They leaned their backs against the mud wall of the structure and began to talk. Irving instinctively drew back into the deeper shade and listened. He could hear distinctly every word they uttered.


  »Did you hide the pots of arrack?« asked the bissoy.


  »Yes, in the cow-house, behind the heap of cow-dung cakes.«


  »No one saw you?«


  »No.«


  »If they find the arrack and get any drunker than they are now, our plan for tomorrow will fall through.«


  »But they can’t find it.« Then, after a pause, »it’s settled about the white boy, is it?«


  »Yes«—Irving leaned eagerly forward to catch the bissoy’s words— »if the white men don’t give us remission, the white boy must die. Snoman will not be pleased with only two old buffaloes. He wants sima blood—English blood.«


  Irving’s flesh crept. Then they meant to sacrifice him as they had the buffaloes, if his father did not yield. He forgot the pain of his still painful arm in his eagerness to hear more.


  »And the father—the white dora?« queried the hills-man.


  »To-morrow we carry him off. My house shall be his home. Him here and the white boy sacrificed, Snoman and the company cannot refuse to grant our demands,« replied the bissoy, with a low laugh.


  »But how are we to carry him off? Muskets will come.«


  »Muskets not come yet. Ere the sun has climbed the height of a palm tree up the eastern sky, our men will go to the camp and——«


  The speaker was interrupted by wild yells of drunken glee from the surging multitude. Two men came up the street bearing on their shoulders. huge brazen pots.


  »You didn’t hide it. They’ve found the arrack,« exclaimed the bissoy, angrily, springing to his feet.


  It was only too true. The supply of fuel running short, the neighboring sheds had been ransacked for material with which to replenish the fires. In the course of the search one of the more sober revelers had stumbled over the hidden pots, which were now deposited in the middle of the street amid loud shouts of joy.


  Already many of the mountaineers, overcome by gorging meat and swallowing copious draughts of arrack, were stretched upon the ground in drunken slumber. Irving knew that before another hour passed this would be the condition of the greater part of the group.


  What ought he to do? Remain here, or try to escape? If he only knew the mountain paths! But to attempt to reach the camp in the darkness of night, and through a dense jungle infested with wild beasts, he knew to be folly. And yet if he remained here? His father’s danger—-his own prospective fate—the shadow of these fell upon him with a colder chill and a deeper sense of terror than the darkness of the night and the fear of wild beasts. He resolved, come what would, to flee, to reach his father, if possible; if not, to fall a prey to the prowling beasts of the jungle. These, he felt, would at least be as merciful as the savege beings by whom he was now surrounded.


  He looked about him for some way of escape. The drunken hills-men would not notice him. But what about the two men seated on the other side of the hutch? How was he to elude them?


  At that moment, to his great joy, the bissoy rose with an impatient exclamation, and calling to his companion to follow him, moved off up the street. They had quite forgotten him, it seemed to Irving.


  Here, then, was his opportunity. He remembered that when his guide conducted him from the edge of the cliff to the village, he had come up the hill. He must be now, he reasoned, some distance above his father’s camp. Down the hill, then, he must go. He peered down the short street. But few of the mountaineers were now on their feet. The fires burned low. The street just beyond was wrapped in gloom that soon deepened into thick darkness. The way seemed clear.


  Just then he espied on the ground near where he crouched a hills-man’s cloth and spear. The cloth he seized and wrapped about him, as much as possible after the manner of a native, so as to disguise his English clothes. A sudden impulse compelled him to take up the spear also. Then he rose cautiously to his feet and glided softly down the weird street.


  In the village the night was most pitch dark. A thick haze obscured the stars. There was no moon. As he left the village, however, Irving found that the haze was chiefly due to the smoke of the fires. Then the stars began to twinkle encouragingly at him. He thought of his dear mother and father and Cousin Arthur. Then he looked again at the stars and thought of a Heavenly Father who could protect him even in the darkness. His eyes filled with tears, and somehow when he had whiped them away it seemed lighter, and he could see the white line of the footpath before him winding down the hillside.


  He had his shoes and stockings on, but, fearing that the noise they made might attract the attention of some stray villager, he removed them and carried them in his hand for some distance. Then, his feet getting painful on the sharp stones and occasional thorns, he replaced them and went slowly on his way.


  He must have followed the path for more than an hour, when he heard the sound of running water. A few yards further on, under the dark shade of a thick tree, he stepped suddenly into a small stream. »Good!« he thought; »the very brook that runs by father’s camp and waters Prancer! Poor Prancer!«


  He stooped and took a sip of the cool water, and then waded to the-other bank. To his chagrin he could not find the other path. Up and down the bank he wandered, stumbling over the slippery stones in the half-dry torrent bed. But large trees shaded the gorge, and in the gloom he could find no trace of any path beyond. Then he resolved to follow the brook down the hill.


  Presently he heard a step. Some one was splashing his way up the stream, evidently barefoot, Irving stood irresolute for a moment, then crept close to the bank. Just at that point the bamboos of the surrounding jungle threw their long, curled boles over the edge of the stream, and into the concealment thus afforded Irving, not without many scratches from the thorns, forced his way and crouched in breathless silence. The footsteps came nearer. Irving could count the beats of his heart. But the hills-man—for such he evidently was—passed by on the other side, and when the last sound of his splashing steps had died away Irving, first listening to, see whether any one was following behind the stranger, emerged from his concealment and proceeded slowly on his way down stream.


  As he waded slowly and painfully along, he became aware of the presence of some animal on the bank. It seemed to be stealthily dogging his steps, and once or twice he distinctly heard it pushing its way through the undergrowth. Presently he was startled by an unearthly ery, repeated once, twice, thrice. It sounded like a horrible laugh, mocking him in his miserable and forlorn plight. Presently the animal that had uttered it shambled down the bank near him, bringing down a small avalanche of gravel and loose stones in its descent, and sniffing ominously. Reaching the water’s edge, it stopped and repeated its wild cry. It was a blood-curdling sound, and Irving's flesh crept. He knew it to be the laugh of a hyena. He had never heard of a single hyena attacking a human being, and he had but little fear of its approaching nearer. He picked up asmall stone, and, with considerable effort, threw it at the beast. It scurried away up the bank for a few yards, when it turned about and again gave vent to its fiendish laugh.


  Immediately another hyena burst from the covert. Presently with a rattle of loose stones it leaped down the bank and joined its companion, Then the two laughed in concert and moved nearer, sniffing the night air flercely. To Irving’s consternation, their ery was answered from the darkness above, Soon he heard it taken up by another and another, and yet another, at various points on the mountain side. His heart beat violently for a moment and then nearly stood still with fear. The pack was upon him!


  Of one hyena he-had no fear, but how could he withstand such numbers as now seemed to be making for the spot where he stood? True, he had a spear, but his left arm was helpless-worse than helpless, for it hindered the free use of the right.


  The two hyenas were now joined by another, and soon Irving could hear them scurrying in from all directions, The laughter like barking and sniffing of the famished brutes became frightful. The pack moved forward; Irving could hear their feet splash in the stream. He picked up another stone and hurled it with all his might towards the spot where he knew the animals were grouped. There was a dull thud and a savage yell of pain, followed by a full chorus of barks from the pack, This was followed by a rush of feet over the sand and stones, for a moment along the stream, then into it with a splash! On they came, sniffing loudly. Irving could see the dim outline of the leader. The pack was upon him!


  A quick glance behind him showed, in the dim light, a large stone in the bed of the stream. Wading to this, he mounted upon it with some difficulty and poised his spear in his right hand. Intent as he was on the approach of the hyenas, he noticed the sound of rushing water, and observed that the bed of the brook seemed to take a sudden fall just below him. The water was quite deep about the stone on which he stood, and this would be in his favor.


  Nearer and nearer came the pack, stopping every few steps to scent their prey. They were now fairly in the stream, and Irving could plainly distinguish their dark forms in the dim starlight reflected on the water. Within a yard or two of his standing-place they again halted.
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Then with a wild yell and dash the leader reached the rock and strove to leap upon it. Irving raised his spear and struck at the black form with all his strength.


  With a howl the hyena fell back into the stream, carrying the deeply imbedded spear with it. In his effort to recover the spear as it slipped from his grasp Irving lost his footing upon the slimy stone, and with a loud cry fell full length into the foaming stream.


  


  CHAPTER VI.
 »BALL-CARTRIDGE, LOAD!«


  Mr. Stillwell felt sure that the squad of police from Barrackpore would reach the encampment about dawn. But he knew well that twelf men could but ill withstand the overwhelming flood of savaras and savara arrows that might at any moment be poured in upon the little encampment. Although armed with rifles, the police were more accustomed to run from danger than to face it. But he hoped for the arrival of the company of sepoys from the station by noon of the next day. With this hope he quieted his own and his wife’s apprehensions, stationed a guard about the camp and retired to rest with his Enfield within reach.


  There was Only the faintest blush of dawn in the east when he woke the following morning. Overcome by the previous night’s loss of sleep, and the fatigue and cares of the long day, he had slept profoundly. Glancing out of the tiny window of the tent, he perceived with inward satisfaction that the police had already arrived. Their muskets were stacked but a few yards away.


  Coolies were dispatched to search the bush for Prancer, but they returned after a couple of hours’ absence with the report that no trace of the missing pony could be found high or low.


  To Mr. Stillwell’s great surprise, eight o’clock passed without a single savara putting in an appearance. His surprise became greater and finally deepened into suspicion when ten o’clock came and the hills-men did not show themselves, But every moment was a precious gain that. morning, for it brought nearer the means of crushing the threatened uprising and of rescuing his son.


  The mountaineers slept long and late after their drunken carouse, and the sun was many hours high ere the bissoy could muster a dozen capable men in he village street. Irving’s escape was discovered at early dawn, and the few sober men in the village at the time searched the jungle in all directions for him. They now straggled in empty-handed. The white boy was nowhere to be found.


  Much vexed at his own and his men’s carelessness which had resuited in the escape of the captive boy—the most important factor in his calculations—the bissoy determined to put the best possible face on the matter and to proceed to the camp in force and repeat the demand of the previous day as though nothing bad happened. He was confident that the white boy could not have reached the camp unaided. Could he but press home his point before it became known to the white dora that his son had escaped, or before the boy succeeded in gaining the encampment, he and his people would certainly, he reasoned, obtain what they desired. If not, then—the bissoy’s face grew dark and ferocious, and he grasped his heavily-steeled spear with a tighter grip.


  Measures were now taken to awaken and sober the drunken jungle-men. Those who did not respond to a vigorous shakin were beaten upon the bare feet with bamboo rods. Upon the larger number this had the desired effect, and with much grumbling and rubbing of eyes they rose and made ready for the start. But a few were so much under the influence of the vile arrack that even this improvised bastinado had no other result than that of making them draw their feet up, turn over on their side, give vent to a drunken groan or two, and sink into a profounder slumber than ever.


  At last the bissoy, with a goodly number of his men, started for the camp, As they were crossing the brook the leader stopped suddenly, lifted something from the ground, and held it aloft with a ery of joy. The jungle-men crowded around to see what their companion had found. It was the heel of a boy’s shoe. For a moment there was a flutter of excitement, and then the band scattered into the jungle in the hope of finding the owner of the heel. »But again their search was fruitless, and they soon proceeded on their way once more, but with eyes more on the alert than ever.


  When they gained the little clearing it wanted but a few minutes of eleven o clock. The occupants of the tents were anxiously gazing down the mountain-side for some sign. of the coming troops.


  Mr. Stillwell decided to pursue the same tactics he had found so successful in gaining time the day previous. When the bissoy sought a hearing he was quietly told to wait until office hours. But he had objections to doing this of which Irving’s father knew nothing.


  The tom-toms of the mob of mountaineers now began to beat impatiently. This was done partly to inspire the party in the encampment with fear, partly to call in their lagging companions, partly to keep up their own courage. Their numbers were now being augmented constantly from every side.


  Mr. Stillwell directed the police to be in readiness for action at a moments notice. Everything indicated that the hills-men would make an early attack. At this crisis he thought it best to hear what the bissoy had to say. The troops could not be more than an hours march from the spot.


  The bissoy, when summoned, approached as on the previous day, attended by a numerous retinue armed with formidable bows and arrows, axes and spears. Besides these weapons they had a half-dozen old muskets, but these were of an ancient and clumsy construction, and practically useless to the savaras, except for show, even if they had ammunition. The bissoy himself was armed with a bow of great strength, fastened upon his back in such a manner that the end, richly decorated with peacock feathers, projected above his head after the manner of a plume. His features wore a harsh and forbidding aspect, and he scanned the official’s face with a quick, searching glance as he approached and made his salaam, He had already carefully scrutinized the camp for some trace of the boy.


  »Now what do you want!« asked Mr. Stillwell severely.


  »Bissoy want answer to petition,« was the ready reply.


  »The petition must come into my hands before it can be considered and answered.«


  The bissoy perceived the force of this remark and its drift, and said nothing.


  »Why do you bring so many of your men?«


  »Bissoy no bring; they come. They make request,« replied the chief, significantly.


  »Very well, Come at two o’clock,« rejoined Mr. Stillwell, turning again to the book he was reading.


  »Savaramen no wait,« persisted the bissoy.


  »They must wait. Come at two o’clock.«


  This show of firmness was not without its effect, and the bissoy reluctantly turned away. As he did so a long, ringing note was heard far below on the mountain-side. Mr. Stillwell sprang excitedly to his feet, and calling to his wife, hurried to the door. Again the welcome sound rang up the nullah and echoed among the hills. It was the bugler of the approaching company sounding a cheery advance to the weary sepoys.


  The hills-men also heard the sound, and their tom-toms at once gave out a loud discordant clamor of defiance, An attack was now imminent.


  The squad of police, together with the few muskets that the camp boasted, at once took up a defensive position before the tents. Strict. orders were issued that the servants and camp attendants were to attend to their duties as usual. It seemed probable that, sven in the event of an attack, the police could hold their ground until the arrival of the troops; but Mr. Stillwell was much puzzled by the evident hesitancy of the mountaineers. He wondered, too, that his son was not again produced.


  The mountaineers, too, saw their course of action clearly enough. It was to make an immediate and savage attack on the little encampment, and, if possible, carry off the Europeans it contained before the troops could reach the spot. But the drunken bout of the previous night had tamed their fiery spirits. Their numbers, too, were still too small for an effective attack. But the stragglers were rapidly coming in, and the bissoy only delayed until a large body from another village, now on the march, should be reported near enough to furnish reinforcements if needed. At a given signal they were to rush the thin line of police with a sharp discharge of arrows, seconded by an unsparing use of axes and spears. No harm was to be done to the English—they were to be taken alive, the bissoy commanded


  Their tomtoms beat a lively rally, and the mob advanced into the clearing in serried ranks.


  At that moment the bugle call rang out again, near and shrill,


  The sepoys were approaching the camp on the quick! Arthur clapped his hands in glee; he was behind the tent and could not see the mountaineers, Mr. Stillwell strained his eyes anxiously down the nullah. The hills-men hesitated. That moment of hesitation was fatal to their purpose.


  An instant of silence followed. Then the quick, regular tread of trained feet burst upon their ears, and the soldierly sepoys were in full view—were in the encampment. As they entered the clearing, the irregular mass of mountaineers lay to their left. The voice of the commanding havildar cut sharply through the breathless silence.


  »Left wheel!«


  The sepoys wheeled as one man, and made directly for the hills-men.


  »Company halt! Front!«


  The sepoys halted and fell into line two deep.


  »Ball-cartridge, load!«


  There was a rattle of steel_a moment’s pause, The savaras, infuriated at the issue of their well-laid plans, were preparing for the rush. The commander of the troops pointed to the agitated mass of dusky forms and addressed his men.


  »You see that crowd. When I say ›Fire,‹ fire into them. Don’t fire over their heads. Front rank, kneel!«


  Down went the front rank upon the right knee.


  »Ready!«


  Too late, mountaineers!


  »Present!«


  As the word escaped the officer’s lip and the double line of sepoys suddenly bristled with deadly rifles, an indescribable terror seized upon the hills-men. Once before they had faced those gleaming barrels of polished steel, and well did they know the terrible effect of a well-directed volley,


  The bissoy sprang forward and held up his hand.


  »Reserve fire!« cried the officer. The sepoys remained motionless as statues.


  »What do you want now?« demanded Mr. Stillwell of the chief.


  »Sepoys no let fire, Savaramen going home,« replied he.


  »Direct your men to lay down their arms, or I shall give the order to fire.«


  The bissoy turned and spoke a few words to his followers. With wonderful alacrity they came forward in groups and deposited their bows, arrows and spears in one confused heap. As they did so they were ordered off to the right, where the squad of police surrounded them with fixed bayonets.


  When all had surrendered their weapons, »Sieze the bissoy!« commanded Mr. Stillwell, The chief was soon seized and bound. This operation was then repeated with each jungle-man, until all, to the number of several hundreds, stood securely pinioned. They were at once placed under a strong guard and dispatched to the military station.


  The bissoy was now brought before Mr, Stillwell. »Where,« demanded the father, »is my boy?«


  The chief preserved a sullen silence.


  »You have now nothing to gain by holding the boy back,« said Mr. Stillwell, repeating his question. »Restore the boy, and promise to exercise toward you all the leniency that lies in my power to show.«


  The bissoy reflected a moment. He saw that the odds were very much against him. »I not know,« he at last replied, sullenly.


  »What?« demanded Mr. Stillwell.


  »Bissoy not know where boy is,« repeated the chief.


  At that moment there was a shout without, and a loud clapping of hands. Then Arthur came running into his uncle’s tent, crying excitedly: »Oh, uncle! Prancer’s come—and Cousin Irving, too. Come quick!«


  Mr, Stillwell needed no second summons. He sprang to his feet and rushed from the tent. There stood Prancer, with his tether and its stake still dangling from his neck, quietly nibbling the stunted grass and apparently none the worse for his escapade.
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 Irving was in his mother’s arms, who was kissing him convulsively, alternately laughing and crying for joy.


  The servants crowded around and stumbled over one another in the general rejoicing. The old butler in his half crazy delight stood near with a large water cujah in one hand and a tiny wine-glass in the other—the first that had come to hand. Mr. Stillwell approached and clasped his boy to his heart—tenderly, for he saw that his arm was bandaged. The servants broke out into sobs of excitement; and the little group retired into the seclusion of their canvas abode.


  It was a merry party that wended its way in to the cheery dinner-table that evening when the butler announced in a voice that had a happier ring than it had known for days, »Dinner ready on the table, Ma-a-am!« Peaceful hearts rested beneath the shelter of the tents that night, and more than one prayer, winged with gratitude, ascended to the ear of the All-seeing One.


  When Irving, in trying to recover the spear, slipped from the rock and found himself going over what he supposed was the edge of the precipice, he clutched wildly at the projecting points of rock near him; but the force of the fall and the depth and strength of the current, together with the benumbed condition of his wounded arm, prevented him from securing a held, and, to his great consternation, he was carried rapidly down stream. The bed rock of the stream was as smooth and slippery as though it had been greased. Down, down he went, expecting momentarily to be shot over the brink of the cascade. But suddenly his speed slackened, ceased; and when he recovered breath and got his eyes freed of water, he found himself in a small pool about two feet deep.


  Scrambling to his feet, he groped his way to the shore. He could hear the faint barking of the hyenas up stream, but they seemed completely baffled by his sudden disappearance, and did not attempt to follow him. In the east he noticed the morning star shining brightly, and inferred that it was near dawn. Sitting down upon the cold rocks, he rested his head in his two hands and fell into a doze. When he woke he was shivering with cold. The star, now high above the horizon, was dimmed by a rosy glow, the first touch of dawn.


  The sky gradually grew lighter, and the star faded. The birds awoke in the thickets around him and greeted the coming day with cheering song. Poor Irving wondered how they could sing so joyously in the chill air. He shivered violently as he crept up the bank. It grew lighter and lighter, but he could see no trace of the camp—not even a suspicion of smoke. What was he to do? He had not tasted food since the day before, and the wound on his arm, combined with the severe shaking and ducking he had just had, made him feel dizzy and sick. He was hatless, and the fierce sun would soon pour down its fiery rays upon his unprotected head But it would at least dry his wet and uncomfortable clothing.


  Looking carefully along the edge of the thicket he found some berries. They were pleasantly acid, but filled with a hard seed. Besides, they left an unpleasant astringent taste in his mouth. But he ate them greedily and felt somewhat refreshed.


  As he wondered hither and thither in quest of the berries, he suddenly caught sight of a small opening in the rocks above him. On examination this proved to be the mouth of a roomy and dry cave, formed by a large flat ro¢k falling upon two others which served as side walls. It was not the cave in which he had passed the previous day. Gathering some dry jungle grass, he crept into the cavern and spread it upon the rocky floor. Then, overcome by the fatigue of the night, he lay down and dropped a sleep.


  After awhile he was aroused by the angry beating of tom-toms far down the mountainside—at some savara village, he supposed. Presently the note ofa bugle fell upon his ear. He started up and listened eagerly. After awhile it was repeated. That, he thought, must come from the camp. He crept to the mouth of his den and gazed intently in the direction from which the sound seemed to proceed. But, alas! echo had tricked him—he was looking up the mountain.


  As he was lying thus in the mouth of the eave he heard a curious munching, nipping noise just around the rock at his left. He raised his head and listened, and yes—it certainly must be a horse cropping the grass, Then the sharp ring of an iron-shod hoof on the rocks fell upon his ears. Sorely puzzled by these sounds he arose and peeped around the corner. To Irving’s great astonishment he saw—Prancer.


  Regardless of the hot sun, he sprang forward and clasped the pony about the neck with a joyful ery. He wept for very gladness. Prancer, as though understanding the situation, pricked up his ears and rubbed his soft nose against Irving’s hand with a gentle whinny, as much as to say, »Pray, don’t cry; you’re all right now.«


  To Irving’s surprise he found that »Prancer« had his halter on, with a rope and stake attached. From this circumstance he guessed the pony had strayed; and leading him to the shade of a small tree near the cave he tied him securely and left him fo browse at pleasure. But so lonely did he feel that he was unable to go back into the cave out of sight of his equine friend, and lay at its mouth watching him.


  Irving now knew that the-camp could not be far away; so when the afternoon sun was well on its way to bed, he untied »Prancer,« and mounting upon his glossy back with some difficulty, grasped the rope in his right hand, and gently bade the pony go. »Prancer’« for a moment stood as:though in doubt as to which way to turn, then cocked his shapely ears and began to pick his way slowly in and out among the clumps of bamboo undergrowth. Weak and sick as he was Irving at times had much difficulty in keeping his seat. At such times he would lay his head upon the pony’s trim mane and-clasp his fat neck with both arms until the faintness passed off.


  Whether »Prancer « was tired of his lonely life in the jungle, or Whether his quick ears caught the distant sounds of the camp, none but the pony himself knows, but at all events never once did ke hesitate as to the path the follow until he entered the clearing, and, as we have already seen, deposited his precious burden in the arms of the overjoyed parents.


  On the morning following Irving’s return, the wife of one of tho captive hills-men cautiously opened and peeped through the thicket on the edge of the clearing. It was quite deserted. No white tents gleamed among the trees or fluttered in the light breeze. The spot where but a few hours before bright fires had blazed and sent up their thin spirals of smoke through the thick jungle into the clear sky as a guide to her feet as she hurried down the mountain path was now marked only by blots of gray ashes, while from the nullah below there came to her disappointed ears the regular musical cadence of the fast receding mancheel bearers’ song.


   


  [THE END.]
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