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THE FIRE OPAL

CHAPTER 1
THE THREE SMALL TRIANGLES

IEUTENANT FRANK ARMSTRONG halted
L for a moment in the colonnade on the north
side of Piccadilly Circus to allow a knot of
taxi-cabs, motor-omnibuses, and private carriages to
disentangle its intricacies before he crossed to the
Criterion.

The rush of traffic was unfamiliar, the scent of
petrol pungent in his nostrils. When he left Lon-
don, eight years ago, it was the biggest stable in
the world ; now it seemed to be one immense garage.
Still, on this bright May morning, it was good in
his eyes, and, where most things were of the new
order, the traffic-directing policeman remained, so
Armstrong soon reached the opposite pavement.
Then he stopped again, lit the second cigar of the
day from the glowing end of the first one, and took
another long look at a scene whose stolid, old-time
features were slowly beginning to emerge from all
that was unfamiliar and bizarre in his eyes.

“Yes,” he said to himself, crossing his hands on
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" THE FIRE OPAL

top of his Malacca cane as if it were a cavalry
saber, * though altered a bit, it is still the same old
London. And, by gad! isn’t it good to be home
again? A Russian steppe or Indian. maidan has
its points, but neither of ’em is a patch on this.”

He could really talk in much more lofty strain,
having the gift of tongues. But when a man chats
at ease with himself he may be allowed to indulge
in a little expressive slang.

A one-armed commissionaire pacing to and fro
in front of the Criterion Theater cocked an eye at
him. This man saw tens of thousands of people
daily, but he carried four shreds of ribbon on the
left breast of his trim uniform, and he could pick
out a soldier in mufti from the multitude, as the
farmer can distinguish oats from barley when the
green shoots are an inch above the ground.

“Um,” he communed, noting the squared shoul-
ders, the straight back, the well-cut clothes, and
brown boots that seemed to be molded to the
wearer, “ a youngster home on leave. Staff Corps,
I reckon; Bengal Lancer, by the cut of him.”

He was not mistaken. And to this worn veteran
the outer London of May, with its glitter of fashion
and busy life, straightway became dull and color-
less. His mind’s eye roved along the white, gun-
barrel roads of an Indian cantonment; he saw the
brown foot-hills of the Himalayas; he tramped
through the rugged Khaibar with a kafila of camels
crawling up from Peshawur to Ali Musjid.

———



THE THREE SMALL TRIANGLES

Blithely unconscious that he had evoked day-
dreams in a commissionaire, Armstrong gazed his
fill at the passing show. He had reached England
only that morning by the mail train from Berlin,
Wirballen, and Moscow. It was a fine day in the
height of the Season; he.had a sufficiency of money
in his pocket; he had a clear month before he need
trouble the P. and O. for a ticket, and he could
enjoy life to the fullest extent compatible with a
well-balanced mind and sober tastes. No wonder
that  Town ” should have its appeal, that life should
look pleasant, that to be alive, young, and in good
health should be the greatest gifts of Providence.
Of course, he thought none of these things. He
was neither a philosopher nor a prig. In a word,
he was a Staff Corps subaltern home on furlough.

He waited there for no reason. It was in his
mind to lunch at the Junior United Service Club.
He had no plans for the day. Blow plans! He
would just drift, and let the eddy carry him whither
it listed.

Yet, he had good cause, in after time, to remem-
ber that happy-go-lucky halt by the wayside. Never
was man drawn into more perilous vortex than he
who loitered that day on the bank of the life-river
flowing swiftly past.

He was about to saunter on again, when a string
of sandwich-men crept slowly, with downcast eyes,
along the gutter from Coventry Street. These woe-
begones did not bow their heads because of misery or
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THE FIRE OPAL

shame. They were looking for cigar-stumps and
the raveled end of cigarettes. Armstrong became
aware of the fact, forcibly as it were. He narrowly
escaped having his cigar knocked from between his
teeth when the leader made a wild dive for the dis-
carded “stub,” which was still a-light, and canted
his placarded framework as he bent double.

“ Poor devil!”” commented Armstrong, with ready
smile, as the standard-bearer shuffled away, eking
out the remains of the recovered treasure. Then
the legend on the swaying posters caught his eye.

“ Well, of all the queer things!” he said. “Old
Demidoff here!”

In bold letters of red, on the front placard, were
the words, “ Souls on Fire!” It was a catching
phrase which compelled people to gaze at the pro-
cession. On the back you learnt that at the An-
archists’ Club in such-and-such a street, Tottenham
Court Road, that evening Prince Demidoff, * the fa-
mous Russian Exile,” would lecture on the condition
of his “ tortured fellow-countrymen.”

Anarchists’ Club! Tottenham Court Road! Was
there ever such a mad association of ideas? And
old Demidoff—a spectacled scientist, a white-haired
visionary who would not hurt a fly! Armstrong
knew his Russia well enough to appreciate the dumb
tragedy which lay behind the printed words, but,
just now, he could only grin at the humor of it.
Anarchists! With staid London policemen piloting
their out-at-heel heralds across the Circus! And the
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THE THREE SMALL TRIANGLES

adroit use of the word * tortured ”—with its visions
of the knout, the scaffold, the dreary road to Siberia!

Suddenly an elegant automobile pulled up, and out
sprang a tall, slightly-built young man, alert, bright-
faced, and self-possessed in manner.

“You, Armstrong!” he cried. “ When did you
blow in?”

“You don’t mean to say you are in town, Jim-
mie? ” said the other, with that fine disregard for
the meanings of words displayed by people when
they are taken by surprise.

“ Ra-ther! The whole gang is in Charles Street,
Berkeley Square. We’ve taken a shanty there for
the Season.”

“ And how is everybody? ” demanded Armstrong,
when their hands met.

“ Valletort is all right, and momma is becoming
a true British matron. Ermie is ¢out,” presented
last Court, and fearfully stuck on herself. Any-
how, come along to lunch.”

“ Well—er——” _

“In with you. Right ahead, Phipps!”—this to
the chauffeur.

Lord Carlingham’s mother, in her youth, had been
a belle of New York society, so his remark about
“ momma »” was clearly irreverent. ¢ Valletort”
was his father, with the omitted formality of * The
Right Honorable the Earl of,” and * Ermie ” was
his sister, Lady Ermyntrude Grandison, for in such
wise do the names of the British aristocracy puzzle
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the benighted foreigner. Is it not recorded that a
smart American girl complained of the absurdity of
spelling a name C-h-o-l-0-m-o-n-d-e-l-e-y and pro-
nouncing it Marchbanks!

Armstrong had met the family in St. Petersburg
during the previous winter while he was studying the
language, and chance threw him a good deal in their
way—more, perhaps, than the Countess wholly ap-
proved of, since republican traditions are apt to
weaken under the pressure of a five-spiked coronet.

Therefore, the maternal eye was critical, if po-
lite, as it watched the meeting between her daughter
and “ Mr.” Armstrong. But Ermynttude’s pretty
head was in the clouds, for well-bred * eligibles
were plentiful in her sphere as August blackberries
in a moorland lane, though perhaps somewhat green,
as blackberries often are in August. She greeted
the young subaltern with just sufficient digmity to
remind him that if ever his arms had clasped her
waist during a risky sleigh drive the incident was
forgotten.

“I suppose you can talk Russian like a native
now? ” said Lord Valletort, genially, to Armstrong.
He himself spoke very little English, people said.

1 passed my exam. all right, sir,” was the modest
answer.

“ That—er—means promotion, and—er—that
sort of thing, eh? ”

“ Not exactly. Of course it is good for an im-
pecunious lieutenant to be classed as ‘interpreter,’
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THE THREE SMALL TRIANGLES

but at present my chief gain is the added grant,
which makes my ¢language leave’ end in a burst
of glory.” :

The Countess nodded her approval. Armstrong
expressed very proper sentiments. * Impecunious ”
was the right word.

“ What are you doing this evening? »” asked Car-
lingham, whose eyes sparkled as he read the soul
of mamma.

“I was at the crossroads of uncertainty until I
saw some sandwich-men in Piccadilly Circus. As it
is, I am half-resolved to go to an anarchists’
meeting.”

Valletort looked scandalized. Her ladyship lifted
a pair of lorgnettes. Even the butler tilted his nose
a trifle higher.

But Ermyntrude said,—

“How delightful!”

And her brother chimed in,—

“Bully for you! I'll come along, too.”

“ Did you say ¢ anarchists ’? ” inquired the Count-
ess, in amaze. Her expression reminded Armstrong
of a fox-terrier’s when rats are mentioned.

“Yes; but please let me explain. They are of a
harmless variety. Prince Demidoff is lecturing them. .
He is a real prince, too, a true descendant of Rurik,
I believe.”

“ Oh, outrageous!”

“Russia is a queer country,” said Armstrong,
blissfully unaware of the corns he was treading on.
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“It has no real aristocracy, as we understand the
word. Peter the Great worked as a shipbuilder, you
know, Count Devrier, one of his Ministers, was a
Portuguese cabin-boy; his Commander-in-Chief, a
pure negro; his Finance Minister, a Jew peddler,
and his Serene Highness Prince Menshikoff, a baker’s
apprentice.” '

“Me for the anarchist prince!” laughed Car-
lingham, who knew that his great-grandfather on
one side ran an eating-house at the Battery.

¢ Please take me, too. I am intensely interested
in Russia,” said his sister.

“ Ermyntrude! We are going to Lady Amble-
ton’s dance,” cried her indignant mother.

The Earl of Valletort ate a peach, thinking it
was cheese. Armstrong had muddled him hope-
lessly. The unwitting cause of this commotion *was
waylaid by Ermyntrude afterwards. With the
Countess out of range, her manner became less airy.

“ Do you remain long in town? ” she asked.

“Only a month. Then I go back to India.”

“I am sorry. I suppose we shall not see you
again for years.”

“ No,” he said, somewhat stifly. He thought he
had stifled certain memories effectually, but they
crowded on him hot-foot as he looked into the
depths of her blue eyes.

She shot a quick glance at him.

“ A month!” she said, tentatively. * That means
you will be here for Ascot?”

8




THE THREE SMALL TRIANGLES

“Yes. Indeed, I leave town on the following
Thursday.” ;

“We have a house-party for Ascot. Mother
thought it would be nice.” '

“ It should be charming,” he said, forcing himself
to look steadily at her. Had she forgotten, he won-
dered, that night on' the Nevski Prospect, when their
sleigh collided with a kibitka driven by a drunken
man? It was not a great thing to remember—a
crash, a startled scream, a moment when he held her
close to his breast and sprang clear of the plunging
horses. But it meant much to him, and the memory
hurt, for it was so fantastically impossible to say
now what his eyes had said then.

“ Are you vexed with me?” she asked, with the
quiet directness that was a heritage of her American
ancestry.

So he smiled, on compulsion.

“I? Vexed! With Lady Ermyntrude Grandi-
son?” he began, chaffingly. Then the hot blood
rushed to his face and the words came unbidden.

“God forbid!” he murmured. “I take with me
to India the recollection of too many happy hours
to be vexed with you.”

Carlingham heard a premonitory rustle of the
Countess’ skirts across the drawing-room. In his
own phrase, he “ cut in ahead of the mater.”

“By the way, Armstrong,” he said, strolling
casually towards the couple, *“ what time is that
anarchist affair? I suppose we can’t dine. What
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THE FIRE OPAL

do you say if we go there first, rush home and dress,
and sup at the Savoy?”

The lecture was of the usual terrifying type, but
the audience did not seem to feel very strongly about
atrocities committed in the Tsar’s name. People sat
in small parties on benches and chairs grouped
around tables. The place was ill-lighted. Tea and
coffee were to be had cheaply. Pipes, cigarettes,
even cigars, were in the mouths of all the men. The
women smoked cigarettes, loosely folded in the Span-
ish fashion. Oddly enough, the audience consisted
of Italians, Germans, Frenchmen, Polish Jews.
There was only a sprinkling of Russians—even
more Britons. Not many genuine Russians live in
London.

“ How long, O Lord, how long? Our people suf-
fer in bondage; they are melancholy with the dumb
pain of animals; their silent plaint reaches to the
foot of Thy throne. Shall they not hope? Are
generations yet unborn to bear the yoke of the
oppressor? ”

The speaker’s fiery orbs scintillated as he uplifted
his thin hands, raised his face in ecstatic agony, and
told how the Souls on Fire awaited their deliverance.
His silvery locks and benignant aspect lent a thrill
of conviction to his impassioned words. That was
the worst of it, thought some among the few Eng-
lishmen present. Things could not really be so bad
in any land. Human nature would not stand it. The
princely professor had chosen isolated cases, brutal
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fragments of a nation’s history—and what nation
can reveal none? He made his case too blood-
curdling. If men were ground into the dust, if
women were flogged, if boys were converted into
slaves and girls into courtesans—why, humanity
would rise and rend its tyrants.

“Does that kind of thing actually go on in Rus-
sia? ” whispered Carlingham, while the lecturer
paused to search his notes for some statistics.

“I believe so. I heard queer tales at Saratoff,
but the people are cowed, stolid—for the most part
they endure in silence.”

“ Queer crowd here,” said Carlingham, when a
babel of voices at the conclusion of the harangue
made it possible to speak aloud.

“Yes. Take a peep at our friend at the next
table.” ;

The man to whom Armstrong drew attention was
tall and grossly compacted. Replace his shoddy
suit and bowler hat with the moujik’s fur cap, -
sheepskin coat, and loose trousers tucked into big
boots and he became a typical peasant of Little
Russia. His face was heavy, his forehead low and
deeply lined, his eyebrows bushy and overhanging,
and a drooping nether lip lent no redeeming strength
to his wide, coarse mouth. His shaggy hair and
bristling beard were unkempt and brutish, and his
colossal frame betokened a bull-like strength.

“By Jove! isn’t he a picture—the true article,
anyhow,” commented his lordship.

11
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“Yes. One wonders how:he has managed to
wander here.”

“ Can’t you talk to him? We’re in no hurry. I
would sooner listen than eat.”

Thus prompted, Armstrong sought a pretext to
address the uncouth being in whom they were inter-
ested. The man took from his pocket a square of
hard tobacco, plucked at his waistband, and drew
forth an ugly-looking sheath knife. Here was the
opportunity. Frank leaned forward.

“ Let me offer you a cigar,” he said.

The man lifted his head, and their surprise was
mutual. It was astonishing to the Russian to be ad-
dressed in the true patois of his race by a young,
gentlemanly Englishman. But it was even more
amazing to Frank to find how the deep-set eyes
illumined the boorish lineaments, and gave them char-
acter, courage, purpose.

“ Thank you,” said the stranger, civilly, and the
talk commenced.

Carlingham knew enough of Russian to follow
vaguely what they said.

“You ask if Demidoff ”—no * Prince” on this
man’s lips—* has told the truth,” he growled, in a
voice with the rasp of fetters in it. *“ No. No man
can do that. He may feel it—here,” and he pointed
to his breast, “ but there are no words that can ex-
press it.”

¢ But, surely ” urged Armstrong.

The other, though puffing the cigar, seemed to
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find pleasure in carving the stubborn tobacco. He
sliced it on the rough deal table, and they saw that
the knife was fashioned either to cut or stab. It
was of good steel, and the haft was of crinkled horn.
On the side of the handle were cut three small tri-
angular spaces. They showed white against the
brown.

“ How can you English believe? ” asked the Rus-
sian, calmly. * You have forgotten, for long ages.
Danes came here, they say, and Normans, but that
was a thousand years ago. A thousand years ago
we Russians were happy. We were free tribes, and
we fought and killedd. Now we are not free, and
we cannot fight—but o

He smiled pleasantly. His eyes, great, glowing,
melting eyes, and his smile, so kindly and courteous,
redeemed his hang-dog looks. A fanatic, this man,
perhaps, and a dangerous one, for he had restraint
and grim humor in him. Certainly he was an enigma.
He would not be drawn. He uttered platitudes, and
they knew it. Soon they bade him “ Good-night.”
In Tottenham Court Road they hailed a taxi-cab.
Armstrong’s rooms were in Jermyn Street, and there
they dressed for the Savoy.

“ A funny bunch, those Russians,” said Carling-
ham, having arranged his tie satisfactorily. “ Diffi-
cult to reckon up, eh?”

“1It is the Asiatic strain that perplexes. Differ-
ence between a fox-terrier and a jungle dog, you
know. Both are dogs, but one is of the tame
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land, the other of the wild, and the cross is per-
plexing.”

“Um! Did you spot how that big fellow used his
knife? Seemed to be cutting a throat with each
slash! Now, get a move on, there’s a good chap.
I’'m ravenous.”

14



CHAPTER II
THE FIRE OPAL

Somerow, Frank Armstrong found himself at-
tached to the Valletort ménage. Her ladyship for-
got the anarchist lecture and ceased to suspect him.
The Earl liked him, Carlingham was his avowed
friend, and Ermyntrude was quite sure that a girl
need not be bound in London by a flirtation in
Russia.

Nevertheless, he became increasingly conscious
that the pleasant holiday to which he had so looked
forward was a desperate failure. He told himself
so often that to see so much of Lady Ermyntrude
was a dangerous pastime that the admonition ceased
to have any effect.

Under ordinary conditions a young Staff Corps
officer could neither belong to the Valletort set nor
afford to mix in it. Lord Carlingham decided the
first problem, and a year’s economy in Russia, joined
to the bonus earned by passing the highest possible
language test, made the second easy. Yet, if his
heart was a-flame, no one knew of it. By neither
word nor look did he seek to win his way with the
girl.  She, heedless of consequences, feeling only
that his company was agreeable, encouraged his
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presence on every possible occasion, and caused him
to be hated by several people who did not even know
his name. )

The brother and sister were curiously alike. Their
high-lineaged father was a nonentity. It had done
the Valletort strain a vast amount of good to be
enlivened by the new blood of the States, and the
Valletort fortunes were equally benefited by an in-
exhaustible supply of American dollars. Hence,
these two young aristocrats were free to think, and,
practically, to act as they chose. The girl espe-
cially, being only nineteen, lived in a dreamland of
her own. Secure in rank and wealth, beautiful, ac-
complished in the arts as taught by governesses
and masters, she was now vaguely comprehending the
vastness of the world and the scope of the position
to which she was born.

Ideas of love, of matrimony, had not yet entered
her pretty head. Perhaps she did not stop to an-
alyze her feelings towards Armstrong, who, with
his subaltern’s pay and his hundred a year of private
means, was obviously * impossible.” The pity of it,
from a common-sense point of view, was that they
came together again so early in that eventful month
of furlough.

The days passed. Armstrong, musing on the
unhappiness of life because he saw no possible chance
of meeting Ermyntrude during the next week—he
absolutely refused to go to Ascot on the off chance
of an encounter on the lawn—was electrified one

16
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morning by receiving a nicely worded invitation from
the Countess of Valletort to join her party at The
Cedars. Not go to Ascot, indeed—so much for
good resolutions—he was there by the earliest train.
Between Carlingham and his sister the affair had
been managed adroitly.

There were thirty guests, and among them a Rus-
sian prince, but, this time, the prince was not a So-
cialist lecturer. Frank, who met him for the first
time at dinner, knew in an instant that Lady Er-
myntrude was greatly taken by the big, blond man
who sat beside her. He chanced to be at the same
table as the two, for the diners were scattered in
fives and sixes about a spacious room.

Lord Valletort was there, and two women well
known in society, both of them secretly speculating
on the identity of the bronzed young officer. They
knew his name, of course, but that was all, and the
lack of other label, at an Ascot house-party, raises
questions. The host, never saying much, cast off
the onus of conversation with the appearance of the
soup.

“Prince Melnikoff,” he said, *“ my—er—young
friend, Armstrong, knows your—er—country very
well.”

“Oh, indeed!” said his highness, smiling so
cheerfully that his strong, white teeth glistened;
“then he has the advantage of me.”

“Eh, what’s that?” asked Valletort, thinking his
hearing had betrayed him, for Prince Boris Melnikoff
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was & name, & personage, a brilliant star of society.

“ 1 mean it, I assure you,” said the other. *“ Of
course everybody visits Petersburg, and I can find
my way about my estates. Beyond that, I am a
stranger in my own land. I spend the winter—and
that not always—between the capital and Bannofka,
my place on the Volga, you know. For the rest, I
live in Paris, Vienna, London, Trouville, Homburg—
quite a fashionable gad-about, I assure you.”

“The Volga. That is the river, isn’t it?” said
Ermyntrude.

“Yes; one of our great water-ways.”

“ It sounds romantic.” '

“ It would be a place of romance if you came to
see it.”

He smiled again, giving his light compliment an
air of good-natured joviality. He was young, not
more than thirty, a giant in stature, a splendid
creature, with tawny hair and mustache, and a
closely trimmed beard ending in a Vandyke point.
Undeniably handsome, of the leonine type, he looked
a king. Armstrong knew that he was a Don Cos-
sack by descent, glorified and made massive by some
generations of selection and good living. The name
was familiar in his ears. He strove hard to recall
the circumstances under which he had heard it.

But Ermyntrude was speaking again. _

“ Estates in Russia mean provinces elsewhere,
don’t they?”

" “They are extensive, you see.” He waved a hand
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to signify immensity. “ We count by square miles,
not by acres. There are forests and great plains.
But the people are poor. It is a hard land to till.
Fortunately for me, one of my ancestors was a
distinguished robber.”

“ A robber!”

A deprecating titter ran round the table. Of
course, his highness was pleased to joke. He joined
in the laugh with the utmost content.

“ Please don’t think I’'m not serious!” he cried.
“ The gentleman is historical. His name was Stenka
Razin. He used to sit on a high cliff overlooking
the river, in an armchair inlaid with ivory, and
watch his men plundering passing vessels., Oh, he
was a genuine pirate, beyond dispute!”

Such stories, discreetly thrown back in date, are
amusing. Armstrong, already jealous of this
princely interloper, fired a question at him.

“] have heard of Stenka,” he said. “Is it true
that he served an earlier robber as cook for fifteen
years before he could find an opportunity to murder
him? ”

Prince Mehikoff did not smile this time. He
looked fixedly at Frank.

“ How did you come to hear that?” he returned.

“ Because I have been living in Saratoff.”

“ Recently? ”

“ Until the end of May.”

“ How long were you there? »

“ Only four months.”

19
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“Ah!” The prince was pleased to treat the
brusque interruption with good-humor.

“ The cook story may be true,” he said. * Stenka
was a dreadful scoundrel.”

His candid tact redeemed an awkward incident.
Armstrong felt that he had not chosen the smooth
path, and Lady Ermyntrude glanced at him with
a slight air of surprise.

“ Personally,” she said, “I find Stenka interest-
ing. He had an individuality. Look at my father.
The first Valletort was a Norman pirate, and stole
several townships. Ships! There you have it. The
same thing, precisely.”

“ Thank you,” said the Russian, with a gleam of
his fine eyes. Was it fancy, or did the fleeting
glance bring to Armstrong’s mind the brawny moujik
of the Anarchists’ Club? After that he said very
little. His heart was heavy. He was sorry now
he had come to Ascot. Yet he lingered. He liked
the racing, but the remaining hours of the four
days were far from enjoyable, and he was on the
very lip of departure when all England was startled
by the news that Prince Boris Melnikoff had been the
victim of an extraordinary bomb outrage.

In the early hours of the morning his highness
was riding alone through a secluded lane when a
bomb was thrown at him from a wood which bordered
the road. The projectile exploded under his horse,
a magnificent Arab which had often attracted the
attention of connoisseurs in the Row. The animal
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was killed, being shockingly mangled, but Prince
Melnikoff escaped unhurt. The incident was actu-
ally witnessed by the occupants of a motor car,
which rounded a corner of the road at the instant
the bomb fell. The men in the car rushed to his
assistance, but he was on his feet before they reached
him. He coolly dissuaded them from searching the
wood on the score that they were unarmed, asked
them to drive him back to The Cedars, and was in
the act of bidding them farewell when he discovered
that a talisman, which he carried slung round his
neck by a gold chain, was missing. He described it
as a fire opal, a splendid stone, two inches long,
three-quarters of an inch wide, and about a quarter
of an inch thick. He appeared to be enraged be-
yond measure by its loss, and returned instantly to
the scene of the outrage in the same friendly
car.

A dog-cart brought Lord Carlingham and Frank
hot on his heels. Indeed, Armstrong’s portmanteaux
were in the cart in readiness to proceed to the sta-
tion when the prince appeared in the motor. The
two soon reached the wood, where a small crowd,
judiciously restrained by a policeman, indicated the
exact locality ; a little farther on, Prince Boris, with
several willing helpers, was searching every tussock
of grass and thorn-root to find the lost trinket. He
did not seem to be wholly pleased by Armstrong’s
presence, but politely waved aside a theory that the
opal might be in his clothes.
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“ It passes through a slit cut in my waistcoat for
the purpose,” he explained. “I carry it in my left
pocket invariably. It must have been jerked out as
the Arab sprang in the air, and may have fallen
anywhere.”

“ Perhaps it was found by some passerby,” sug-
gested Armstrong.

“ Then I will offer a reward—five hundred pounds
or a thousand—for its recovery.”

Certainly His Serene Highness had lost his seren-
ity. There never was man more perturbed by such a
comparatively trivial cause.

Armstrong wondered if anyone had searched the
meadow on the other side of the road. It was quite
conceivable that a smooth object like the opal, shot.
forth from its resting-place with a force sufficient
to break a strong gold chain, might have flown a
considerable distance.

He climbed a gate and walked up behind the hedge
until he was abreast of the dark stain on the road,
hastily smothered in dust, which showed where the
unfortunate horse had been killed. Hardly knowing
"why he took such trouble on behalf of a man whom
he detested—feeling, perhaps, that it was unreason-
able to dislike Prince Boris simply because Lady Er-
myntrude might become a Russian Princess—he
began a close scrutiny of the luxuriant crop of
grass.

He had not gone five yards before he saw the opal
shining in the sun. His first impulse was to cry

22



THE FIRE OPAL

aloud to the searchers in the roadway, but, for some
occult reason, he checked the words on his lips. He
stooped and lifted the glorious gem from its resting-
place. At that instant he was screened from ob-
servation by a hazel tree, and he was able to examine
the stone unobserved.

Never in his life had he seen such a wondrous
object. In it shimmered all the colors of the rain-
bow, and its prismatic hues flashed at him in the
sunlight with overpowering brilliancy. Red, blue,
green, yellow, the flame of gold and of hell-hearted
ruby, the tender pink of the sky at dawn and the
ultramarine tints of the heavens on a starry night,
all these seemed to sparkle at him from the strip of
iridescent silica glowing in his hand.

The owner’s description of its size was quite accu-
rate. Near to one end a hole was bored, through
which the gold chain had probably passed. The side
that Armstrong first held towards his dazzled eyes
was smooth and glassy to the touch. He turned the
opal quite mechanically, and again he experienced a
shock of incoherent surprise. On this side were in-
laid three small golden triangles, or pyramids, of
equal size. With the very glimpse of them he re-
membered the horn-hafted knife of the big Russian
encountered at the Anarchist Club.

The same token, but in such different degrees!
What could it mean? Was it the insignia of some
secret society? Surely Prince Boris Melnikoff, the -
friend of royalty, the pampered favorite of many
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courts, could have naught in common with a man
who said that only the heart could conceive the trag-
edy of his country!

“ Now we are not free, and we cannot fight,” he
had muttered, * but ” Was the significance of
the pause explained by the stain on the white Ascot
road?

The dull gold of the little pyramids in no wise
interfered with the beauty of the remainder of the
gem on its engraved side. Armstrong fancied that
the metal bore some faint marks, letters or heraldic
devices, but he feared that someone might see him
from the road if he remained too long absorbed in
its scrutiny. 'Oddly enough, there darted through
his brain, not merely the temptation, but the active
suggestion that he would do well to place the opal
in his pocket and say nothing whatever about it
to anybody. To a man of the highest honor such
a prompting was grotesque, preposterous. The
mere thought of it restored his scattered wits and
made him laugh aloud.

" At once he leaned over the hedge, and, holding out
the gem, said,—

1 think I have found your Highness’ lost fetish,”
hardly realizing that he had used any expression out
of the common.

An almost frantic joy leaped into the eyes of
Prince Boris when he saw the opal glittering in Arm-
strong’s hand. He actually clutched at it with a
ludicrous haste.
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“I can never thank you sufficiently!” he cried
hoarsely. ¢ Name your own recompense.”

Armstrong flushed. The moment the opal quitted
his hand he felt calmer.

“ 1 am only too glad to have rendered you a slight
service,”’ he said.

“But you do not know what this means to me,”
said the other, with feverish earnestness. It is ”—
he checked himself—* it is a family heirloom beyond
value. Ask anything I can give, and——"

“ Again I repeat that my reward lies in having
restored it to you,” said Frank, and the Russian
seemed to understand that his excitement was pass-
ing the bounds of discretion, for all those who had
aided in the search were drawing near.

“Won’t you even let us see it? ” asked Lord Car-
lingham, pleasantly.

Prince Boris inflated his huge chest with a deep
breath, and partially recovered his self-control.

“It is forbidden,” he said, with a nervous laugh,
“but the occasion is unique. Nevertheless, it must
not leave my possession a second time.”

He opened his hand, which was curiously slim and
shapely for such a giant of a man. The opal lay
lengthwise across the palm. Armstrong noted that,
whether by chance or design, the engraved side of
the stone was hidden.

Everyone crowded round to look at the ornament
which the Russian magnate prized so exceedingly.
Perhaps its delicate colors depended on the stone’s
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semi-transparency when held so that it was sur-
rounded by light, for it certainly seemed to Arm-
strong that it did not shine so resplendently against
the white, well-manicured hand of its owner as when
he had held it himself.

Carlingham, who alone of the other bystanders
knew Melnikoff personally, voiced what appeared to
be the general opinion when he said,—

“ Well, it is a very pretty thing, but I don’t see
why you should make such a fuss about it. Is it
valuable? »

The prince smiled. He was rapidly regaining his
careless and easy-going manner; there was some-
thing of the normal nonchalance in his voice.

“ Some people credit the opal with magical prop-
erties,” he said. ‘ Others, who are superstitious,
call it unlucky. For me, the value of this one is
wholly sentimental.”

With that he put it in his pocket, and the throng
gradually dispersed. Melnikoff wanted to find the
police who were engaged in searching the under-
growth of the wood. He was still wishful to stop
any further investigations by the authorities. Car-
lingham assured him that English law demanded
the closest inquiry into such an outrage as the throw-
ing of a bomb. Then the prince yielded the point.

“ We are happier in Russia,” he said off-handedly.
¢ The police obey the nobles. Here, a member of
the House of Lords is merely one of the general
public.”
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“You tell that to my mother, and you will hear
a different view,” grinned the youngster. “ Come
on, Armstrong. Why are you standing behind that
hedge? Ill find some lunch for you.”

“I am going straight to town,” said Frank,
suddenly.

“ The deuce you are! I have no end of things I
want to talk to you about.”

“ Sorry, but I cannot remain.”

Not all Carlingham’s protests could shake his
resolution. Meet Ermyntrude again he would not:
Moreover, he wished to be alone. By an odd trick
of memory, when Prince Boris was speaking of the
limitless privileges of the Russian grandees, a story
he had heard in Saratoff of the great man who lived
at Bannofka came back to him.

A girl, reputedly beautiful, had been flogged by
order of a Prince Melnikoff because she dared to
dispatch a complaint by post to St. Petersburg.
Some bureaucrat there had sent back the letter to
the local ruler, and the young woman was publicly
knouted. It might be this same Prince Boris
Melnikoff who had perpetrated the inhuman deed,
or, perhaps, his father. Armstrong could not tell.
But the thought choked him. To see the Russian
again in the company of the woman he loved was
too intolerable to be borne.

Finding him inflexible, Carlingham drove him to
the station. There was no train to London for
nearly an hour, and it was a slow one at that, so
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he consented to be driven to Windsor, where he could
catch an express. They arrived at the Great West-
ern Station in good time. - Walking up and down
the platform with his young companion, Armstrong,
strangely restless, caught sight of a man seated in
a third-class carriage. At first the stranger puzzled
him. He was irritable with himself for giving the
incident & moment’s consideration. In a crowded
station, why should he pick out a solitary individual,
ensconced behind a newspaper, and seek to recollect
where he had seen him before? He laughed, harshly,
and surprised his friend by saying,—

“T shall be heartily glad when my steamer sails.”

No explanation of his words was asked for
or given—probably Lady Ermyntrude’s brother
thought that some things are better left unsaid. At
last the two shook hands, and the train glided out
of the station. Armstrong lit a cigar, and resolved
to banish from his mind the gloom which so steadily
enveloped him during these last days of his residence
in England. When a man makes an effort of that
sort he generally thinks harder than ever of the
distracting circumstances.

Halfway to London he awoke with a start to the
conviction that the man he saw in Windsor Station
was the Russian whom he met at the Anarchists’
Club, but clean-shaven, barbered, trimmed out of all
resemblance to the hirsute moujik whom Carlingham
had called a “picture.” At Paddington he deter-
mined to verify this belief. Before the train came
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to a standstill he alighted and ran forward to the
third-class carriages in front, in one of which he had
seen the heavy, broad-shouldered, bullet-headed man
who now looked like an ex-prizefighter.

Yes; he was almost sure he was right. The big
fellow who lumbered out of the train certainly had
the figure of a Russian. Armstrong knew if he
could see the stranger’s eyes he would be positive.
He hastily told a porter to rescue his portmanteaux
from the van, and quickened his pace. The other
man was about to dive into the underground passage
to Praed Street when Frank tapped him on the
shoulder.

“ Stoi!” (Stop) he cried.

The man turned and faced him, with a queer jerk
like an automaton. Armstrong was certain now.

“I want to speak to you,” he said, sternly. * The
matter is important. It concerns Prince Bons
Melnikoff.”
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CHAPTER III
A PROPOSAL

TaE attack on Prince Melnikoff’s life lifted him
to the heroic.in the eyes of Ermyntrude. There was
nothing strange in that. Any woman likes to see
a man courageous, undaunted in the face of death,
especially when he escapes.

Had the Russian shared the fate of his horse the
girl would have been shocked inexpressibly. The
memory of his fine appearance and polished man-
ners must have become merged in the horror of a
tragedy. As it was, she involuntarily surrounded
him with the aura of romance; he presented a strik-
ing and imposing figure amidst the extraordinary
sensation of a murderous outrage in a quiet place
like Ascot. By chance, she was not present when
he discovered the loss of the opal amulet, nor did
she hear of the paroxysm of rage which then pos-
sessed him, or she must have been perplexed by find-
ing that such a cool, self-possessed personage should
indulge in frantic vituperations.

The prince reached The Cedars long before the
return of Lord Carlingham from Windsor station.
Ermyntrude—who heard from her mother that his
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highness had lost a valuable jewel—all agog, too,
with a woman’s interest in aught concerning gems—
ran out to the porch to meet him as he descended
from the motor still placed at his disposal by its
courteous owner.

¢ Have you found it? ” she asked, enthusiastically.

“Yes. My lucky star happens to be in the
ascendant.”

“Let me see it,” she said, eager to examine an
article to which he attached such value.

He made a gesture of laughing protest.

“ Are you devoured by curiosity? ™ he cried.

 Indeed, I am. My mother said you prized it ex-
ceedingly. I want to see what it is a man can
treasure so highly.”

She offered a fine picture, standing there amidst
the wealth of flowers and plants that adorned the
veranda. The summer sun had browned her fresh
young face, and the bright sky was reflected in her
blue eyes. Prince Boris thought there was none so
beautiful, so candid, so delightfully unconscious of
her own charms, among the countless pretty women
he met in society.

He sent away the Panhard car with a polite mes-
sage to be conveyed by the chauffeur. Then he
turned to Ermyntrude.

“ Come into the garden,” he said, “ and I wlll not
only show you my opal, but tell you its story.”

She needed no second invitation. Soon they were
walking among the flowers and wending their way to
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a summer-house. The Countess of Valletort, see-
ing them, smiled pleasantly. She wondered what
Newport and Philadelphia would say if Lady Er-
myntrude Grandison became a princess! Yet, the
two people mostly concerned in any such gossip had
no words of love for each other at the moment.
Prince Boris would have laughed, Ermyntrude would
have arched scornful eyebrows, had anyone sug-
gested the possibilities of that garden stroll on a
summer’s day.

The opal Wwas already attached to its gold chain,
which the Russian had bound together temporarily
until a skilled craftsman welded its broken links.
When Ermyntrude saw it she was loud in her admi-
ration of the ever-changing beauty of the stone,
though, like her brother and the rest, she did not
really perceive why the prince should set such store
on its recovery.

“ Where did you find it?” she asked. :

“ I did not find it myself,” he said, lightly, though
not without a quick glance at her. “ Your young
friend, the Indian lancer, discovered it in a neigh-
boring field.” f

“Mr. Armstrong!” Her surprise was genuine.
I thought he had gone to town early this morning.”

“It seems that your brother brought him to my
assistance.”

“How fortunate!” she cried, and, apparently,
Melnikoff was pleased by her careless comment.

“ The luck of my house is bound up with this
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opal,” he went on. “It is a tradition, founded on
I know not what, that when, if ever, it is broken our
line shall cease to exist. I am the last of my race.
Naturally, I wished to see if my talisman were in-
tact or mnot.”

“ Do you believe these old-world tales? ” she said.

“No; I do not. But so oddly at variance are the
heart and the intellect that I admit a feeling of great
relief now that the stone is restored to me un-
damged.”

They had reached the creeper-covered arbor, and
the sun was hot.

“8it down there,” said Ermyntrude, pointing to
a chair, “ and tell me all about this horrible affair.
Are you the object of nihilist hatred? Why should
anyone seek to take your life? You don’t interfere
with politics, do you, and surely you cannot be a
cruel ruler of your people? ”

Her ingenuous candor delighted him. _

“ We Russians are a strange nation, or collection
of nations,” he said, with a gravity that was pleas-
ing to his hearer. * We dwell in a country of vast
distances, of solitude, of extremes. Sometimes the
extremes meet, as this morning, for instance, and
there is an explosion. I know no more than you
what inspired some fanatic to try to take my life.
I am the nominal head of a province as large as Eng-
land. It contains towns, forests, lonely hills and
steppes, and two great rivers, the Volga and the
Don, run through it. Perhaps there has been a
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collision between my authority and some individual
or community, and I am held responsible. How can
I read the riddle? ”

“ The nominal head!” she repeated. “If I were
a man I would not tolerate that word ¢ nominal.’ I
am half an American, you know, and the transat-
lantic strain in me revolts against the idea.”

“ What would you have me do?

Her eyes looked dreamily out over the sunlit
vista. It is easy for nineteen to theorize in an Ascot
garden. '

“If I were you,” she said, “ I would abandon this
life of idle fashion—what poor creatures we are to
become slaves to it! Are there still serfs in Russia?
Anyhow, you have the term, and what is the round
of what we call society but a serfdom of fine cloth-
ing, expensive food, and smiling make-believe? Nom-
inal! What is more nominal than a career which
says you must live one-third of the year in town,
mostly talking scandal; one-third in the country,
mostly slaying poor creatures bred to be shot; and
one-third at Monte Carlo, fluttering between the
Casino, one or two cookshops, and the gun club? ”

She did not realize how intent Prince Boris was
on her words.

“You destroy, but you do not build,” he said.
“ Again I ask—what is the alternative for me? »

“You have told me in your own words. You have
a province as large as England. Rule it.”

He bent nearer, and, had she been watching his
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face, she would have seen something of the sudden
fire in his eyes. But he could control his voice.

“I am thirty years of age,” he said, * and have
had my surfeit of pleasures. It is odd, but you have
divined something of my own inner thought. Only
yesterday I saw in one of your English papers a
clever article which, by curious accident, laid bare
a great truth about Russia. I have the cutting
here.”

He took some letters from his coat pocket. One of
them fell to the ground. He picked it up with a -
frown. Searching among the others, he found a
scrap of paper. '

“It is a paragraph dealing with the real and
imaginary position of our Emperor. You regard
the Tsar as an autocrat in a country which stretches
across half the map of the world. So he is; but, says
the paper: ¢ The effect of this state of things is to
reduce the Tsar to a nullity, and to confer upon
all the chief officials practical omnipotence within
their own sphere of administration!’”

He paused. Then he added, with an indifferent
sigh,—

“T am more than a chief official. I am a pro-
vincial satrap, a sort of minor tsar, with more than
a tsar’s power, because my dominion is within prac-
ticable bounds.”

“ Then, why are you here? ” she demanded, tap-
ping an impatient foot on the boards of the
summer-house. ‘
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“I shall tell you,” he answered, rising suddenly
and bending over her. “I am looking for a
tsarina.”

There could be no mistaking his intent. For one
instant the girl lifted her startled eyes to his. She
dropped them again, and her face and neck became
suffused with rich color. Yet she strove to shirk
the ordeal so unexpectedly thrust upon her.

“ Before you seek a queen you should first be
king,” she murmured.

“Iam a king. I have only to occupy my throne.
Will you share it? ”

She bent her head still lower. Her heart throbbed
tumultuously. This was not the love she had read
of in books. It was not the love of which she had
vague imaginings, as a young bird poised on the
edge of the nest may fearfully contemplate flight
through the boundless and unsustaining air.

“You must not ask me now,” she said, timidly,
shrinking from the hand which had caught her
shoulder.

“Nay, but I will,” he answered. “ Bid me take
you to my kingdom and I will obey. It rests with
you. I shall be your—your serf—in all save this.
My future is in your hands. I will make you a
princess worthy of the title. There can be no limit
to our ambition. In Russia, at any hour, there is
the possibility:

A rapid step advancing over the gravel path re-
stored their bewildered senses. Deeply annoyed by

36




A PROPOSAL

the interruption, Prince Boris lifted his head with
the leonine action that seemed so typical of him. Who
was it, demanded his blazing eyes, who dared intrude
at such a moment? Lord Carlingham, careless
whether he was scowled at or not, saw that the Rus-
sian was aware of his approach.

“ Sorry to bother you,” he said, blithely. * There
is a bally policeman here. Says he must see you
instantly.”

Melnikoff knew that the spell was broken. He
whispered gently,—

“1 am hoping for a favorable answer. Think of
what I have said, and all that it means to you—
and to me.”

He turned to Carlingham.

“ A policeman; where is he? ” he asked. “ Were
we in Bannofka, I would ”—he paused; really he
must check these outspoken comments—*“I would
leave others to deal with such disagreeable things.”

He approached and linked an arm through Car-
lingham’s. '

“1 do think,” he muttered, * that if I am content
to let this business drop, the authorities might
oblige me. I must appeal to London.”

“ But this chap is an inspector. He says that
an important discovery has been made.”

“A discovery! Of what?”

“I don’t know. I found him talking to the but-
ler, so came to unearth you; one of the servants
said you were in the garden with Ermie.”
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The Russian smiled. One of his servants would
not have made that mistake. The police inspector
awaited them on the drive. He saluted, and stood
in soldierly attitude whilst he addressed the prince.

“ An extraordinary thing has happened,” he said.
“ One of my men, engaged in searching the wood, no-
ticed that the long grass and weeds surrounding a
small fenced-in lake had been trampled on recently.
He followed up the track, your Highness, and found
a woman i

“A woman! Was she dead? ” interrupted Prince
Melnikoff, and Carlingham fancied there was a note
of anxiety in his friend’s voice.

“ Yes, quite dead. She had been in the water some
hours. Her hands and feet were tied together.”

The prince drew himself up haughtily.

* “ What has this to do with me? ” he cried, impa-
tiently, throwing out his hands as if some impedi-
ment had been removed from his path.

“1 beg your Highness’s pardon, but, taking into
account the fact that some person unknown threw
a bomb at you this morning, and that this woman
found dead looks like a Russian, I thought——"

“Looks like a Russian! What does that mean?
Are Russians branded with their nationality? »

The inspector, though surprised at the reception
given to him, was not to be browbeaten.

“ No, your Highness,” he said, * they are human
beings like the rest of us. But this woman had a let-
ter in her pocket with the Saratoff postmark. I
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could not read the writing, but I made out from an
atlas that Saratoff is in Russia.”

‘“Have you the letter? Show it fo me!” cried
Prince Boris, very excitedly.

“T am sorry I cannot show it to you. It is be-
ing carefully dried at the police-station. I came
here to ask your Highness if you could identify the
woman.” -

“ Then I say at once I cannot. I saw no woman.
All I know is that my horse plunged violently after
a loud explosion, and I was thrown headlong.”

The inspector saluted again and went off.

- “Now, why the deuce,” thought Carlingham,
“did Armstrong hurry off to town? Just at pres-
ent he might be useful, and surely my tall friend
must know whether it was a man or a woman who
heaved the shell at him? Glad I’m not a Russian, and
I jolly: well hope Ermie isn’t going to be one,
either!”



CHAPTER IV
THE MYSTERY OF THE WOOD

Tre man whom Armstrong accosted so abruptly
on the platform of Paddington Station looked at him
with an effrontery that was amazing, if, indeed, he
had been concerned in the affair at Ascot.

“Prince Boris Melnikoff!” he said, coolly.
“Why do you name him to me?”

It was a remarkable fact that he did not attempt
to deny his knowledge of the Russian language.
Possibly he spoke little, if any, English, so he
thought it best to face his questioner boldly.

The Englishman, of course, knew nothing of the
grewsome discovery made by the police. He imag-
ined that, by sheer chance, he had come in contact
with one of the principals in a nihilist plot which
had miscarried, and he decided to investigate matters
on his own account before he gave information to
the authorities. The whole course of events might
have been altered materially had he caused the man
to be arrested, and assuredly he would not have
hesitated a moment if he was aware that the corpse
of a murdered woman, recovered from the pond at
Ascot, was even then resting in the local mortuary
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awaiting an inquest. Still, even within his limited
knowledge, the affair looked serious enough, and he
decided that a crowded railway station was no fit
place in which to discuss it.

“1 think,” he said, in the most non-committal
words he could find, * that your presence at Wind-
sor Station on the day chosen for an attempt on
the prince’s life requires some explanation. You
can give it to me if you like. Otherwise, I must call
the police.”

The stranger, so oddly out of his environment in
London, seemed to hesitate. He looked at Arm-
strong with those wonderfully luminous eyes which
redeemed his hang-dog face from absolute ferocity.

“I will answer your questions,” he muttered, at
last.

“We cannot talk here. Come with me to my
rooms in Jermyn Street.”

“ Where you will,” was the unemotional reply.

They walked together to the hansom summoned
by the porter in charge of Armstrong’s baggage.
The Russian entered, Frank climbed in after him,
and they were off. Armstrong sidled round on the
seat, so as to command his companion’s face.

¢ Now,” he said, * tell me who is responsible for
the outrage at Ascot, and what was its motive.”

® Nitchevo!” said the other. The phrase means
“ T don’t know,” but a Russian can throw a blank
negative into it that requires more emphatic words
in English.
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“If you do not know,” persisted Armstrong,
“why do you carry in your pocket a knife with
three triangles, or pyramids, engraved on the handle,
while Prince Boris Melnikoff treasures an opal bear-
ing the same token? ” _

“ Because we are of the same race. The three
tents are the sign of our house.”

A new significance dawned on his hearer. So the
triangles were meant to represent tents, a sort of
heraldic device that would commend itself to nomad
Cossacks.

“ Do you want me to believe that you, a Russian,
an absolute stranger in England, visited the neigh-
borhood of Ascot to-day by chance, and disguised
yourself for the excursion?’ asked Armstrong,
impatiently. ‘

“No. You offered me the alternative of being
questioned by you or the police. I prefer you. You
understand my language.”

“ Then, tell me why you went to such an out-of-
the-way place. Was it to meet Prince Melnikoff? »

“Ye"”

“ Did you meet him? ”

“Yes.”

“ What was your object?”

The heavy, sullen countenance was suddenly lift.ed,
and the man said,—

“ What right have you to ask? ”

For an instant Frank was disconcerted. Cer-
tainly it might be thought, by a man innocent of
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any crime, that he was unwarrantably prying into
the affairs of another.

“I am only seeking to assure myself that I am
- not acting wrongfully in failing to hand you over
to the authorities.” '

“On what charge?”

“The charge of trying to kill Prince Boris by
throwing a bomb at him.”

“I threw no bomb—it was a woman. I would
have given my life to save him.” '

“ You—an anarchist?”

“Yes, I, whatever I may be. Some day I may be
forced to call Boris Melnikoff to account. Rest as-
sured I shall do so if he fails in the trust reposed
in him. Until that day comes I must defend him
with my life’s blood. I thought he was in danger,
and I went to Ascot to warn him. I was unsuc-
cessful. Nevertheless, he escaped; and his enemies
will not attack " him again—not there, at any
rate.”

“Why do you say that?”

“ Because they have failed so completely on this
occasion that England cannot contain them. They
know now that I know. It is enough.”

The hansom was scampering down Park Lane be-
fore it turned into Mount Street. On every hand
were signs of the London season—smart equipages,
omnibuses laden with sightseers, a Cook’s man bel-
lowing through a megaphone the chief points of in-
terest around the Marble Arch, nurse-maids play-
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ing with children on the grass beneath the trees—
in the immediate foreground a diminutive coster
treating with contumely a gigantic brewer’s dray.

It was absurdly at variance with the locality and
the scene that two men in a hansom—one a Russian
conspirator—should be calmly discussing a bomb
outrage, and dissecting a mystery that looked like
a family vendetta. Armstrong, too, was conscious
that his companion was far the more collected of
the pair. His replies were candid and to the point.
He evidently awaited the Englishman’s further in-
quiries with the utmost complacency.

Armstrong found it difficult to make up his mind
as to a definite course of action. “ Give me your
address,” he said after a pause, * and I will let this
matter rest unless there are unforeseen developments.
I am leaving England in a few days, and I do not
wish to be mixed up in any official investigation.
When all is said and done, the prince is uninjured,
and his affairs hardly concern me.”

The Russian produced an envelope. It bore a
name, and the number of a house in Charlotte
Street.

‘“ Ask there for Ivan Stephanovitch and you will
find me,” he said.

John, the son of Stephen, certainly acted like one
who did not shirk scrutiny. Armstrong was more
than ever puzzled by his behavior.

“You have met me in a straightforward way,”
he admitted, “but you must acknowledge that my
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suspicions were natural, especially when I saw the
opal carried by Prince Melnikoff.”

“ How came you to see it?”

“ Because he had lost it.”

This time his words penetrated the husk of in-
difference, either felt or assumed, by the gigantic
Ivan. The man clutched his arm in an iron grasp,
and his big eyes blazed, as he cried,—

“Lost it! Has it gone? ”

“ No, no,” was the assurance; “it fell in a neigh-
boring field. It was I who found it.”

“ And you restored it to him?”

“ Yes.”

“ How is it that you, an Englishman, take such
an interest in a foreigner? ”

Their roles were suddenly reversed. The Russian
was thoroughly excited by the mere suggestion that
the opal had left its rightful owner’s possession,
and Armstrong found himself not only perplexed
now, but embarrassed.

“ Well,” he said, “I met Prince Melnikoff at the
house of Lord Valletort. I happen to be a friend of
Lord Valletort’s son, and, as his highness seems to.
be paying some attention to my friend’s sister, I
naturally -

“ Do you mean that Melnikoff would dare to think
of marrying some girl here in England? ”

“ Assuredly; it looks like it.”

Were it not for his own bitterness of spirit, evoked
by the unexpected turn taken by the conversation,
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Armstrong must have been startled by the rage
which convulsed Stephanovitch’s face. He saw noth-
ing of this, however, and was staring gloomily into
space when his eyes chanced to catch the wondering
look of a policeman standing at the corner of Carlos
Place. Then he glanced at his companion again,
and was amazed by the Russian’s vindictive expres-
sion. Before he could speak again, the other, ap-
parently yielding to impulse, brought forth the en-
velope once more.

“Tell the driver to take us there,” he growled,
indicating the address.

" “Why? I am satisfied with your explanation.”

“Tell him,” persisted the other.

“ But there is no reason. I quite believe you live
there.”

The Russian flung his hand outwards in anger.

“What do I care what you believe!” he cried.
“If you are a friend of these English people, you
must warn them that Boris Melnikoff can never
marry one of their kin. Come with me. I will show
you his wife.”

“ His wife!” gasped Armstrong, horrified by the
mere hint of a vulgar intrigue into which the name
of Ermyntrude might be drawn. .

“The woman destined to be his wife!” roared the
other, thoroughly excited, and careless of the at-
tention he attracted from those who caught sight
of his huge form and frenzied gestures. * Boris
Melnikoff can marry but one woman in the world.
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He knows that. Let him beware lest I carve the
recollection on his heart.”

It was essential that Frank should calm the man.
A giant, bellowing threats in Russian, and sawing
the air with clenched fists over the doors of a han-
som, is not a customary object in Berkeley Square.
Passing chauffeurs and cabmen were grinning sar-
castically, and pedestrians were standing on the pave-
ment to look after the vehicle, while Armstrong be-
came aware that their own driver was squinting at
them through the little trap-door in the roof.

To pacify the Russian, he assured him that, after
depositing his belongings at his Jermyn Street lodg-
ings, he would accompany him. Thenceforth, not
a word would Ivan utter until they reached the neigh-
borhood of Charlotte Street. At some little dis-
tance, seeming to recognize his whereabouts, he told
Armstrong to stop the vehicle. They proceeded on
foot to one of the soiled houses of a bygone ele-
gance which are to be found in that part of London.
Letting himself in with a latch-key, the Russian,
followed by his strangely-made acquaintance, went
rapidly upstairs to the first floor.

It was dark there, and the solitary door communi-
cating with the inner suite of apartments was veiled
by a heavy curtain. The big man, energetic in his
movements notwithstanding his great stature, turned
the handle as he swept aside the portiére, and Arm-
strong heard a woman’s voice cry, gladly,—

“Is that you, Vonia?”
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Vonia stands for Ivan in Russian much as “ Jack »
for “John” in English, and its use now showed
that the man hailed in that manner must be an inti-
mate friend or relative of the speaker.

“ Hush, Natushka,” he replied. “1I bring one to
meet thee.”

Armstrong caught a startled ejaculation; but it
was he, and not the woman suddenly encountered in
the strong light of the sitting-room, who was taken
at a disadvantage. At first he was spellbound. He
entered a dingy London dwelling and found therein
an Eastern odalisque, attired in robes of barbaric
splendor, and beautiful as the dark-haired Gulbeyaz,
of whose charms Byron wrote,—

¢ Her presence was as lofty as her stats,
Her beauty of that overpowering kind
Whose force description only would sbate:
I'd rather leave it much to your own mind.”

The woman, or girl, for she was not twenty years
of age, might have been the youthful queen of some
old-time Trans-Caspian realm. She was tall and
finely modeled, with the full lips, the creamy skin
which Persian poets give to their * moon-faced ”
heroines; the dark, deer-like eyes of the rarest type
of Georgian loveliness. Her shining black hair was
caught back from a smooth forehead by a gold
circlet. Around her graceful neck was another
golden ornament, its fine mesh lying flat, and glint-
ing dully as it followed the curves of her throat.
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A bodice of light-blue silk was half revealed by a
flowing robe of white muslin, fastened at her slim
waist by a golden belt. But it was not her costume,
* nor the wondrous effect of her Eastern beauty, which
finally held Armstrong’s gaze. Circlet, necklet, and
belt each bore the device of three tents in large
triangle-shaped rubies, picked out in lines of tiny
opals.

Even while the two were gazing in wonder at each
other—for the girl seemed to be almost as surprised
as the man—the big Russian cried,—

“ What is your name, Englishman? ”

Armstrong told him.

“It conveys little to my ears,” said the other.
“ You must write it in Russian characters, so that
my sister may know how to find you if she needs
your help.”

Armstrong was too bewildered to say then that in
a few days he would be far from England, even
if he had the power to serve either of them in any
way. He wrote his name, his present lodgings, and
the address of his agents, and handed the paper to
Ivan.

“ You will know Natushka again if you see her? ”
asked the latter, his face lighting with a smile as
he regarded the girl, who, for her part, was obvi-
ously not so timid now that she had covertly eyed
the handsome, stalwart young Englishman.

“I do not think I will ever forget her,” said
Frank, with a leok of involuntary admiration.
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“Then you have met the lady who alone may be-
come the wife of him who styles himself Prince Boris
Melnikoff. Should there be any who doubt, tell
them I said it—I—Ivan Stephanovitch!”

Armstrong fancied that Natushka—who no more
resembled the man who called her sister than Venus

Aphrodite resembles the god Pan, half-goat, half-
satyr—did not attach to this announcement a tithe

of the eager confidence that Ivan displayed. But
he was given little time to form any theory on this
point. The Russian signified that their talk had
ended.

“ You will pardon me now if I bid you farewell,”
he said, with gruff courtesy. “I have many mat-
ters to occupy me, and I would be alone with my
sister, as she knows naught of events which have
taken place this morning.”

“Is there anything wrong, Vonia?” asked the
girl.

“T will tell thee all, Natushka. But we must be
alone.”*

Armstrong had no option now but to take leave
of them. When he reached the street he could hardly
believe that the extraordinary pair he had just
quitted had a real existence, so utterly were they at
variance with the outward and visible aspect of the
disheveled hinterland of Tottenham Court Road.

He debated seriously with himself the pros and
cons of the adventure. Was he justified in with-
holding his knowledge from the police? It was a
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difficult matter for a man who held the King’s com-
mission to adhere to a pledge hastily given to one
who might be a dangerous desperado. At last he
resolved to telegraph to Lord Carlingham, asking
him to come to town.

It was, perhaps, as well not to determine upon
a course of action too quickly; yet, in the very act
of writing the message, he stopped and tore up the
paper. Was he to inform his friend of the arro-
gant statement made by Ivan with regard to the
Prince’s matrimonial prospects? Would not Er-
myntrude, if the story reached her, believe that he
was inspired by other motives than a disinterested
desire to serve her? Would not even the loyal-hearted
Carlingham himself suspect him?

The sting of the thought brought its own remedy.
.He determined to wash his hands clean of the whole
business, visit his agents, make some purchases, and
pass the few remaining days of his leave in Paris.
This grasping of the nettle relieved the tension of
his soul. Ermyntrude was not for him, and he was
far too resolute and high-minded a man to go about
the world brooding over the unattainable.

He passed the afternoon busily and pleasantly.
About five o’clock he drove to his chambers, to see
his kit being packed in readiness for a start next
morning. Turning out of Lower Regent Street, he
overtook a newsboy running along Jermyn Street
with a contents bill: “ The Ascot Outrage: Sensa-
tional Discovery.” ;
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When his cab pulled up, he waited for the boy

and bought a paper.
. “If I were a journalist I could make a readable
article out of my own connection with the affair,”
he thought as he unfolded the sheet. “I wonder
what the new development is? *

He soon learnt. His horrified eyes devoured the
statement that the corpse of a woman, believed,
from documents found in her possession, to be a
Russian, had been found in a pond in the wood which
sheltered Prince Melnikoff’s assailant.

“We understand,” the paragraph continued,
“ that the police have no doubt the poor creature was
foully murdered. She was dead, strangled, before
her body was thrust into the water, but, to make
assurance doubly sure, her brutal assailant had bound
her hands and feet with cords. The medical evidence
will show that she had been dead about four hours
when found, so it is no far-fetched theory which
links this grewsome tragedy with the attack made
on Prince Boris Melnikoff early this morning in the
same locality.”

The blood rushed from Armstrong’s face and left
him pallid. His heart throbbed with the terrible
thought that possessed him.

“ Great Heavens!” he muttered. I am screening
a murderer! That man, Ivan Stephanovitch, must

have been responsible for this unfortunate woman’s
death!”
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CHAPTER V
PRINCE MELNIKOFF’S DISDAIN

Ar first Armstrong told himself that there was
now only one course open to him. He must go
straight to Scotland Yard and disclose the whole
of the facts to the police. Yet he was so disturbed
by the possible bearing of the crime on the life of
a girl for whom he entertained a hopeless love that
he checked the impulse to proceed without delay to
the police headquarters.

The young officer was no milk-sop, fresh from
country vicarage or crammer’s, nor yet was he a
feather-brained boy, more pleased than otherwise at
being in active touch with a tragedy at once myste-
rious and thrilling. He had discovered, early in
life, that hard work advances a man in the Army
as in any other profession, and he was credited, by
his friends and superiors, with the characteristics
of clear judgment and sound common-sense.

Seated quietly in his own room, he calmly reviewed
the evidence which he alone could adduce against
- Ivan Stephanovitch. He was not devoid of some
legal experience attained by service on regimental
courts-martial, and he soon perceived that, as far
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as “ evidence ” was concerned, there was none. Sus-
picion undoubtedly attached to the man. Probably,
when the police were made acquainted with his move-
ments, they would arrest him. But, unless some vital
circumstances came to light, there was no chance
of the Russian being convicted.

And certain aspects of the affair tended to ex-
onerate him altogether. A murderer, flying from the
scene of his crime, was a most unlikely person to
reveal his abode to a man who recognized him by
accident. Although the big Russian was undoubt-
edly disguised, and had admitted meeting Prince
Boris that morning, he was quite candid in his state-
ments. Moreover, when given an excellent chance
of misleading his questioner as to his identity, not
only did he refuse to avail himself -of it, but he ab-
solutely insisted that Armstrong should accompany
him to the house wherein dwelt that marvelously
beautiful enigma, Natushka.

Certainly, Stephanovitch’s words seemed to hint
at knowledge of the terrible deed brought to light
by the Ascot police. But was it conceivable that a
man racing hot-foot from the place where his vic-
tim was hidden could so utterly forget or ignore
his own danger as to take a stranger into his con-
fidence, when he must unquestionably be suspected
of complicity in a crime that was sure to be discov-
ered sooner or later?

The more Frank wrestled with the problem, the
more bewildering it became. And there was another
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disturbing thought. The person most anxious that
the local police should cease their painstaking inves-
tigations was Prince Melnikoff himself. True, if
the dead woman were the bomb-thrower, the prince
could not have caused her death. A party of mo-
torists came to his rescue at the very instant of
the attack, and Armstrong had left him still in their
company.

The thing bristled with difficulties. A visit to
Scotland Yard did not seem to be such a simple mat-
ter of duty after half-an-hour’s quiet reflection as it
had appeared when first he read the paragraph in
the newspaper.

Ultimately, he decided that, whatever the personal
inconvenience caused, his contemplated visit to Paris
must be postponed, and Lord Carlingham taken into
his confidence. Again, it was not compatible with
the friendship existing between himself and the mem-
bers of the Valletort household that he should rush
off to Scotland Yard and drag them into notoriety
on mere suspicion. No; he must conquer his own
feelings, return to Ascot, and explain things fully
to Carlingham—also, perhaps, to Prince Boris.

If the latter chose, he might explain things in
such wise as to exonerate Stephanovitch. Obviously,
the discreet course to adopt was for Frank to pre-
sent himself at The Cedars by the next train.

June days, in fine weather, spin themselves out
to very late hours by the clock. Though dinner
was long ended, and Lord Valletort, a sleep-loving
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person, had already returned to his suite, it was
still daylight when Frank halted a station hack at
the lodge gates, and walked quietly up the tree-
lined avenue. He did not wish to attract atten-
tion. People would wonder who was arriving if
a vehicle rattled up to the entrance at a late
hour.

The mansion was one of the many commodious
country seats which can be rented about race-time
in the neighborhood of Ascot. Its lawns, gardens,
and ornamental grounds were laid out with exquisite
taste. From the point of view of young people with
a taste for flirtation, it was an earthly paradise of
shaded walks and rustic seats.

Though the majority of guests were faithful to
bridge, there were others who preferred a solitude
@ deux, and Armstrong, who recognized most of the
men and some of the women, wished more than once
he had put off his visit until the morning. He, of
course, was not in evening dress, and a man feels
like a fish out of water under such conditions. The
contrast offered by these peaceful grounds, dim and
fairy-like in the purple light of declining day—with
their flitting figures of elegantly attired women and
attentive cavaliers—and his own bizarre experiences
since first he heard of the attack on Prince Melnikoff,
was so amazing that he could almost question the
reality of all that he had gone through.

It was with an absurd feeling of relief, for which
he fiercely chided himself, that he failed to distin-
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guish in any of the strolling or seated couples the
delicate form of Ermyntrude escorted by the tall
Russian. Indeed, as he approached the door, he saw
Prince Boris emerging from one of the French win-
dows of the drawing-room. Such scraps of conver-
sation as reached his ears from the interior had no
savor of tragedy.

“ Shall I play to hearts?”

“Double hearts.”

“ Are you satisfied? ”

Someone cried to the prince,—

“You can cut in at this table now if you like.
One odd trick settles it.”

~ “No, thanks,” he said. “I am going to smoke
in the garden. There are so few fine evenings in
England that it is a pity to miss one.”

He heard Frank’s quick tread on the path, and
turned sharply.

“ Hello, Armstrong!” he said. “I thought you
had gone to London? ” -

“1 went there after I parted from your Highness
this morning. But urgent private affairs, as we say
in the Service, have brought me back.”

The prince appeared to hesitate a moment.

1 suppose you have come to see somebody? > he
inquired. '

“Yes. Indeed, I was about to find Carlingham
and ask him to bring you into council.”

“Me! You have returned at this late hour to
see me!”
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A rustle of skirts near the window caused Frank
to say hurriedly,—

“Do you know where Carlingham is?

“Is his presence indispensable? ” asked the Rus-
sian, with a careless hauteur that disdained the pos-
sibility of being overheard.

“Who are you talking about?” cried Lady Er-
myntrude, appearing suddenly. “ Mr. Armstrong!
_ Can it possibly be you?”

“I trust the day’s wanderings have not made me
unrecognizable,” he laughed, made master of his emo-
tions by réason of the bitter knowledge that these
two had evidently intended to pass out together into
the garden.

“You come and go so mysteriously,” she said,

innocently, for a girl budding into womanhood can
place a man on the rack without knowing the tor-
ture she inflicts.

“ My presence at this late hour certainly requires

explanation,” he replied. “I really came to see your °

brother—and Prince Melnikoff.” _

“ A polite way of telling me that I am de trop.
Very well. I forgive you, and will try to find
Jimmie.” '

She vanished. The Russian, manifestly annoyed,
controlled his temper sufficiently to say with loud-
voiced candor,—

“ It must indeed be important, Mr. Armstrong,
this business which brings you so unexpectedly from
London.”
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“ Tt is, or seems to be, at present. I would not
intrude on you otherwise.”

Melnikoff smiled, came nearer, and lowered his
tone.

“ You make me curious,” he said. ‘ Permit me
to express the hope that it does not concern the
stupid incident of this morning.”

“T fear that the two are bound up so closely that
your Highness will recognize the connection even
more clearly than I do.”

“ Then I must decline to discuss the matter. It—
bores me.”

The prince’s affable manner suddenly changed to
an air of extreme reserve. He turned on his heel,
and would have re-entered the drawing-room, had
not Armstrong, though bitterly resenting the disa-
greeable task imposed on him, said quietly,—

“ Someone must hear me. If not you, I am bound
to appeal to the authorities. I have met Ivan
Stephanovitch, and his sister, Natushka.”

Had the Russian touched a live wire he could
not have started back from the window more rap-
idly. His handsome face was distorted with rage
as he grasped Armstrong’s shoulder and almost
whispered,—

“You are bold, my young friend, or you would
not mention those names to me. Let me warn you
in turn I am not the man to permit any insolent med-
dler to interfere in my affairs.”

His mien was so domineering that at any other
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time Armstrong would have flung back the words
with quick defiance. Now, realizing that many things
were at stake, and anxious only to disentangle him-
self from the net which fate was spreading before
his feet, he retorted coolly,—

“Keep your threats for those who fear them,
Prince Melnikoff. I am here to-night not to med-
dle but to help. In Lord Carlingham’s presence I
will explain myself.”

The other growled an oath in Russian.

“Why drag him into it? ” he demanded, fiercely.

Frank was ready for this thrust. On no account
would he hint at solicitude on behalf of the woman
he loved.

“ Because it is by the merest accident that he is
not in my place. He, too, has met one of the per-
sons I have named. Had he traveled to London to-
day he would probably have been brought face to
face with the other. Here he comes. Be good
enough to bottle up your wrath until you hear what
I have to say.”

Prince Boris was obviously disturbed, but he was
silenced by Armstrong’s icy indifference to his.lordly
wrath. At any rate, he held his tongue for the
moment.

Carlingham, after his first exclamation of sur-
prise, quickly perceived that something of grave sig-
nificance had brought his friend back to Ascot. He
led the others to his own bedroom, where they could
talk without being disturbed. As the three young
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men were mounting the main staircase, Prince
Melnikoff’s French valet asked his master to grant
him a word. Whatever message the man delivered,
it was of interest. The prince glanced at his
watch, murmured an instruction, and rejoined the
others. '

Armstrong lost no time in placing them in pos-
session of his adventures. Prince Melnikoff’s face
lost its puzzled expression when the Englishman de-
scribed the similarity of the marks on the knife-
handle to those engraved on the opal.

“It is nothing,” he interrupted impatiently.
“Ivan and I are of the same house. We are Cos-
sacks of the Don— fellow-clansmen’ you call it
. here.”

“I recognized him,” went on Frank, “and ac-
costed him in Paddington Station. I did not know
at that hour that a woman’s body had been found
in a pond—"

“Pooch! Some poor creature who committed sui-
cide,” broke in the prince again.

“ The newspapers say it is a clear case of mur-
der. However, that is a matter for the police.
In England, Prince Melnikoff, as you are doubtless
aware, such discoveries are not hushed up. But the
really vital thing is that this man, becoming infuri-
ated by a harmless remark of mine, almost forced
me to accompany him to a house in Charlotte Street,
where I saw a young woman—a beautiful Circassian
or Georgian I thought her—whom he introduced as
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your plighted wife. Before I met her he had made
the same assertion, and backed it up with threats.
Surely it would not have been a friendly act had I
left England without telling you of this strange
rencontre, or merely informed the authorities.”

Now, it was clear to both Armstrong and Car-
lingham that, as the narrative progressed, the Rus-
sian regained his wonted good-humor.

Indeed, when Armstrong paused he laughed.

“Is that all?” he cried. “Poor Ivan is a
lunatic. The girl is not his sister. She is his ward,
the daughter of a friend. My conscience is quite
unburthened with regard to her. There was some
sort of a foolish compact made in infancy by our
respective parents. Is a man to be bound by such -
folly mowadays?

His words were plausible enough, and his man-
ner that of profound relief. But Armstrong’s pur-
pose was not to be brushed aside so lightly, though
he realized that Prince Melnikoff seemed to dread
hearing something wholly at variance with the rev-
elation that was so startling to English ears.

“ No matter what grounds Stephanovitch had for
his statements, they concerned you and you only,”
he said. * Naturally, I have no reason to thrust
myself into your private affairs, nor would I have
come here to-night, were it not that a murder is
publicly reported—a murder which surely seems to
have a close bearing on the attack of which you were
the victim this morning.”
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“T don’t think you ought to feel sore with Arm-
strong,” put in Carlingham, looking fixedly at the
Russian. “ Nine men out of ten, in his position,
would have shifted the responsibility off his shoul-
ders by calling at the nearest police-station.”

“ Oh, of course, I am exceedingly obliged to him!”
cried the prince. “It is hard to make my position
intelligible to you matter-of-fact Englishmen. My
country is in a transition stage. Revolutionary ideas
are fighting against feudalism. How would a com-
munity of British Radicals have fared under the
Tudors? Answer that question, and you will begin
to understand modern Russia. I have enemies whom
I bave never seen, whom I have never injured, whose
grievances, whether real or imaginary, I cannot re-
dress. This man, Ivan Stephanovitch, saw me this
morning——"

“ Before or after the bomb was thrown? ” broke
in Lord Carlingham.

“ After. Indeed, I met him near the lodge. I
stopped the car when I saw him, and that was how I
came to miss my opal. He was there to-day as a
friend. To-morrow, or next day, should he become
aware of circumstances which would render my mar-
riage with the charming Natushka impossible, he may
prove my bitterest foe. Am I to blame? ”

Armstrong felt the quiet irony of the words, but
he contented himself by saying,—

“May I ask your Highness if you have reason
to believe that Stephanovitch was not connected in
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any way with the death of the woman found in the
pond? ”

“I am quite certain of it. And now I am sure
you will pardon me if I hurry away.”

He quitted them, seemingly careless what con-
struction they placed on his attitude. He had all
the impatience of a man in love. Beneath, there
waited Lady Ermyntrude—and the garden: why
waste time over a fruitless discussion?

“I have discharged a very unpleasant task,” said
Frank to his friend. “It does not call for further
interference on my part. I am off now, and can
leave for Paris to-morrow as I intended.”

“ There is something underhanded about the whole
affair,” growled Carlingham, his usually bright face
clouded with thought. ‘ Any other johnny would
have been anxious to probe thoroughly into an in-
cident which is, to say the least, highly suspicious.”

“You mean the presence of our anarchist ac-
quaintance at Ascot to-day?”

“I hardly know what I mean except this—that
I’'m dead against the notion of having a Cossack
prince, with his family feuds and attendant bomb-
throwers, as a brother-in-law!”

“Is his highness your sister’s accepted suitor,
then? ” asked Frank, quietly, though it cost him
an effort to meet Carlingham’s anxious eyes un-
flinchingly.

“Not quite that, perhaps, but the mext thing
to it.”
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“ He is a great man, and very popular. Lady Er-
myntrude will have a splendid career.”

“ Oh, rot!” was the ungracious comment. * Don’t
try to spoof me, Frank. And, look here, don’t hurry
away to-night. A police inspector called to-day,
and said that letters with the Saratoff postmark were
found in that unfortunate woman’s pocket.”

“It is quite impossible,” said Armstrong, firmly.
“Thus far I have been forced into action, much
against my will What would Prince Melnikoff
say, what would your sister think, if they heard
I was busying myself further in the prince’s
affairs? »

“Give me Stephanovitch’s address!” cried the
other, after gazing moodily through the window into
the deepening gloom without.

Frank hesitated.

“You will not do any good by mixing yourself
up with these people,” he urged.

“Good or ill, I am the only one who will lift
a finger to secure Ermie’s happiness,” said her
brother, vehemently.  There’s my father! He will
simply do what the mater tells him, and she thinks
that to be called ¢ Princess’ Something-or-other is a
sort of beatitude. As for Ermie herself, she’s only
a girl, full of dreams and wonderful aspirations.
I don’t think she cares a red cent about this chap,
but she fancies she will play the part of Providence
to downtrodden millions. Damn it, Frank, I am the
only person in the family with any brains.”
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Were it not for his own somber thoughts, Arm-
strong could have laughed at this angry young
egotist. He wrote the Russian’s address, and the
two walked through the grounds to the lodge, where
Frank’s cabman was told to await his return.

But the vehicle had vanished.

The station was nearly a mile distant, and Arm-
strong, instead of having ample leisure to catch
the last train to London, would be compelled to
run the whole distance if he wished to be in time.
The lodge-keeper’s wife threw some light on the
disappearance of the cab.

“ A gentleman came from the house about ten
minutes ago,” she said. “ He asked the cabman
why he was waiting, and the man said he had brought
a fare from the station. Oh,’ said the gentleman,
‘he is staying all night. I will pay you. Drive me
to the station.’”

“ A gentleman from the house!” cried the aston-
ished Carlingham. “Did you know him? »

“ No, my lord.”

They were all alike strangers to the woman, who
did not even recognize Lord Valletort’s heir at first
until she looked closely at him.

“ But what was he like? It was a most extraor-
dinary trick. No one was leaving to-night.”

“He was a short, thin gentleman, my lord. I
think he was a Frenchman.”

“We haven’t such a person staying with us!”
he cried, still more amazed.
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“This is a day of queer events,” said Frank.
“ Anyhow, I must run for it. Good-by, Jimmie.”

“ Just a moment, sir,” said the woman, anxiously,
as she feared a complaint might be made to the
owner of the house. * Can you ride a bicycle? »

“Yes-’,

“Then you can have my husband’s, and if you
leave it at the Station Hotel he will call for it in
the morning.”

“The very thing,” he assented. “I am greatly
indebted to you.”

Hence, the spiriting away of his conveyance was
no serious matter. He reached the station in good
time, and sharply scrutinized the waiting vehicles in
order to find his own driver.

He could not see the man, so he walked straight
to a first-class carriage and took a corner seat. Hap-
pening to look out, he saw a “short, thin gentle-
man,” apparently a Frenchman, reach the departure
platform from across the rails. It was Prince
Melnikoff’s valet, whom he had seen on the stairs
at The Cedars little more than half an hour earlier.

Instantly Frank realized that the prince’s servant
had directed the cabman to set him down on the
arrival side of the station, possibly to hinder any
inquiry being made in case the infuriated fare left
at The Cedars managed to put in an appearance be-
fore the train left.

It was an extraordinary fact that twice in one
day Armstrong should have set out for London from
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different towns, and on each occasion be confronted
with some individual whose fortunes were bound up
with those of the Russian prince.

“If I were superstitious,” he said to himself, “ I
would recognize the hand of fate in this coincidence.
As it is, I defy fate. Indeed, I am a fool to trouble
myself about these things.”



CHAPTER VI
TRAPPED

Carerrss whether or not the valet recognized
him, Armstrong hurried to the nearest taxi-cab, and
he was set down at his chambers in Jermyn Street in
a surprisingly short time. He. was tired, anxious to
forget his perplexities in sleep, yet no sooner had
the front door closed behind him than he was con-
fronted with a fresh bewilderment.

The proprietor of the house, a retired butler,
emerged from the basement. He had evidently been
on the watch for his tenant.

“ Just a moment, sir,” said the man. * There
have been some queer goings-on here durmg your
absence.”

He glanced cautiously up the main staircase.
Some other occupant of the flats was descending.

“ Will you kindly step into my sitting-room, sir?
he continued, in the low tone of the confidential and
discreet servant.

Frank followed him, wondering what new marvel
would be crowded into this day of surprises.

“Now, Mr. Tomkins,” he said, when they were
alone, * what is it? ”»
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“ Well, sir, you hadn’t been gone many minutes
when a lady came to see you—a remarkable-looking
young lady she was, too.”

Instantly Armstrong guessed who this mysterious

visitor might be.

'~ “Was she a foreigner?” he asked.

“ She was so much of a foreigner that nobody
could make out a word she said. But she had a
piece of paper with your name and address onm it,
and—begging your pardon, sir—I thought it was
your handwriting.”

Mr. Tomkins smiled knowingly, but Frank was too
amazed to make any effort to dispel the worthy pro-
prietor’s doubts. '

“Yes,” he said, impatiently. “I imagine it was
& Russian lady whom I have met.”

¢ Ah, that’s it!” cried the other. * What between
me and my wife, she having been a lady’s-maid who
traveled a bit, we can generally get along with scraps
of French and German, but your friend, sir—"

“ She is no friend, a mere acquaintance.”

“ Anyhow, sir, she is a powerful fine young
woman, and she caused a rare fuss here.”

“In what way?”

“ She came in a cab, sir, and first of all she
held out a handful of silver, meaning me to pay
the cabman. She had a big cloak on, and I didn’t
see her extraordinary rig-out until she came in and
showed me the paper, talking at me all the time
like one o’clock. My missus came upstairs, and be-
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tween us we made her understand that you were out.
That brought tears, and she sat down on the stairs,
meaning to wait until you came back. Of course,
that wouldn’t do, with gentlemen and their friends
coming in to dress for dinner, and by that time
Mrs. Tomkins had spotted her dress—which was just
like that of the dancing-girl on the curtain of the
Alhambra.”

Frank would have enjoyed the recital were it
not for the unexpected nature of Natushka’s visit,
and its probable relation to affairs at Ascot. He
knew that to hurry Mr. Tomkins in his narrative
would be fatal to its coherence, so he contented him-
self with a nod of recognition.

“ Well, sir, we brought her in here, and the poor
young thing calmed down a bit. You see, she seemed
to realize that we would let her await your return.
All at once, after she had been sitting quietly for -
an hour or so, she heard me answering an inquiry at
the door, and my missus said she never in all her
life saw anyone look so frightened. She knew the
man’s voice, I suppose.”

“ What man?” cried Frank, who itched to shake
Tomkins’s story out of him.

“IPm coming to him. He rang and asked for
you. I said you were out. Then he asked if a
young lady had called to see you, and I’m blessed
if he didn’t describe the girl in the sitting-room.”

“Did he speak English? ”

- % Oh, yes, sir, as well as any of us!”
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“Surely he was not a very tall, strongly-built
man, with heavy features, clean-shaven: ”

“ Not a bit like him, sir. He was quite a nice-
looking old gentleman with a beard, and he said the
lady was his daughter.”

(19 Oh ! ”

““ That’s exactly what I said, sir. It changed the
venoo, as the lawyers say. So I just invited him to
.step in, and as soon as he set eyes on the poor girl
crying in one corner he began to pitch into her in
their own lingo. But he wasn’t nasty to her. I
will say that for him. He seemed to be urging her
to do something, and at last she went away with
him”

“ Was that all? ¥

“ It was, and it wasn’t, sir. Mrs. Tomkins and
I both agreed that the young woman gave us a kind
of entreating glance, as much as to say, ¢ Ask Mr.
Armstrong to come and help me.’ She got into a
taxi quietly enough, and they drove off together.”

Frank glanced at his watch. The hour was late,
but he thought it best to demand an immediate ex-
planation of Natushka’s visit.

He was soon carried to the neighborhood of
Charlotte Street. To avoid observation, he alighted
at the corner, and strolled up the opposite side of
the street in order to survey the Russian’s abode, and
see if there were lights in any of the rooms.

As he approached the house, he became aware of
a commotion. A man was hammering at the door
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and making noise enough to wake the Seven Sleep-
ers. A policeman was there, too, and a sudden
altercation sprang up between the officer and the
strenuous person who demanded admission so
vigorously.

“ Look here!” protested the constable, “ you can’t
go on with that racket all night. There’s nobody
in.’Q

“But it ees important, M’sieur. Dey are here.
My master tell me so0.”

“It doesn’t matter what your master told you.
You are disturbing the whole street. Can’t you see
the house is empty? ”

The policeman stepped back, and flashed his lamp
over the windows. The blinds were not lowered.
Apparently no one had been in the front rooms since
night fell.

“ Just one morc leetle knock, and I go,” appealed.
the Frenchman, in vhom Frank promptly recognized
the prince’s valet.

If the man did not thump again so loudly on the
knocker, he pulled the bell energetically. Arm-
strong heard its jingle across the width of the
street.

It was useless. After a prolonged wait, the for-
eigner turned away with a bitter imprecation. His
business was evidently of a mature that aroused his
anxiety to an extent not often seen in a servant who
“merely endeavors to carry out his employer’s be-
hests,
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Followed by the somewhat suspicious constable,
who regarded everyone speaking broken English as
a doubtful character, the man walked towards the
. well-lighted area of Tottenham Court Road. There
he sprang into a motor omnibus going south. Arm-
strong boarded the next ’bus, which, fortunately for
him, endeavored to get ahead of its predecessor be-
fore reaching the advantageous stand opposite the
Horse Shoe.

The two vehicles raced down the thoroughfare,
and a woman with parcels settled the fate of Num-
ber One, which pulled up. ‘Hastily paying his fare,
Frank alighted and entered the Frenchman’s vehicle.
The man was sitting in a corner, and there were only
two other passengers.

Armstrong took a seat near him, and, npea.hng
French, said, affably,—

“I heard you paid for my cab at Ascot. How
much do I owe you?”

For an instant the man was stupefied. Then he
seemed to recall the speaker’s identity.

“Cré nom!” he exclaimed. “It is impossible.”

“Not at all. I borrowed a bicycle. But I for-
give you. Prince Melnikoff is an imperious person.”

“M’sieur! I am bewildered. I do not know what
you mean.” '

The valet was endeavoring to gain time, to gather
his scattered wits. Armstrong decided to press him
hard.

“It is of no account,” he said, “ especially since
T4
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you failed to forestall my visit to Ivan Stephano-
vitch.”

“ You—followed me! > gasped the man.

“ More than that. I know why you journeyed so
hastily to London. Natushka had visited my apart-
ment.”

He thought, by using names, to disconcert Prince
Boris’s messenger so utterly that a valuable dis-
closure might be blurted out.

“Do you know where she is?” was the prompt
question.

Frank smiled.

“I may answer your questions afterwards,” he
said. “ At present you must answer mine. What
was your object in going to Charlotte Street to-
night? »

“We cannot talk here,” muttered the other.
. “Come with me. I will bring you to those who
know more than 1.”

Not another word would the man say until they
quitted the omnibus and walked towards Soho Square.

His attitude puzzled Armstrong. He seemed to
be frightened, a timid nature mixed up in events so
dangerous that they overpowered him. A consum-
mate rogue must be a good actor, and the French-
man was a past master in the intriguer’s art, though
his companion was too impressed by his apparent
state of terror to remember the coolness with which,
earlier in the evening, he had spirited the cab away
from The Cedars. -
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They halted outside a house which was let to va-
rious occupants, judging by the row of small let-
tered tablets, each with its electric bell, on one side
of the door.

The Frenchman entered confidently enough.

¢ Come,” he said, * Ivan must be here.”

They mounted the stairs and entered a flat on the
third floor. The staircase and landings were un-
lighted. The darkness was intense. Frank gave no
thought to personal danger. The puny Frenchman
was not of a type to inspire distrust of that char-
acter. So may a small and harmless-looking reptile
be of a most deadly and vicious type.

“Have you a match?” asked the valet, pausing
in front of a door, and fumbling with a key.

“Yes.” Frank produced a box.

The lock was too stiff for trembling fingers.

“My hands are not strong,” said the valet.
“ Give me the matches. Perhaps you can turn the
key.”

The man was so anxious that he stuttered, and his
swarthy face was livid.

Though surprised at this renewed agitation, Frank
did not hesitate. He stooped to negotiate the lock
while the Franchman struck another match. The
door opened with unexpected ease. Armstrong
straightened himself, and was about to allow the
other to enter before him when he was attacked so
suddenly from behind that, for an instant, he could
not recover his balance.
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A sinewy hand gripped his throat, a knee was
placed against his back, and, while thus bent and
powerless, he was thrown violently into the dark
interior of the flat. The door slammed, and the
key was turned in the lock. Even as he sprang to
his feet, enraged and ready to fight for his life,
he knew that he was a prisoner.



CHAPTER VII

NEW BCENES AND OLD MEMORIES

His first sentient thought was to reach the wall.
Stretching out a hand, he touched a smooth sur-
face, and with quick noiselessness planted his back
against the protection thus afforded in the event of
another cowardly onslaught. Then he listened, with
every muscle braced for strenuous combat.

Even in his hot anger at the way in which he had
been trapped he retained his ready judgment. He
knew that no attack could have been prepared for
him. The Frenchman had undoubtedly been taken
by surprise, but, with the cunning of a fox, had
planned an easy method of stopping further sur-
veillance.

Even while Armstrong waited, breathlessly intent,
for the slightest sound of approaching danger, he
heard the banging of a door beneath. The valet
was now in the street again, and hurrying away,
chuckling over the discomfiture of the man who
thought him a weakling, ready to be scared by the
first sign of failure.

The prisoner gradually came to the conclusion
that there was none other but himself in the set of
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apartments. He almost laughed at the simplicity
with which he had handed over his matches. But
a habitual smoker often has a loose vesta or two
in his pockets, and, feeling diligently through his
clothes, he was delighted to find a worn and raveled
wax match, the head of which was intact.

With the utmost care, and heedless of burnt fin-
gers, he struck it on the sole of his boot, and the
first tiny gleam revealed a gas bracket in the hall.
There was a quick rush of escaping air, proving that
the light had not been used for some time. Then,
to his great relief, while the match still flickered, the
gas came, and he lit it.

Conquering the impulse which prompted an effort
to rush into the street and undertake a useless hunt
through the narrow thoroughfares of Soho, on the
chance that he might encounter the man who had so
skillfully hoodwinked him, he surveyed his sur-
roundings.

Four doors opened out of the central passage.
The place was meagerly furnished. When he had
examined each room he formed the opinion that it
was not actually tenanted by anyone, but used as
an occasional refuge, a rendezvous.

In the largest room were two tables, several chairs,
and a collection of empty bottles and tins, suggest-
ing the preparation of meals which needed little or
no cooking. In another apartment he found a bed;
beneath it, a tin trunk, empty, save for a few

papers.
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These were unopened copies of French newspa-
pers, and some cuttings from German and Italian
prints of Socialistic character. The newspaper
wrappers showed that they had passed through the
post. They were addressed to “ Mons. Jacques
Dumanet,” at a number in Shaftesbury Avenue, and
Armstrong realized that the name was an alias, as
“ Dumanet ” is the French equivalent for *“ Tommy
Atkins.”

Satisfied that the deserted flat would yield little
else to detective research, he pocketed one of the
wrappers, and secured a poker from the sitting-room.
The outer door was locked, not latched, and the valet
had taken the key.

Extinguishing all the gas-jets save that burning
in the hall, Armstrong began his assault on the
lock. It was no child’s task. He was compelled
to batter in a portion of the iron guard before he
could use the poker as a wrench. He fully expected
that the unavoidable noise would attract the atten-
tion of others in the building, but there was only
one way out, and that was via a smashed lock.

At last he succeeded. He opened the door and
looked into the darkness of the staircase, so far as
the light burning within served to illumine it. No
one appeared. Evidently, the occupants of the re-
maining flats had either not heard the racket or
were wise people who minded their own business.

He turned out the gas and groped a slow passage
down the stairs. He had no difficulty in reaching the
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street. Out of curiosity, he walked into Shaftes-
bury Avenue and looked at the house named on the
newspaper wrapper. As he surmised, it was a dingy
shop, devoted to the sale of Continental journals
and a miscellaneous assortment of other goods which
no reasonable being could ever wish to purchase.

He did not know how tired he was until he reached
his own rooms. Then it needed an effort to undress
before he fell asleep. With the morning came a more
fixed determination to free himself from the snares
which beset him during these final hours of a spoiled
holiday. He wrote to Carlingham a brief summary
of events since they parted, posted the letter, and
quitted Charing Cross Station by the 11 a.M. train
for Paris. ;

Three days later he joined a P. and O. steamer at
Marseilles, and found himself in the familiar environ-
ment of Anglo-India, utterly cut off, as it seemed,
from all further participation in the lives of either
Lady Ermyntrude Grandison or her high-placed
Russian wooer.

Certainly, a young officer returning to his Indian
regiment, without special ties or powerful home in-
fluence at work on his behalf, might reasonably
expect that the bitter-sweet romance of the past
month was a chapter in his life now closed forever.
The next fortnight would see him nearing the Coral
Strand, and, learning once more how to make life
comfortable in a temperature of a hundred-and-
anything.
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At this critical moment in Armstrong’s career the
British Foreign Office suddenly woke up to the fact
that Russia and Persia had appointed a Boundary
Commission to settle a disputed frontier near the
southeast corner of the Caspian. The way of the
Russian bear towards the Persian lamb is suspi-
ciously akin to that of the wolf in the fable, so
Whitehall thought it would be well if the backs of
the Shah’s representatives were stiffened by an offi-
cial of the British Embassy at Teheran. The man
deputed for this duty was admirable in every re-
spect save one—he knew no Russian.

In this dilemma the Foreign Office appealed to the
India Office, and a clerk in the latter establishment
made the remarkable discovery that the latest
“ passed interpreter ” was en route to India—would
reach Aden next day, in fact.

Hence, when the * China” anchored in the bay
of the cinder-heap, a cablegram was delivered to
“ Lieutenant Frank Armstrong,” instructing him to
land at Aden “ for further orders.” It was myste-
rious, and, in July, annoying, but the first duty of
a soldier is obedience. Frank and his baggage were
rowed ashore in a boat manned by Arabs. That
night he was given a tiny cabin on a gunboat, which
took him through the Persian Gulf, and, after a
broiling journey up-country, he found himself at
Teheran.

In company with Mr. Claude Egerton, C.S.L, a
young diplomat skilled in the wiles of the East, he
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traveled to Asterabad, where the Boundary Commis-
sioners had assembled. Here a long wrangle took
place before the Russians would consent to the pro-
ceedings being witnessed by two Englishmen. Lon-
don and St. Petersburg became diplomatically hot
on the topic, the Shah was browbeaten by both par-
ties, and at last, after five weary months of talk, the
Commission set to work. Meanwhile, Armstrong was
.gazetted to a captaincy.

At irregular intervals he received letters from
home. One missive, in which Lord Carlingham gave
Prince Melnikoff’s explanation of the valet’s queer
behavior, evoked a dour smile.

“ My man thought Mr. Armstrong was interfer-
ing in an amour of his,” said the prince. “1It is not
reasonable to suppose that I would mix myself up
in such a trivial affair.”

The Countess of Valletort seemed to be so set
on her daughter’s marriage to the Russian that her
son thought it best to desist from active interference.

“I can only cause a first-rate family row,” he
wrote, * and, after all is said and done, Ermie seems
to like the fellow. Still I handed it to him on the
amour proposition—went so far, in fact, as to tell
him that you were far more likely to ¢interfere”
with the master than with the man in that respect.”

Armstrong’s heart thumped somewhat faster than
usual when he read that, but the latest news to hand
was positive. The Countess was going to the States
to visit her relatives, but the Earl, Lady Ermyn-
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trude, and Lord Carlingham were invited to spend
the winter on Prince Melnikoff’s estate at Bannofka.
“ This arrangement seems to clinch matters,” was
Carlingham’s comment. * Ermie has accepted him,
and the marriage takes place in town next April.
Personally, I am more convinced than ever that
my sister does not love him, but is fascinated by her
dreams of sovereign power. Poor old girl, I hope
she will not be disillusioned. Anyhow, we swoop down-
on the Volga some time about Christmas. Write to
me there. When sis and the pater start homeward,
if you are still drawing maps in the vicinity of
Asterabad, I shall try and join you for a few
weeks.”
And then followed a puzzling paragraph,—
“The other day I ran over to Ascot in my car,
and called at the police-station. The police in-
spector told me that the mystery of the woman found
in the pond had been solved. During a brawl in
Soho a man was knifed, and in his possession was
discovered a letter, signed ¢J. D.,’ which said that
Vera Sassulitch had been ¢ removed’ for treachery.
The poor creature’s name was Vera Sassulitch, as
proved by documents she carried. Of course, no one
pretends that this is a satisfactory explanation of
a woman’s death in England, but it reveals the mo-
tive of the crime, and exonerates Melnikoff from even
a passive connection with it. Perhaps we were led
by circumstances into doing him an injustice.”
Armstrong smiled wearily as he read how his
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friend, too, was falling under the spell of the Rus-
sian prince’s magnificence. How, indeed, should
anyone associate his power and wealth with the fate
of a female nihilist done to death on a June morn-
ing in an English wood? The idea was monstrous,
incredible, yet he believed in his soul that, if Prince
Melnikoff told all that he knew, the police would
be able to put a different aspect on the murder of
the hapless Vera Sassulitch.

Although devoted to his profession, and glad of
the opportunity which singled him out for special
service, Frank was conscious that day of a restless,
disturbed feeling foreign to his nature. The low,
sandy hills bordering the Caspian were more dreary;
the Persian encampment looked even dirtier than
usual; the trim mess-tent of the Russian officers,
where he would dine that evening, held less pros-
pect of enjoyment; even the company of those vi-
vacious hosts threatened boredom.

In truth, Lord Carlingham’s letter brought with
it a revivified picture of Ermyntrude, and, during a
bitter hour, Armstrong hated Prince Boris with an
intensity of which he was ashamed when his mind
swung back to its normal state.

Indeed, there was somewhat of a reaction when
he joined the Russians at dinner. He was animated,
gay, talkative to a surprising degree. The meal
had hardly ended before he offered to settle a bet
as to whether any man had ever walked more than
eight miles in an hour by procuring a work of
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reference from his tent in which statistics were
given.

It was quite dark when he crossed the small plain
‘that divided the Russian from the British camps. A
fixed rule with both parties was to carry arms after
night fell, as the wild territory they were survey-
ing was the haunt of robber tribes, whose impartial
forays had, in the first instance, caused the delimi-
tation of frontier to be undertaken.

Recent snow had rendered the ground smooth and
noiseless. Hence, as he meared his tent, his foot-
steps gave no warning, and he was considerably sur-
prised to see one of his native servants rummaging
among his papers.

*Then he remembered that, on the rare occasions
when a European mail reached him, he had sus-
pected that someone was tampering with his bag-
gage, though the idea had vanished when none of his
belongings were missing. Now he had caught the
culprit red-handed.

Wondering what motive inspired the man, he came
stealthily nearer. To his amazement he saw a seem-
ingly illiterate Persian not only reading, but copy-
ing, Lord Carlingham’s letter by the light of a small
lamp. He ran forward and the man turned. His
swarthy skin became green as he looked into the
barrel of a revolver.

“Tell me why you are prying into my corre-
spondence, or I will blow your brains out!” cried
Armstrong, sternly.
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“ Worshipful One, I pray you pardon me,” whim-
pered the man, falling on his knees.

“ Speak, or I fire,” was the demoralizing answer.

“I am paid twenty roubles for a copy of each
letter in which I find the name of Prince Melnikoff,
oh, Merciful Master!?”

“Paid! By whom?”

“ By one whose name I know not. He is a Cos-
sack in the Russian escort.”

“ How many letters have you copied? ”

“ Four, Protector of the Weak.”

“ And how came you, who are able to write and
read English, to be in my service?”

“I was a clerk in Biskra, and I was bidden join
you at all cost. I was paid two hundred roubles for
the journey, and another hundred the day I reported
success.”

Frank remembered that the man pestered him to
be taken on as an extra servant, and, as he seemed
to be intelligent and very willing, there had been no
reason to regret the transaction hitherto. He kicked
the trembling wretch out of the encampment, and
gave strict orders that he was not to be readmitted
within its bounds on any pretext. But the question
firmly planted in his mind was,—

“ What motive inspired Prince Melnikoff, or
someone acting in his name, to be so anxious to
procure copies of the correspondence of a man
buried in the wilds of Northeast Persia? ”

Truly, it was a curious recrudescence of a per-
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plexing episode in his career, an episode he deemed
dead and buried long ago, without leaving other
ghost than a woman’s face, or other memory than
a dream of what might have been.



CHAPTER VIII
A NIGHT Oi‘ SURFPRISES

“ I pox’r think I like Russia, or this part of it,
at any rate,” said Lord Valletort, as he looked dis-
consolately through a window of the breakfast-room
in the Palace of Bannofka, and surveyed a frost-
bound landscape traversed by the plain of the Volga.
The river itself, pent in its sheath of ice, was not
visible, but its course was marked by the passing
of an occasional loaded sleigh, or squad of
Cossacks.

“QOh, I find it charming!” said his daughter.

“ Charming! That word is in every girl’s mouth,”
he growled. “ What is there ¢ charming’ about it?
On one side of a frozen river a pile of rocks; on
the other an ugly plain, which is a swamp when the
snow melts. Take my advice, Ermie, and don’t live
here!”

His lordship had never before been known to
string so many words together in connected sense.
Indeed, there was some excuse to be made for his
peevishness. He missed the comfort of life in Lon-
don, the placid content of days ordered by the al-
manac, of evenings at his club, of discussions with
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others like himself, who summed up nearly every
political question as “ d—d Radicalism.”

“ But Boris says we shall be in residence at Ban-
nofka at least four months each year,” insisted
Ermyntrude.

¢ Silly notion,” was her father’s comment.

“ It really isn’t if we endeavor seriously to build
up the state into a model which shall tend to ele-
vate all Russia. There are roads to be made, and
schools to be erected, and a railway to link up the
interior villages, The people are to be taught to
take an intelligent interest in their own affairs, and
encouraged to develop a communal life such as one
sees in the smallest places of any importance in
England.” -

“ Communal fiddlesticks!” he sniffed. “I don’t
know where you get such nonsensical ideas from.
Not from me, certainly.”

“Poor dad! You must be very stiff a.fter that
long sleigh drive yesterday.”

“Stiff! I was frozen! And to think of living
here! Ugh!”

His lordship shivered, and turned away. from the
unpleasing prospect without, but his discontented
mood gradually yielded to the interior warmth, and
the gratifying scent of breakfast.

Ermyntrude, strong in the superior wisdom of
twenty, remained near the window, and smiled as
her eyes roved over the sunlit plain, its surface
sparkling now as if it were powdered with diamonds.
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Of all the countries in the world, Russia is un-
derstood the least outside its confines. In popular
imagination it is a land of leaden skies and unre-
lieved gloom, where snow falls constantly, and such
cheering gifts of nature as spring flowers and sing-
ing birds are unknown. No picture could be more
untrue. It certainly does not wear the garden-like
aspect of England, nor has it the trim cultivation
of France, but it possesses a fascination of its own,
and the severity of the climate in winter is much
maligned. At Bannofka, when the thermometer had
finally dipped below zero, the air was keen but in-
vigorating, and the far-flung vistas of a purple and
gray landscape were solemnly beautiful.

Lord Carlingham and his sister enjoyed them-
selves unfeignedly. The New Palace, in which they
dwelt, was a comparatively modern structure, re-
plete with every invention to conquer the imtemse
and penetrating cold. It stood in the midst of
ornamental grounds, at the very base of a precipi-
tous rock, to which clung the gaunt walls and de-
fenses of an old castle, mostly in ruins.

Prince Melnikoff had gathered a brilliant party
to grace his hospitality, and do honor to his prom-
ised wife.

Each day, and far into the night, was a round of -
festivities, ranging from bear hunts, sleigh-drives,
and tobogganing to private theatricals, bridge, and
dancing—principally in a ballroom fashioned after
the salle de danse at Versailles.
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Of course, there was little in common between
an English country-house and this mansion on the
banks of the far-off Volga. The domestics were
foreigners for the most part, excepting only a few
trusted officials and the meanest servitors. There
were no tenantry nor local gentry. A bodyguard
of Cossacks or a horde of huntsmen accompanied
all outdoor excursions, and affairs were conducted
within the palace with the smooth ease of a first-
rate hotel. Peasants were seen occasionally, some-
what as stage accessories to a Muscovite drama,
but the members of the house party, including
even the Russian notabilities present, regarded the
moujiks with less interest than a scientist bestows
upon a beetle.

Existence was picturesque, lively, unreal as stage-
land, with the exception that the English guests,
thinking themselves the actors, were really seated
comfortably in the stalls.

Lord Valletort alone, pining for repose, disturbed
because he was expected to talk, had blundered on to
the truth by accident. Yet it was ordained that
even he, in a measure, was to be rudely awakened
from his selfish indolence, for no Greek tragedy was
ever truer to life than the story Bannofka was about
to unfold from its ice-bound records.

Ermyntrude’s head was up in the skies, and her
brother had frankly yielded to the charm of nov-
elty. The boy was a keen sportsman, and he now
found himself in a hunter’s paradise. Prince Boris
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was a boon companion on the days when he was
able to join the smaller band which devoted every
hour to rifle or fowling-piece. Here, in the natural
combat of man against beast, he was in his right
place. His giant stature and great strength ren-
dered him proof against difficulties and dangers
which might have daunted a smaller man.

Once Carlingham saw him save a huntsman’s life
by literally smashing the skull of a huge bear with
the barrel of a broken gun. On another occasion,
the prince, unaided, held a sleigh from following
a pony over a precipice, the animal having shied
at a wolf unexpectedly aroused from a thicket. .
There was nothing more serious involved than the
loss of a small Ukraine Arab and a sleigh-load
of rugs, but, as a feat of strength, it was won-
derful.

Carlingham was not a great admirer of his pro-
spective brother-in-law; yet it was impossible for
an active and athletic youth to witness the Rus-
sian’s cool daring and marvelous physical powers
without yielding him the admiration such attributes
always command.

Towards the end of February the guests began to
thin in number. Some fled to the Riviera to partici-
pate in the close of a brilliant season. Others were
called north to St. Petersburg by official duties,
and Lord Valletort congratulated himself on the
fact that, after a disagreeable journey, he would
soon join the Countess in London, whither her lady-
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ship had returned from America to prepare for
Ermyntrude’s wedding.

¢ After to-night,” said the prince, when Ermyn-
trude and he were sitting in a palm-screened alcove
watching the dancers, ¢ we shall not muster sufficient
people to make a quadrille really lively.”

“It will be a pity,” said the girl. “I have en-
Jjoyed myself here very much.”

“You could say nothing more gratifying. The
time is at hand, perhaps sooner than you think,
when you will be in name, as you are now by accla-
mation, the acknowledged queen of the revels.”

“That is a forbidden topic,” she said, smil-
ingly.

“ Ah, but why? To-night, of all nights, my heart
must break the seal you have imposed on my lips.
Do not be ahgry, sweet one, but who is there I can
trust if not you? Events are marching in Russia.
Life is an easy matter in this great palace, but the
nation, young yet, is suffering from growing-pains.
I have been in communication with St. Petersburg
recently, and to-day I am officially appointed to a
post hitherto held by me nominally. I am governor
of the province!”

“Oh, I am glad!” she cried. “I knew you had
ambition. All you needed was the incentive.”

“ And you supplied that.”

She blushed, and cast down her eyes. She liked
Prince Boris least when he wooed most ardently.

“T meant,” she said, “ that you had not found
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your life’s work, and a man devoted only to a fash-
ionable existence is a mere male mannequin.”

He drew nearer to her.

“ Do not look at life so seriously, my pretty phi-
losopher. You are made for love, not for high
politics, thank Heaven! Ermyntrude, you must
permit me to speak openly. If I would be worthy
of the trust reposed in me by the Tsar, I must re
main at my post during the whole of the present
year. Will you not stay with me?”

“I? How is that possible? ”

“Let us get married immediately. Why wait un-
til April? Your father and brother are here. Your
mother can reach us in four days. Dear girl, make
_ me happy by saying ¢yes.”
~ Notwithstanding the tacit engagement existing
between them, Ermyntrude had always insisted that
the prince and his people were on trial with her.
If she did mot think she would prove a helpmate
worthy of the exalted rank of her suitor, she was
at liberty to withdraw from the compact. Men who
heard of her stipulation smiled, some women sneered,
a few sighed, and those who sighed said, * She does
not love!”

The prince had humored her wish, and the tense
passion in his voice to-night was a new thing. It
startled her. She was bewildered by his sudden at-
tack. She strove to rise, in her momentary agita-
tion, but he detained her gently.

“Listen to me, Ermyntrude,” he whispered.
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“ My dearest desire is to fall in with your slightest
wish. Why should we parade our wedding in Lon-
don? We are happy here. Let us crown our hap-
piness by marriage.”

“You have taken me utterly by surprise,” she
murmured. “I have never thought for one mo-
mt »”

“But you will help me in my career, dear one?
That is why my request is so unexpected,” he broke
in, eagerly.

“ Have you spoken to my father or to my
brother? ” she asked, striving desperately for some
excuse that would serve to postpone an irrevocable
decision.

“No. It is for you to decide—for you to make
me strong enough to overcome all obstacles. For
love of you I could hew my way through a wall of
iron.”

¢ I—I do not know what to say,” she faltered.

Her world had suddenly grown gray and dim, and
some inward monitor warned her not to determine
the one grave step of her life so hurriedly; yet she
would not be a woman were she not flattered by the
homage of such a man as Prince Boris Melnikoff.

“ Act according to the dictates of your heart,”
he whispered, drawing her shrinking form closer, and
fascinating her with the ardor of his eyes.

“ Give me a little time,” she panted. * I—cannot
—bind myself to-night. To-morrow, I promise, we
shall settle matters once and for all.”
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“No. Now! now!” he said, pressing her to his
breast.

“ Please—Ilet me go. Indeed, indeed, I am grate-
ful for your love, and honored that you should sin-
gle me out from the many women who would be
proud .to be your wife. But I am very young, and
ever since I came here I have not given heed to the
true purpose of my visit. I beg of you to grant
me yet a few hours of freedom.”

“ Ermyntrude, it is not freedom. It is bondage
while we are kept apart. As my wife you will be all
in the world that I hold dear.”

It was strange that she should continue to strug-
gle against a fate which promised the happiness
and fortune offered by this determined wooer. And
she might have yielded then to his demand—for the
man loved her with an intensity that caused her, for
the first time, to feel a tumult hitherto unknown—
had not Lord Carlingham chanced to pass.

“There is my brother!” she cried, almost hys-
terically. “ Let us be advised by him.”

“ No,” was the hoarse answer; “ my fate rests in
your hands. I will accept no man’s arbitrament.
See how I trust you. I agree to wait for my answer
until to-morrow. Not a moment longer.”

“You are very good and generous,” she said,
quietly disengaging herself from his arms. * Really
I fear I am not worthy of you. I can only plead
a girl’s hesitation in such an all-important matter as
marriage. But, believe me, Boris, I shall think very
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seriously of what you have said, and I hope my

morning’s answer may be satisfactory to you.”
' With an effort, he regained his wonted air of
courtly grace. He took her hand and bent to kiss
it, a foreign act which would be out of place in an
Englishman, but which he performed with a
courtesy that robbed it of all semblance of af-
fectation.

¢ Until to-morrow, then,” he said. “I must be
content to exist as a suitor awaiting judgment,
though not wholly devoid of hope.”

No attitude could be better devised to win her
sympathy. It savored of absurdity that this noble-
looking man, a Prince of the Russian Empire, and
one occupying an almost regal position, should be
8o humbly dependent on the spoken word of a young
girl. Even Ermyntrude herself was conscious of this
phase in their relations, and had the prince been
content to suggest an early date for their marriage
under ordinary conditions she could scarce have
gainsaid him.

- At the first opportunity, she fled to her own apart-
ments, there to argue out the problem so suddenly
thrust upon her. Although the whole building was
heated with hot air, there was a cheerful fire in her
boudoir. She dismissed her maid and drew a chair
near to the grateful warmth. Being a young per-
son who flattered herself on her capacity for look-
ing facts squarely in the face, she determined then
and there to subject herself to a species of cross-
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examination which should reveal the true state of
her feelings towards Prince Boris Melnikoff.

It must be admitted grudgingly that this very
lovable and beautiful girl thought far more of the
prince than the husband. She must not be blamed.
Her mother had taught her to view matrimony as a
grocer views bacon—as an excellent thing in its way,
but chiefly as a matter of buying and selling. It
was creditable to her intelligence that she had en-
nobled and expanded the idea into a vague design
of benefiting millions of people who would be sub-
Jject to her. How, she did not inquire. Was it not
sufficient that their ruler was her confessed slave?

But to-night an uncanny twist was given to her
reflections. What was this love which inflamed the
eyes and thickened the voice of her lover? What
was the potent spell which brought this great man—
a spoiled child of fortune perhaps, yet dignified and
forceful in his relations with all the world—captive
to the feet of a young and inexperienced girl? The
question thrilled, yet exasperated her. Surely it was
a woman’s lot to love; yet here was she, on the eve
of a monientous decision, casting about for any rea-
son save that which—Heaven be thanked !—has suf-
ficed for men and women since the Creation!

She had reached a fretful stage in her analysis,
and might perchance have frightened herself with a
sudden glimpse of the truth, when a light tap on
the outer door caused her to wheel round quickly in
her chair.
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“Kto tam? ” (*“ Who is there? ”) she cried, being
able to use a good many Russian phrases. Then she
bethought herself. Probably her father or brother
wished to see her. '

“ Come in!” she said, and the words were hardly
uttered before the door opened.

An elderly man, clad in furs—a man with piercing
black eyes and a long beard, whose expression was
at once stern and benignant—stood before her. The
particles of ice glittering on his beard showed that
this unknown and most unexpected visitor had not
been in the house many minutes, and his attire was
that worn by all Russians who brave the ele-
ments in winter, being an amalgam of fur, felt, and
leather:

Surprise kept her tongue-tied. Ermyntrude was
no coward. Not fear, but sheer wonder, was her
dominant emotion.

“You are Lady Ermyntrude Grandison?” said
the stranger, speaking in excellent English.

“Yes,” she cried, rising and facing him.

He advanced a step, but did not attempt to close
the door.

“ Do not be alarmed, I pray,” he said. “ My visit
is untimely and unannounced, but it was essential
that I should see you to-night, and, although Prince
Melnikoff would have me thrown piecemeal to the
wolves by his Cossacks if he knew of my presence, I
have dared to come to you.”

His words no less than his manner reassured her.
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Yet she resented the implied condemnation of her
lover.

“ Prince Melnikoff would permit no such fate to
overtake those who visited me without ill intent,”
she said.

“ Child,” he said, mildly, “ you know not his
highness, nor yet the man who addresses you.”

““ What can your business be at this hour? How
is it that you come to my rooms unannounced? ”

“ My business is to preserve you from one who is
urging you to marry him without delay. I am here
because the tie that unites the Russian to his kinsman
is stronger than the allegiance of German hirelings
to their master.”

Ermyntrude was certainly amazed now. That
this extraordinary visitor should be able to roam
at will through the corridors of the palace was a
strange enough fact, but it transcended all bounds
of probability that he should know of Prince Boris’s
passionate declaration of an hour earlier.

The door yet remained open. Anyone passing
outside must see both her and the fur-wrapped man
who stood in the center of the room. She ran past
him, closed the door, but retained hold of the
handle. He faced her, but remained in the same
spot.

“ You are brave,” he said, * and a woman who is
brave should be clear-sighted. Do you know why
Prince Boris wishes to marry you?”

 Because he loves me,” she replied, instantly, and
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there was a ring of pardonable pride in her
voice.

The man bowed, with a ready grace that his clumsy
garments could not wholly conceal.

“ That might well be his excuse,” he said. * But
you are in Russia, milady, a country where man is
cast in different mold from those of your race. The
love of princes is a furnace which exhausts itself by
its vehemence. Prince Melnikoff is no exception to
the rule. Have you ever heard, in your innocence,
of what is termed a morganatic marriage? ”

Though the air was gratefully warm, this extraor-
dinary stranger, with the manner and voice of a
patriarch, seemed to bring with him a chill blast
of the bleak steppe without. '

“ I scarcely understand,” she said, unsteadily.

“In your code of honor,” he went on, looking at
her fixedly, “do you recognize difference in rank
or social position as providing sufficient excuse to
invalidate the marriage ceremony? *

“Of course not!” she cried, her face suddenly
a-flame.

“In Russia, some think otherwise. Prince Boris
is one of these. He is married already. He married
my daughter, Olga Sassulitch. To-day a courier
brought him a decree signed by the Tsar, declaring
the ceremony morganatic. By law he can marry
you; are you satisfied with such a union? ”

The room seemed to swim in a mist before the
girl’s eyes. She thought, for an instant, she was
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going to faint. But she forced herself to say,
though the words almost choked her,—

“It is false! It cannot be true! Why do you,
an old man, dare to come to me with such a lie on
your lips? ”
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ERMYNTRUDE’S MISTAKE

“Ir is false!”

The cry was of outraged pride, not the despair-
ing outburst of a broken heart. Ermyntrude, for
the first time, was brought face to face with the grim
reality of life, and she resented it bitterly.

Her companion threw aside his outer fur robe
with a weary gesture, and seated himself. She saw
now that he was bent and infirm, though not with
age.

“] am glad you are English,” he said, without
a trace of vehemence in his voice, though her scorn-
ful repudiation of his words might well have angered
him. “ Were you a Frenchwoman I would not have
dared to tell you the truth, for, valueless as I hold
my life, I must not die yet. But you will not shriek
aloud for guards to seize me, because I have risked
all in the hope that further evil may be prevented.
You will listen to me. I can give you proof.”

It was impossible to resist the conviction that this
man, however mistaken he might be, meant her no
harm. His candid admission that he had gained
an entrance to the palace by the help of confed-
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erates, his frank recognition of the peril thus in-
curred, helped to restore Ermyntrude’s wits.

“Do you mean,” she said, slowly, * that Prince
Melnikoff has a wife still living? ”

“Yes. Had it pleased God long ago to take
her from a world of misery it had been better for
her and for those who love her.”

“ But why should the prince seek to do me this
monstrous wrong? I am no village maid whom he
can cast off at pleasure. My father is a British
peer. Prince Melnikoff would be hounded from so-
ciety were what you say true.” '

He threw out his hands to stay her protest.

“You do not understand me yet!” he cried. “It
is my daughter whom he wrongs, not you. Your
position is recognized and secured by law. Were it
not so, why should I seek to torture you, a mere
child, with this disclosure? I would go to your fa-
ther and count on his assistance. But, under the
Tsar’s edict, you will be Princess Melnikoff. When
you are older you will know that some of the great
ladies of Europe are in the same category. Your
father might laugh at me. You, a woman, who may
have dreamed that she was loved for her own sake,
to whom the thought of another’s suffering would
be horrifying, may take a different view.”

He seemed to think there was some chance of rank
and wealth gaining the day, even in the mind of this
innocent girl. He spoke with bitter irony of the
claims of law as opposed to those of justice and
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honor. Now, he did not even look at her, but bowed
his head between his hands, and awaited her ques-
tioning, if she had aught to ask. This attitude of
hopeless dejection appealed to her more than any
words. She no longer felt anger or bewilderment.
It was borne in on her that one who had dared so
much to see her was not there to deceive, but to
make plain certain vital considerations hitherto
withheld from her knowledge.

“You spoke of proofs,” she said, quietly.

He raised his head and gave her a mournful
glance.

“I can produce them,” he said. “ My name is
Vladimir Sassulitch. At one time I was the leading
merchant of Saratoff, the town where you quitted
the railway when you came here. My daughters,
Olga and Vera, were reputed beautiful. The people
called them the Lilies of the Volga. Boris Melnikoff,
then a young officer in the Imperial Guard, said he
loved Olga. He asked her, as he has asked you, to
consent to a speedy marriage. I acquit him of vol-
untary wrong-doing, though he brought sorrow to
me and mine. The ceremony was a private one, but
his father lived, and when he heard of it, nearly a
year afterwards, he repudiated his son’s marriage.
That was not to be endured. My girl appealed to
St. Petersburg, and her protest was sent back to
Prince Ivan Melnikoff, who was permitted to judge
his own cause. His son could not interfere, being
engaged with his regiment in a small campaign on
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the Samarkhand border. My daughter was torn
from me, knouted through the streets, proclaimed a
vile creature, and thrust into prison. There, en-
feebled with distress of mind and body, she con-
tracted smallpox. That was sufficient. She was
released, disfigured and half-blind. I left her this
morning, & poor, blighted woman, who is slowly
dying. Her sister Vera joined the revolutionaries,
and Vera’s dead body was found in a lake near your
house in England many months ago. Proof! Do
such stories of family life in a Russian province re-
quire proof?

“Does Prince Boris Melnikoff know of these
things? ” demanded Ermyntrude, and there was a
light in her eyes that had never before found an
abiding-place there. ‘

Again came that gesture of hopeless despair. ;

“ He has seen Olga once since her disfigurement.
It sufficed!”

“ And you, her father, have dared to warn me, to
brave his wrath if he discovered your mission. Why
have you done this? I am nothing to you. You
cannot hope to be revenged on him through me.”

His worn features lit with a savage exultation.
The passion that sprang into his voice almost fright-
ened her.

“ Through you, no! His fate is in other hands.
I am here because I would spare you. Child of a
free country, what would you do in this land?
Leave it! It is accursed!”
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“Then I am, indeed, indebted to you!” she
cried.

“I cannot explain each motive of many which
compelled me to seek you. Prince Melnikoff has
hitherto contented himself with spending his rev-
enues on a life of pleasure. Now he is about to rule
his faithful people. The existence of my deserted
Olga will not long bar his marriage. She is dying.
He knows it, and were she the only hindrance he
would have’ waited. He does not fear her. Why
should he? She is almost blind, and dying, a ruined
soul in a wasted body. But there are those whom
he does fear, and that is why he wishes to marry
you. By the Tsar’s orders he is here to crush them,
and his marriage will force their hand. As for me
and my daughter, we are worthless, mere worms to

-be trodden underfoot should we dare to cross his
Pat »”

What new peril was he foreshadowing? Vaguely
realizing that she had been plucked from the verge
of a precipice, Ermyntrude was anxious to learn
all that Sassulitch could tell.

“In what way do I become a pawn in this game
of which I have no knowledge? ” she demanded.

Ere he could answer, the door opened slightly.

“ Come, brother,” whispered a voice.

He rose instantly.

“T must go,” he muttered. * Be advised by me.
Tell none what I have said. Above all else, do not
let Prince Melnikoff suspect that you have heard
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of or seen me. I ask this, not for my own sake,
but for yours. Remember, no matter what your rank
im England, you are in Russia!”

He was gone, silently and ghost-like as he came.-
Ermyntrude, fearing lest the warning summons of
his friend came too late, listened intently for indica-
tion of a scuffle or voices raised in anger. She
opened the door noiselessly, and looked into the cor-
ridor. There was no sound. She supposed that
Sassulitch had approached and quitted her apart-
ments by the servants’ staircase of that wing of the
palace. Once clear of the corridor, he would at- -
tract little or no notice from the ordinary domestics,
as one man in traveling costume in winter on the
Volga differs from another only by the number and
costliness of his furs.

Yet she waited, for had there been any likelihood
of his capture no consideration would have restrained
her from rushing to his assistance. It was not that
she accepted implicitly all he had said. Ermyn-
trude was really a bright and clever girl, acute and
intellectual, as became her lineage and education.
But her ideals had been rudely shattered, and, with
the awakening, came no small share of native shrewd-
ness to sustain her.

Perhaps these terrible insinuations, these hinted
mysteries, might be part of a definite scheme against
the prince. She believed Sassulitch’s story, yet fain
would have it substantiated. Therefore, were he
arrested, she was prepared to risk everything to save
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him, but she was resolved not to condemn Melnikoff
absolutely until further proof of his dissimulation
was forthcoming.

As she waited, motionless, peering through the
half-open door, she heard the yelping of wolves in
the forest that stretched its dark mantle to left and
right of the palace. Within were light and warmth,
soft carpets, rare pictures, electric lamps, and snug
rooms luxuriously furnished; without, the snow-
covered, frost-bound earth, the silent trees, the white
banks bounding the ice riband of the river, with
wild animals prowling in search of their prey; and
the man who had endured such sorrow that he feared
nothing more was furtively stealing into the night,
to return to his stricken daughter. Below, in the
billiard-room and card-rooms, were smiling women
and joyous men, Prince Melnikoff the gayest among
them. What a contrast of extremes!

It was long before she slept. Oddly enough, now
that the first rush of resentment had passed, she ex-
perienced a distinct feeling of relief. Hitherto a
cloud of sentiment, the glamor of imagined duties
and glories, had lifted her into the empyrean. Now
that she was rudely brought to earth, she was de-
lighted to know that no irretrievable step had been
taken.

“1I am too young to think of marriage,” she told
herself. “Why should I risk unhappiness when I
have all that is denied to so many girls? Dad won’t
care if I never get married, and mother can be cured
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of her propensity to fly at high game. Thank good-
ness, I shall not be a princess!”

When you are twenty, and not in love, it is a
simple thing to laugh when Cupid makes a wry
face. Ermyntrude did not trouble about herself
at all. What really perplexed her was her promise
to answer Prince Boris in the morning. By some
means she must avoid that final ordeal. She would
plead insistently for more time, support her father
in his anxiety to return to England, and then gra-
ciously dismiss his highness by letter.

It was so easy when planned that way. There
remained but one perplexing thought. If that poor
woman in Saratoff, the discarded wife who had been
so cruelly treated, were really about to die, what
were the other compelling circumstances which in-
duced the prince to press for an early marriage?
That they existed could not be doubted. They were
so patent that Vladimir Sassulitch had conjectured
from them the prince’s proposal, with which he could
not, by any chance, have been acquainted otherwise.
Here was a puzzle! What a pity he was called away
at the moment when an explanation was imminent !

At last she fell asleep. In the morning, not with-
out fair cause, she pleaded weariness, and break-
fasted in her room. Her brother came to see her,
and the sight of his cheerful, glowing face, ruddy
and bright after an early sleigh drive in company
with an attaché of the French Embassy at St.
Petersburg, was grateful to her.
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“ Jimmie,” she said, “ you are here at the right

- moment. I am worried.”

“ What’s worrying you, sis?” he inquired, with
quick solicitude.

“Last night Prince Boris again asked me to
marry him.”

“ He does that once a week, so far as I can make

out.”
" “Don’t chaff me, there’s a dear boy. I fear I
have been somewhat to blame. I undoubtedly led
him to believe that I would leave Bannofka engaged
to him, and that our wedding would take place in
the spring.”

“ That was the arrangement provisionally blessed
by the mater.”

“ Jimmie, I want you to be serious. I suppose
one ought to be in love with a man before one mar-
* ries him? ”

“It is safer, else there may be trouble after-
wards.”

“I don’t love Prince Boris. I was doubtful at
first. Now I am quite sure.”

% All because he asked you once too often? ”

She hesitated a little while. She wished her
brother to espouse her cause, yet was desirous not
to tell him, just then, of the extraordinary events of
the preceding night. Her feelings were wounded,
and she did not wish to parade the fact.

“T hardly gave it the necessary thought,” she
said, “but the matter has now become imperative.
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Prince Melnikoff wishes me to marry him at once,
within a few days; he suggests telegraphing to
mother to bring her here for the ceremony.”

“ The deuce he does! What’s the hurry? »

Carlingham’s language might be flippant, but he
saw clearly enough that his sister’s seriousness was
not assumed. Ermyntrude sighed deeply, and her
air of distress ill accorded with talk of a wed-
ding.

“I do not know,” she said. “ The prince speaks
of political duties which will detain him in this dis-
trict during the whole of the present year. But,
Jimmie dear, when I regard matrimony from such a
close standpoint as four or five days, I—I am terri-
fied—I shrink from it.”

“ Then don’t take him, sis,” was her brother’s
hearty counsel. “I have not ventured to say any-
thing to you before about it, but I was never stuck
on the notion of your marrying a Russian. There
are plenty of good chaps of our own race on both
sides of the Atlantic without hitching up with a
Cossack prince.”

“I am so glad you agree with me!” she cried.
“But this is a matter which requires some tact.
I promised him an answer to-day. Candidly, Jim-
mie, I am rather afraid of him.”

“ Do you want me to hand him the frosty negative
on your behalf? ” he laughed.

“No. That would not be right. But, if you

were me, would you not put off a definite reply un-
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til we have reached England, and then write to
him? ” ,

“ Why not face the music at once? ”

¢ Because we are here in his house, and I must
admit that I have given him every reason to expect
a different answer. I want you to stir up dad to get
away as quickly as possible. I know he is anxious
to go. With you and me to help, he will be off
almost immediately.”

“ 1 suppose it can’t be avoided,” said her brother,
ruefully. He had not expected this development,
and was looking forward to an extended programme
of sport during the next few weeks, as it was an
understood thing that they were to remain at Ban-
nofka until the middle of March.

“ What else is to be done? ” she asked. “I must
not remain here under false pretenses, so to speak.”

“Well, I am with you there all the time, sis.
But, look here! When next you think of engaging
yourself to any fellow, keep your head out of the
clouds, old girl. 1 was always quite sure you
didn’t care a rap for Prince Boris, fine chap though
he is. Now, had you made goo-goo eyes at Frank
Armstrong——"

“I never make goo-goo eyes at anybody,” she
cried, sharply, “ and I don’t want to marry any man
for at least ten years!”

Then she turned him out, on the plea that her
maid was waiting, but Carlingham was a shrewd
youth, and he had seen the blush that greeted Arm-
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strong’s name. And, indeed, Ermyntrude was won-
dering why he had mentioned his friend at that mo-
ment. Mr. Armstrong was nothing to her. During
the last days of her acquaintance had he not sedu-
lously avoided her? And that is a proceeding on
a man’s part which no self-respecting girl will
tolerate.

“1 think that a brother is the least sympathetic
of a girl’s relations,” she said to herself. “ What
a surprise it will be when I tell him all that has taken
Plﬂ-OB! ”»

She encountered Prince Melnikoff at luncheon.
She was pale, and too excited to eat. He interpreted
these symptoms favorably, and lost no time in
escorting her to the depths of a splendid winter
garden, in which the plants and flowers of more
temperate climes bade defiance to the outer cold.

She nerved herself to undeceive him without delay.

“T have thought over what you said last night,”
she began.

“ And your answer is ‘Yes,” Ermyntrude,” he
cried, eagerly.

“No. I cannot be your wife.”

“What! You must be mad!”

In a gust of uncontrollable anger he struck a
marble-topped buhl table, and the hard stone splin-
tered into fragments under the blow. The action,
no less than the sudden anger in his voice, stirred
the girl into hostility. What right had he to pester
her in this manner, and seek to wed her under con-
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ditions which would be bewildering even if they were
devotedly attached to each other?

“I have decided that I am not suitable to the
exalted position you offer me,” she forced herself
to say, though a note of sarcasm crept into her
words.

The long, delicate hands which seemed to be in-
capable of delivering that terrific blow at the table
were now clenched in a fine effort at self-control. Even
his voice lost the ring of fury when he pleaded,—

“ Ermyntrude, you shall not commit this folly.
What girlish fancy possesses you? During many
months I have regarded you as my affianced wife.
What have I done now that you should spurn my
suit merely because I ask you to advance the date
of our marriage?

The fair seeming of his demand exasperated her.
Not on her shoulders, but on his, rested the blame.
She had never professed to love him, but it was
intolerable that he should charge her with. fickleness.
Too young yet to conceal purpose in speech, eager
only to vindicate her refusal, Ermyntrude forgot
the counsels of prudence. She confronted him
boldly, with indignation flashing in her eyes.

“How dare you ask me to be your wife, under
some fanciful decree granted because of your rank,
when you have a wife living? > she cried. '

His glance blazed back at her. He was too pas-
sionate, when aroused, to adopt a mere subterfuge.

“Who told you this?” he whispered, hoarsely.
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“ That you shall never learn from me. But is
it not true? Did you not marry Olga Sassulitch?
Have you not deserted her cruelly? Yet you insult
me by offering a marriage which is no marriage, by
a ceremony which no English girl would regard as
sacred.”

Something rose in the man’s throat and seemed
to choke him. For an instant, Ermyntrude was
alarmed. Prince Boris was so overwhelmed with rage
that no articulate words would come. She turned
to leave him, but he caught her in an iron grip,
and she could not escape unless she screamed for
help—an almost inconceivable thing in the circum-
stances. He held her thus for a long time, until,
at last, he found utterance.

“1 am sorry this thing has happened,” he said,
slowly. “I would have given my life sooner than
cause you pain. My only excuse is that I loved
you.”

- His humble attitude, after the first outburst, was
so unexpected, so pitiful, that the girl’s eyes filled
with tears. Had she been unjust to him? Was he
in truth a man maligned and misunderstood?

“1I think, in any case, our marriage would be a .
mistake,” she murmured. I am told that you may
expect your freedom before many months have
passed. By that time you will have forgotten me,
and you will find among your own people a bride
far more worthy than I to become a Princess
Melnikoff.”
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She was so agitated that she did not perceive
the quick start of surprise which her words evoked.
And to her very great astonishment, his response
seemed to favor a friendly understanding between
them.

“ I shall not press you to reveal the source of your
information,” he said, regaining his self-possession
with marvelous rapidity. * Clearly it reached you
since our conversation last night.”

He paused, and she answered not.

“JIs Lord Valletort aware of your decision?” he
asked. ;

“No. I deemed it a matter best discussed be-
tween you and me. Indeed, I did not intend to speak
so definitely to-day. We must leave Bannofka at
once, and I thought that it would be better to write.
I only spoke so openly in self-defense.”

He smiled bitterly, but with deference.

“I thank you for your forbearance,” he said.
“1 shall be angry with you only if you attempt to
curtail your visit. Let us, at least, be friends.”
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CHAPTER X
THE WAY THEY HAVE IN RUSSIA

EazmMyNTRUDE, thinking she had accomplished a
disagreeable task, was more than ready to help her
host in concealing all evidence of strained relations.

Lord Carlingham, too, was glad that a modus
vivendi had been arranged. He did not take his
pretty sister’s love affairs very seriously, and his
mind was set on participating in certain sporting
events fixed for the next few days. So, at a family
conclave, each member whereof was swayed by
vastly different inclinations, it was decided that
they should leave the palace for England within a
week.

Each day now witnessed a diminution in the num-
ber of guests. Every morning, sleighs set out with
merry jingling of bells and loud cracking of whips
along the highroad to Saratoff, the nearest railway
station.

Ermyntrude paid little heed to the departure of
the other ladies. Prince Melnikoff was so consist-
ently courteous to her, and so steadily avoided all
semblance of thrusting needless attentions upon her,
that she flattered herself he agreed with her in think-
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ing they might be excellent friends but an ill-matched
couple. It was more than ever apparent to her
that, although she had visited Bannofka to study
the people and learn something of the country which
she might be led to adopt, she had really seen no
more of the land or its inhabitants than a passenger
in a Pullman car sees of the towns and scenes through
which he is carried in luxury.

A glimpse, indeed, had been vouchsafed to her,
and it was far from pleasing. But Prince Melnikoff
spoke of governing, of being a ruler, and this im-
plied law-courts, offices, crowds of officials, civil and
military. These things existed, no doubt, but they
were not at Bannofka, which was utterly isolated,
a city unto itself.

On the fourth of the seven days the party at din-
ner consisted of only eight persons, and four of
these were outside guests: namely, a military engi-
neer and his wife, and General and Madame von
Schenck. They came from a winter camp across
" the river, and Ermyntrude noticed that a strong

escort of Cossacks rode with them.
~ She imagined that this parade was in mere rec-
ognition of the General’s rank, and happened to
speak of it to him, as he had taken her in to dinner.
He was an outspoken man, a Russian characteristic
in private life.

“ My dear young lady,” he said, “ have you lived
so long in Bannofka without hearing that the coun-
try is disturbed?”

120



THE WAY THEY HAVE IN RUSSIA

They were conversing in French, and Ermyntrude,
who spoke the language well, did not dream of giv-
ing the word #rouble its political significance.

“ Had you any difficulty in crossing the Volga? ”
she asked.

“ 1 mean that the peasants are in revolt,” he said,
raising puzzled eyebrows. She was startled, but
tried to conceal her agitation.

“ How odd that I have not been told such exciting
news!” she said.

“ There is nothing remarkable in that. The stu-
pid- people will not come near the palace. You are
too well guarded. But we soldiers are unpopular
just now, so we take precautions, especially when
there are ladies in the company.”

“ But surely there cannot be a revolution in full
progress and no one the wiser save the insurgents
and those who are suppressing them? »

“ Such things are not unknown in Russia.”

“ What is the cause of the outbreak?”

“ It began with the refusal of certain recruits to
go to Central Asia. In three villages mutilation was
adopted wholesale in order to avoid military service.
Then, in the neighborhood of Tsaritsin, a holy eikon
became a miracle-worker. People crowded to the
little chapel from all sides. Cholera broke out, and
they had to be dispersed by force. It was useless
to try and prove to them that the so-called miracles
were partly fraud on the part of a hard-up priest
and largely self-delusion.”
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“ Has there been any fighting?” she demanded,
utterly astonished by the General’s disclosures.

“ Hardly anything worthy of the mame. The
villagers are too wise to meet troops in the open.
In the depths of the forests, and in the impenetrable
thickets which line many of the ravines rumming
down to the Volga, they have hiding-places from
which a whole army corps could not dislodge them.”

“ How long, then, will this sort of thing con-
tinue? ”

“ Until the spring. They will sneak back to their
fields as soon as the earth can be tilled. The police
will arrest certain known ringleaders, and send them
to the island of Saghalien, and the locality will calm
down for another period of years.”

“ Are you alarming my English guests?” put in
Prince Melnikoff, genially, at this stage. The hint
was sufficient. General von Schenck changed the
conversation, but Ermyntrude’s coolness had allowed
it to go far beyond the bounds Prince Boris would
have permitted had he but known.

During the evening it was arranged that the
prince should take his friends from England to a
monastery at a place called Dukhof next day, where
they would see the ivory seat in which the robber,
Stenka Razin, used to sit while he directed opera-
tions against vessels passing up and down the
river.

“T suppose we shall not be waylaid en routef ”
said Ermyntrude. She regretted the words the mo-
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ment they were uttered, but Prince Melnikoff only
laughed at the idea.

“ A number of villagers attack me!” he cried.
“They would indeed have faith in the miraculous
eikon ere that project entered their minds. As it
happens, the district we shall traverse is one of the
loneliest and most picturesque in this part of South
Russia. You must not fail to see it before you fly
away to the police-guarded streets and squares of
London.”

When she went to her apartments, her maid, a
pleasant-faced Frenchwoman, pointed to a letter
lying on the dressing-table.

“It was placed there after miladi dressed for
dinner!”” she cried. “I found it, just as miladi
sees it, when I came here an hour ago.”

The missive bore no stamp. It was correctly ad-
dressed, and Ermyntrude, like every other woman,
turned it over and examined the envelope curiously
before she opened it. She wondered who had adopted
this surreptitious method of communication, but
wonder rapidly yielded to something akin to fear
when she read,—

“Dear Madam,— It would have been better for you and your
relations had you departed from Bannofka sooner, though it is
probable that you would not have been allowed to go. On no
account accompany Prince Melnikoff to the Dukhof Monastery
when the excursion is proposed to you. It will be wise if you
dissuade your father and brother from taking the journey. They
should insist on departing instantly for Saratoff and Moscow. In
any event, you must not visit Dukhof.”
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The letter was unsigned and undated. It was
. written in good English, but in a caligraphy difficult
to decipher. Ermyntrude, who was beginning to
distrust everything she saw or heard, resolved at
once to do what she ought to have done sooner. '

“ Julie,” she said, * go and ask Lord Carlingham
to come to me. He is in his room, but he will not
yet have retired.”

Her brother obeyed the summons quickly. Dis-
missing the maid, she told him of the visit of Vladimir
Sassulitch; of his startling revelations; of Prince
Melnikoff®s tacit acceptance of the man’s state-
ments; and, finally, of the letter, which she handed
to him.

“You are pretty deep, Ermie,” he said, his brows
wrinkling over the unknown handwriting. “ Why
didn’t you tell me these things sooner? ”

“ Don’t blame me, Jimmie,” she said, humbly. “I
acted for the best. I thought that my own folly
had brought me into a position of some difficulty,
and I resolved to extricate myself without dragging
dad and you into the quarrel.”

“ But Prince Boris took the knock quite decently,
you said.”

“You have seen that for yourself. No one could
have behaved better than he during the last few
days. I feel quite ashamed of myself, though I have
not altered my mind in the least degree. I admire
~ him, but I can never marry him—now.”
Carlingham sniffed. He bent over the letter again.
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“ This mysterious cartel suggests dangers which it
does not describe,” he said. ¢ And the writer evi-
dently knows the prince’s affairs almost as well as
our friend knows them himself.”

“That is the most alarming feature of it,” she
said, looking about the beautiful room apprehen-
sively, as if she expected some apparition to appear.

He laughed. Her action warned Carlingham that
he must not frighten her.

“It is sheer nonsense that we should bother our
heads about local intrigues,” he said. * Within
forty-eight hours we shall be packing. Candidly,
I shall be pleased to see you back in town; but, if
Melnikoff asks me, I shall come here again mext
year.” .

“But what shall we do about the excursion to-
morrow? All arrangements are made. I heard the
prince giving instructions for the sleighs to be ready
at ten o’clock.”

Lord Carlingham hesitated. When, at last, he
made up his mind, he arrived at the decision which
nine out of ten Britons would have reached in his
place.

“ Look here, Ermie,” he said, * Melnikoff has
treated us royally. We have nothing to complain
of, either in his words or actions. He has even dealt
with you better than you deserve, for, what between
you and the mater, he certainly expected you to
marry him. Now, I say that the right. thing to do
is to chuck that letter in the fire, go with him
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to this blessed monastery, keep our eyes open to see
what the game is, and leave Bannofka, as we came
to it, on the best of terms with our entertainer.”

“ This man—Sassulitch—if he is the writer—spe-
cially warns me against going there.”

“ What excuse can you give? ”

“I can be indisposed.”

“Well, do as you like. It is hard to see what
mischief can happen while dad and I are with
you-”

Dubious still, she yielded to his advice.

“ There!” she said, watching the letter curling
into black wisps as it was consumed by the flames.
“I agree with you, Jimmie. I will go with you to
Dukhof, and sit in the robber chieftain’s chair, if
it pleases me and looks clean.”

“I suppose you lock your doors before you
roost? ” asked her brother, with a laugh.

“Julie has a spare key. Since my weird visitor
put in an appearance, I bar myself against other
intruders.”

Next morning they set off soon after ten o’clock.
The thermometer registered fifteen degrees below
zero, but the sun was shining in a cloudless sky,
there was no wind, and the air was exhilarating as
champagne. Two sleighs stood at the door. Into
the first of these Prince Melnikoff handed Ermyn-
trude, who was cloaked in sable and fox, her feet
being incased in felt overshoes. The comfortable
vehicle was loaded with furs, and a bearskin,
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wrapped around her feet and ankles, rested on a hot~
water bottle.

Prince Boris looked a splendid figure in a tight-
fitting astrakhan coat and cap, while the driver, his
curly beard shining with oil, was a picturesque per-
sonage in a three-cornered fur hat and a huge pad-
ded coat tightly strapped around his waist by an
embroidered belt. A team of three fine horses
champed impatiently at their bits. Over their quar-
ters was spread blue silk netting, to prevent the snow
spurned by their flying heels from being flung into
Ermyntrude’s face, and the reins were covered with
blue silk and held in the driver’s two hands.

It is one of the joys of Russia to hear, if you
can understand, the way in which the ivostchick al-
ternately cajoles and abuses his team. Now he
caresses them as “little doves;” in half a minute
he condemns them as “ cursed hounds.” The animals
understand him. He achieves far more by language
than by use of the harmless little whip which he
carries horizontally in front of him in his right
hand.

To-day Prince Melnikoff was in his liveliest mood.
His talk was of Petersburg, of the court, of the
subtle distinctions between the aristocracies of Eu-
rope. He had never been a more interesting com-
panion. He treated Ermyntrude as an old friend,
and there was not the slightest suspicion of the dis-
carded lover in his manner.

She enjoyed the drive immensely. The prince had
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not erred when he described the scenery as pictur-
esque and lonely. The road wound through wooded
gorges and across rocky valleys, and an escort of
fierce-looking Cossacks seemed out of place in this
deserted land.

They reached the monastery in time for lunch.
They saw the famous ivory chair, and Ermyntrude
fulfilled her vow by sitting in it. Her action was
" unexpected, and it seemed to create some excitement
among the quaintly attired monks who were doing
the honors of Dukhof. One of them sprang for-
ward to prevent her, but he was too late. Prince
Boris, who flushed a little, said something in Rus-
sian, and the monk drew back, but the English
people saw that he and his brethren crossed them-
selves.

“ What is the matter?* inquired Lord Valletort,
who, as an orthodex Protestant, was scandalized by
the idolatry which he saw in evidence on all sides.

“ Surely a pirate’s chair cannot be regarded as
sacred,” said his son.

The prince explained suavely.

“It has a legendary significance,” he said.
“Lady Ermyntrude cannot be suspected of designs
on my patrimony, but if a Russian were to sit there
he would incur some risk.”

“Of what?” asked Ermyntrude, bouncing up
quickly lest the chair should have some occult influ-
ence of dire import.

“ Of causing a scare among the monks. But there
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is a fine view from the tower. We must not miss
t]m »

Obviously, his highness did not wish to pursue
the subject, but Ermyntrude already regretted her
hoydenish act, and she fancied that the monks looked
at her askance during the remainder of her stay.

The day was far advanced when they set out on
their homeward journey. The prince was assiduous
in his advice that they should keep eyes, ears, and
nose well protected by their furs now, as the cold
grew intense after the sun had vanished. The ra-
vines which looked so beautiful by day were dark
and forbidding enough in the declining light, but
the road of frozen snow was perfect, and the three
hours’ journey promised to end as plma.ntly as it
had begun.

They were yet ten miles from Bannofka, and
buried in the gloom of a path cut through a strip
of forest, when suddenly the darkness was lit with
spurts of flame, and the air trembled with the dis-
charge of firearms. Their Cossack guard traveled in
two contingents, one in front and one in the rear.
Though taken completely by surprise, the men un-
slung their carbines or gripped sword or lance to
repel this unexpected and outrageous attack. In-
stantly a fierce mélée took place, a number of vague
forms on horseback dashed past, and there was a
vast amount of yelling and promiscuous shooting.

The horses in the leading sleigh, which held Er-
myntrude and the prince, flew ahead in a mad gallop.
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Soon they were out on the open plain again, and
Melnikoff, yielding to Ermyntrude’s frenzied anxiety
on behalf of her father and brother, helped the coach-
man to pull the frightened animals on to their
haunches. :

“Try not to be too greatly alarmed,” he said.
“ Neither Valletort nor Carlingham will be hurt. The
attack was intended for me. Possibly their sleigh
was overturned in the snow, and that accounts for
their non-arrival. You saw yourself that my men
routed the cowardly brutes instantly.”

The girl was distraught. Even in the terror of
the moment she remembered the warning she had
disregarded.

“ Oh, save them, save them!” she wailed. “ They
have harmed nobody. Why should they be made to
suffer? And it is all my fault! Had it not been
for me they would never have come here!”

The prince evidently thought it best not to check
her lamentations, but he bent over her and rear-
ranged her furs, lest she should suffer from the
piercing cold. At last, they both heard the thud
of hoofs, and he cried cheerfully,—

“ Here come my Cossacks! Now you will see that
you have no need for fear.”

But the news brought by the escort was in no
wise reassuring. In the confusion of the fight, the
second sleigh had left the track and upset. When
the insurgents cleared off into the somber woodland
they had carried Lord Valletort and his son with
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them. Probably they were taken as hostages, and
would come to no harm. But to pursue the rebels
into the recesses of the forest by night was impos-
sible. So said the prince, and, despite Ermyntrude’s
sobs and tears, the horses renewed their homeward
gallop.

So the weeping and despairing girl was brought
back to the palace, and she entered its gate dis-
traught, quite frantic with grief, though little re-
alizing as yet that her own plight was worse than
that of her father and brother. They might be pris-
oners in the hands of fierce men, but she was a pris-
oner in the hands of a Russian autocrat who loved
her, and who meant to force her into marriage.

She was destined soon to learn the amazing truth.
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CHAPTER XI
AN UNBXPECTED TELEGRAM

Once fairly started on its work, the Boundary
Commission made an end speedily. No one wished
to remain in that deserted corner of the world an
hour longer than was necessary. As Muscovite
anxiety to steal a few more versts on the way to the
Persian Gulf was checked by the presence of the
British representatives, pillars were built and imag-
inary lines were agreed to with remarkable celerity.

The Russian officer, until well-armed Japan rose
from the sea, invariably regarded his British confrére
as his hereditary foe. Nevertheless, he was always
courteous and hospitable, and of late years he had
learned to look East rather than West when the
talk at the mess-table ran to war.

“I hear you are going to London to report to
your Government,” said Colonel Derjavin, chief of
the Russian mission, to Armstrong the night before
they separated.

“Yes,” said Frank, smiling cheerfully. “I was
on my way to India when sent here, and now, by
good luck, I shall see England again before I re-
join my regiment.”
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“ How do you return? ”

“By way of the Persian Gulf and Aden.”

“ Have you ever visited the Caucasus? ”

“ No.” !

“Then why not come with us? There is a
steamer lying off the coast to ferry us to Baku. We
all go on to Moscow, and that is your nearest way
home. You will be in London by that route before
you reach Aden if you go south.”

“ By Jove! the notion never occurred to me,” ad-
mitted Frank, “ and there are few things I would
like better.”

His chief, Mr. Egerton, gave ready sanction to
the scheme, only wishing that he could have taken
the trip himself instead of marching back to mal-
odorous Teheran.

Five days later, Armstrong, with his Cossack
friends, crossed the magnificent pass over the Cau-
casus by that ancient road which, for thousands of
years, has been one of the chief thoroughfares be-
tween Europe and Asia. Notwithstanding the pierc-
ing cold, he had an immense advantage over the sum-
mer visitor in the perfect clearness of the atmos-
phere. Moreover, his new friends, privileged beyond
ordinary mortals, rushed the hardest part of the
Jjourney, doing in ten hours what it takes the average
traveler a whole day to accomplish. -

From Vladikavkaz to Moscow they enjoyed all the
comforts of a well-equipped train, and thus it befell
that Armstrong entered the Riaxan Station in the
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city of the Kremlin on the day following that on which
Lord Valletort and his son were carried off by the
Bannofka rebels. Of that exciting event no word
appeared in the newspapers. On the map, Saratoff
is near Moscow, but Russia is a land of enormous
distances, and, although the rail connection between
the two places is direct, they are five hundred miles
apart. Still, there would have been no news of the
outrage had it happened in Moscow itself.

It was a mere whim, the outcome of the chance
which led him to be well on his way homeward nearly
a month in advance of due date, that caused Frank
to telegraph to Lord Carlingham,—

“ Returning London from Persia. Wire if you can meet me
here or at Saratoff.— Armstrong, Moskova Bazar Hotel.”

He wrote the message in Russian, thinking that
an English version might be mutilated, or evoke the
suspicion of ignorant officials at Saratoff. Carling-
ham, of course, would have no difficulty in getting
it translated, even if he failed to make out its pur-
port. Having dispatched this friendly message, be-
hind which there was hardly a shadow of thought
for the girl who was now little more than a sad,
sweet memory, Frank went to a theater.

There are moments in a man’s life when just such
a harmless act as the dispatch of the telegram serves
as the spark which fires a powder magazine. Many
lives, much sorrow, and not a little happiness de-
pended on those few words winging their way across
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the snow-covered wastes. Sitting in the stalls,
watching a noted fragédienme moving an easily
swayed audience to tears, the young officer little
dreamed that he had written the first lines of a
tragedy far more lurid and heartrending.

The telegram reached Saratoff about seven in the
evening. It was transmitted thence by private wire
to Bannofka Palace. The official who received it
made two copies. One he placed in his pocket; the
other he sent by messenger to Prince Melnikoff.

At the moment, his highness was endeavoring to
comfort Ermyntrude with a prediction of the speedy
release of her father and brother.

“ My officers,” he said, * have captured some of
the rebels, and they state emphatically that the two
Englishmen are alive and uninjured.”

“ But what is the object of this senseless outrage?
How can two utter strangers be regarded as valuable
hostages?

Ermyntrude was not of a lineage which produced
weeping and hysterical women. When the first
paroxysm of anguish had passed she was outwardly
cold—white and unemotional as a marble statue.

“It is probable that the rebels hope that their
rank, and particularly their race, will insure liberal
terms being granted to their captors.”

“I cannot understand how such an ambuscade
came to be planned so effectively,” she said, fixing her
eyes steadily on his downcast face. * There was a
strong guard of Cossacks, yet these men cut the es-
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cert in two and smapped up the occupants of one
single sleigh, without, as far as I can learn, a single
casualty taking place among the two parties.”

“ Who told you that palpable absurdity? ” cried
Prince Boris, his sympathetic air changing to a quick
alertness, which did not escape her.

“'This morning, reflecting on all that has hap-
pened, I thought it strange that after so much firing
and hand-to-hand fighting no injuries were reported
among your troops. I sent my maid to inquire.
There are no wounded men in hospital.”

“ You forget that the affair took place ten miles
away. The nearest and best-equipped hospital was
in the military camp across the river. Messengers
were dispatched there to bring ambulance sleighs and
doctors. Moreover, two sotnias of Cossacks were
warned to be in readiness to take up the pursuit this
morning.”

“ Oh, that explains it! Then there were some
casualties? ”

“ Five of my men were killed and sixteen wounded.
The insurgents lost nearly thirty.”

“ How terrible! What is the cause of this ris-
ing? Stolid peasants, such as I have seen here,
do not revolt for such simple reasons as those given
by General von Schenck.”

“X wish you would not press me too closely on
that point.” .

“Y must! In common fairness you ought to tell
me the truth. You have fenced with me all day.
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This morning, when I wrote telegrams to my mother
and to the British Ambassador at St. Petersburg,
your servants informed me that strict orders were
given forbidding the dispatch of any message not
visé’d by you. When I requested an interview, I was
told you were on the Dukhof Road, directing the
operations of the troops. That was a lie! You had
not quitted the palace.” '

Very beautiful Lady Ermyntrude looked in her
icy indignation. Prince Melnikoff sighed. He felt
that, no matter what the means, she must be per-
suaded out of this critical and suspicious mood.

“ I confess I have avoided you,” he said, humbly.
“There were reasons, reasons which I beg of you
not to force from me.”

“ Prince Melnikoff,” she said, vehemently, ¢ the
lives of my father and brother are at stake. Why
do you torture me with stupid qualms as to whether
or not I am fit to be trusted with your secrets? ”

It is not my secret,” he said. “ It concerns you,
Ermyntrude.”

The tenderness in his voice was not assumed.
Though the man was acting, when his passion for
this fair girl overpowered him he became natural
again, and, even in her subdued excitement, she felt
that he was speaking from his heart.

“I implore you te be candid,” she said. “It is
agonizing to remain in this place all day and be-
lieve that things which I ought to know are being
withheld from me!”
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“You will hardly credit *” he began.

“Tell me,” she insisted, *“are my father and
brother alive? ”

“On my honor, I believe they are. Nay, I am
sure of it.”

“ Why are you sure? »

“ Because—because I know why they were cap-
tured.”

“Go on. If you do not, I will quit Bannofka
within the hour, and seek redress elsewhere.”

“ Ermyntrude, do not be cruel. This extraor-
dinary occurrence is bound up with our marriage.”

“ Our marriage!”

Her lips dilated with the tense scorn aroused by
his words: her lips parted, and her bosom heaved
tumultuously. Had he lost his senses, that such an
explanation was vouchsafed to her?

“JIt sounds incredible,” he murmured, huskily.
“ Nevertheless, you cannot choose but believe me.
Can you calm yourself sufficiently to give me a pa-
tient hearing? ”

Calm! Was she not calm with despair, with a
foreboding of evil that refused to be stilled? For
answer, she sank into the chair from which she had
risen. She sought to read his soul in his face, for
his seeming honesty only lulled the doubts stealthily
creeping into her brain.

“I have enemies,” he went on. Though my
power here is that of the Tsar himself, I cannot hold
such a position without arousing hatreds which are
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all the more bitter because they are unreason-
able.”

“ Yes,” she broke in, * there are some here who
wish well to your guests, and who are better able
than you to foresee perils which might beset them.”

“ What do you mean?” he demanded.

“] was warned not to take the journey to the
monastery.”

“ Warned—by whom? ”

“That I do not know. A written message was
delivered to me. I showed it to my brother.”

Now it was the prince’s turn to quiver with ex-
citement, or, it might be, anger.

“ But why did you not tell mef ** he said.

¢ Because my brother thought, and I agreed with
him, that it would be a poor return for your hos-
pitality to let you think we paid heed to anonymous
communications. Oh, if only I had followed that
unknown friend’s advice! I feel in my heart that
he spoke with good reason. Even then, it would
seem, the attack had been planned—and by whom? ”

They gazed at each other in silence for a little
while, the girl openly scornful of this autocrat who
could not protect his friends from dangers well
known to others, the man eager to convince her that
his one thought in life was to serve her. She was
the more collected of the pair. Her sparkling eyes
alone betrayed the stress of her emotions, but Prince
Boris had flushed deeply, and he seemed to be
strangely at a loss for words.
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“You asked me to hear you,” she said, at last.
“Well, I do not flinch from any ordeal that can
help my father and brother. In what way can a
talked-of marriage between you and me affect
them? ”

“You place me on the rack!” he cried. “ How
can I make matters clear to you when you hold me
responsible for an evil I could not avert, after con-
cealing from me the treachery of my own household?
This is a part of the earlier plot to destroy my hap-
piness. Even here, in my palace, I am surrounded
by spies.”

“ Are you alluding to the knowledge conveyed
to me of the existence of your deserted wife?”

It was unwise to taunt him thus, but Ermyntrude
was careless whether or not the question hurt. Had
he understood a woman’s nature better, he would not
have shirked meeting her earlier, and the incident
of the forbidden telegrams still rankled in her
. mind.

She felt that she was encompassed by the un-
known, and, in her present highly-strung state, his
allusion to the broken-off marriage was utterly re-
pugnant. She realised, with the intuition of her sex,
that some sort of bargain, of concession to expe-
diency, was to be proposed to her, and she resolved
bitterly to dispel the conceit, if it existed, before the
Russian brought himself to put it forward. But
she forgot that when a Russian is scratched a Tartar
is revealed. Prince Melnikoff’s color deepened, his
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eyes blazed, and there was a harsh note in his voice
as he replied,—

“I am not one who permits his plans to be
thwarted, either by secret traitors or avowed rebels.
You are in no fitting mood to listen to me now. To-
morrow, when I come to you with news of Lord
Valletort and your brother, you may be inclined to
trust me. At any rate, mere gratitude then should
serve to curb your unruly tongue.”

“ Rescue them!” she cried. * Bring them to me
alive and uninjured, and I will believe nothing base
of you!”

“What do you suspect?” he almost shouted.
“ Do you think I am a party to some wretched plot
which led to their capture?”

“I do not know what to believe. Why are you
preventing me from communicating with my
mother? »

“ Summon her here,” he said instantly. “ Say
that you are ill, that her presence is needed, but
do not refer to this mishap on the Dukhof Road. Ac-
cept my assurance that all will be well, and spare
me the sensation that will be aroused if you spread
abroad the news of this outrage. I can silence lying
tongues here. In England I am powerless.”

“Do you value your reputation as a newly-ap-
pointed governor more highly than the welfare of
those whom I love?

“You are unjust to me. How can exaggerated
statements in the English press help me to deal with
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armed fanatics here? Be reasonable. Write your
message and it will be dispatched.”

He strode to an escritoire, and handed her some
notepaper. Then his rough manner changed, and
he put a hand on her shoulder.

“Let me help you,” he said, gently. “Say to
your mother that her presence here is urgently re-
quiréd for family reasons. Ask her to leave Lon-
don to-morrow. Best of all, sign it in your father’s
name.”

She hesitated. His advice seemed to be well-
intentioned, yet she hated these tricks and sub-
terfuges.

¢ No,” she decided. I refuse to write lies. They
are in the air here, I think. For the rest, I shall do
what you ask.”

A servant entered, and handed a telegram to the
prince, who glanced at it hastily. Written in
crabbed Russian characters he caught the word
“ Saratoff ” and the name of a Moscow hotel. The
telegraphists had badly bungled Armstrong’s name.
He was about to read it carefully when Ermyntrude
asked,—

“Is there any news from the troops? ”

“ No,” he said. * This is from Moscow.”

He told the man to wait and take Lady Ermyn-
trude’s message. When it was written, she handed
it to him.

“ There,” she said, “that should be emphatic
enough without alarming her unduly.”
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He turned to permit the light to rest on the paper.
Watching him, her eye fell on the other slip which
he held in his hand, and she fancied it was addressed
to Lord Carlingham.

“Is not that for my brother?” she asked, sud-
denly.

Then Prince Melnikoff troubled to decipher the
document. He muttered something in Russian, and
his teeth met with a snap.

“ No,” he said, “it is from my agent in Moscow.
It demands immediate attention. Your message to
your mother is all right. Forgive me if I leave you
now. Rest assured you will scon be freed from
anxiety.”

He quitted her hurriedly. He appeared to be

in a rage over something. Ermyntrude went to her
apartments. On the way she noticed that the faces
of the servants were strange to her. In her dress-
ing-room she found Julie, her maid, in a flurry.
- “V0a done, miladi!” cried the Frenchwoman,
“the house-steward is a fool! There have been
changes. I cannot find a domestic who speaks
French, and I do not understand this barbarous
Russian.” '

Ermyntrude was silent, but her heart fluttered.
She was afraid. Some intangible evil threatened her.
She longed to hear from her mother.

148



CHAPTER XII
THE INTEELOPER

Ox returning from the Narodney Theater to his
hotel, Frank Armstrong asked if there was a tele-
gram for him.

Yes—one had arrived a few minutes ago. Indeed,
its cover was yet damp from the steaming process
to which it had been subjected by an inquisitive
employé in order to open it and learn the contents.
That was not what the hall-porter said, but it was
the fact.

The message read,—

“Lord Carlingham and the Earl of Valletort are in the
interior on a shooting excursion. They will be absent nearly a
month.—MeL¥1EOrFF.”

He smiled.

“ His highness evidently means to choke me off,”
he said to himself. With the thought came a sharp
twinge of reflection. Ermyntrude was there, and
the Countess, of course, had joined her.

In a little while the distinguished party would hie
to London, and there would be a grand wedding in
St. George’s, Hanover Square. Well, thank good-
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ness! he would be in Meerut or Lucknow by that
time. The young goddess with the dreamy eyes was
not for him, though had her station in life kept her
out of the orbit of princes and similarly irresistible
suitors he might have hoped to win her love.

Having nothing better to do, he wrote and posted
a letter to Lord Carlingham, briefty describing his
journey, and regretting the chance which now pre-
vented them from meeting. Then he went to bed.
He slept soundly until aroused by a loud knocking
at his door, and a voice calling,—

“ Nobility, here is a telegram for you.”

It was some minutes before he could grasp the
significance of the vague words he perused with
sleep-laden eyes. In the first place, it came from
Atkarsk, a small station near Saratoff. Secondly,
it was addressed to *“ Frek Armistronk,” which might
presumably represent his name; and lastly, its con-
tents, in fluent and correct Russian, ran,—

" “Remain in Moscow until I join you. Do not write or tele-
graph to me, I am coming to see you.—Loap Camuiwcmam.”

It was an odd production, looked at in any light.
Carlingham would be very unlikely to prefix his
courtesy title to his name—unless, indeed, he wished
to make his identity certain. Again, how could Arm-
strong reconcile the statements in the message with
those of Prince Melnikoff, whose answer was un-
doubtedly a response to his own telegram? Alto-
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gether, the affair was puzzling and slightly
mysterioys.

Breakfast, and close scrutiny of a railway guide,
were equally helpful. He gathered that the tele-
gram was dispatched from Atkarsk at the hour the -
mail train from Saratoff passed through. So Car-
lingham was actually en route!

Well, that was a pleasant thing in itself. But
why this stipulation that he, Armstrong, was to
leave Bannofka severely alone? The letter posted
over-night could not be recalled. In any case, there
was nothing in it to cause the least uneasiness, no
matter whose hands it fell into. He had purposely
omitted any reference to Lady Ermyntrude, nor did
he hint at any further effort on his part to meet
her brother. He pondered over the contradictory
elements in the affair for a long time, but finally
gave up the problem as insoluble. Already his expe-
rience of life told him that a man might as well
seek the philosopher’s stone as try to read the fu-
ture. Being a contented youngster, and full of the
joy of life withal, he determined to spend his
two days in sightseeing, because, if Lord Carling-
ham had set out from Saratoff that morning,
he would not reach Moscow until the following
evening.

Pursuing this programme, and not deterred by
cold so intense that the weather-wise folk predicted
an early thaw, during the afternoon he climbed the
three hundred and forty-two steps of the Tower of
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Ivan the Great in order to have a good look at

Moscow.

A man of the workman type was seized with the
same mania about the same time, and so, apparently,
was a stout person in furs, whom Frank had noticed
in other parts of the Kremlin. Being young and
active, Armstrong mounted the staircase rapidly.
The workman, too, a sinewy man, followed close on
his heels, but the fat man panted far in the rear.
Before Frank reached the topmost balcony, the
workman came quite close to him. .

“ Nobility,” said the man, * you have had a tele-
gram from Atkarsk?”

Sheer amazement caused Armstrong to stop.

“ Walk on, nobility,” said the other. “He be-
neath is a spy. I pray you listen to me, and believe
that I am a friend. One comes to you by train from
Saratoff. Do not leave Moscow until he sees you.
It will be best if you remain in your hotel. Should
you go out, drive in a closed kibitka. There are
those here who do not wish you well. I cannot tell
you more, because I do not know. I have been asked
to give you this message. You must not be seen
speaking to me. That is all, nobility.”

Now, in any other part of the wide world Arm-
strong would not have accepted without question this
curious warning, delivered behind his back in a low,
distinct tone, as the two passed upwards—he would
assuredly have challenged the man and demanded an
explanation of his cryptic utterances. But in Rus-
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sia, where men are shadowed by sinister influences,
where it is possible to leave your house on some trivial
errand and never be seen again unless a friend hap-
pens to enter some distant fortress or is sent to the
penal settlement of Saghalien, Frank knew that his
counselor might have good reason for secrecy and
circumspection.

Indeed, the workman swore roundly, in a loud
voice, that all the views in Holy Russia were not
worth so much trouble, and retraced his steps. Arm-
strong persevered. On the top the wind was biting,
but he bore it until the “ spy > labored into sight.

“1t is a fine view from here,” said Frank, cheerily,
the two being the sole occupants of the elevated plat-
form.

“It is,” agreed the other, who seemed to be in a
bad temper, and not without excuse, for adipose tis-
sue, heavy furs, and tower-climbing do not go well
together.

“ But the cold is very keen,” went on Frank, de-
termined to have a good look at the second of his
queer followers.

“ St. Nicholas! you are right,” said the other.

“ But the spectacle! That is magnificent.”

% Oh, yes, nobility.”

The stranger seemed to have little liking for the
exercise, and less for the conversation, which had
been thrust on him. He turned away, and pretended
an interest in the glittering pinnacles and domes of
the Kremlin. At last Armstrong descended. His
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hired carriage was waiting. As he drove off, the
stout individual emerged from the doorway. The
man might be a clever detective, but he had not
counted on that terrific ascent. He was out of ac-
tion for the time.

Frank now gave serious thought to the odd events
of the past few hours. It was, indeed, a marvelous
thing that he could not come within measurable dis-
tance of Prince Boris Melnikoff or his surroundings
without being lost in a maze of doubt and intrigue.

Rather as a relief to his troubled mind than as
a matter of urgency, he unpacked the notes he had
taken of the work of the Boundary Commission, and
began to draft his report. The 