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THE CENTIPEDE

BOOK 1.
HE OF ONE HUNDRED LEGS.

CHAPTER L
THE CENTIPEDE AT HOME.

‘ THEN, I take it, it is uscless for me to trly any
further to dissuade you from this absolutely
foolhardy enterprise ?

‘“ Yes, most assuredly.” ‘

““Good Heavens, I wonder if you realise
what it means should you fail! The penalty
of failure is death, and such a death !—far too
awful to let one’s mind dwell upon for an
instant.”

* Gregory Lurgan, I’m not given to failing.
You of all men should know that by this time.
We’ve worked together now for over ten years,
and I don’t tlnni’ you can honestly say that
you have known me to fail, seriously fail I
mean, in any enterprise that we have had
in hand.” o

“I'm quite prepared to admit that much.

7



8 THE CENTIPEDE.

But still, it does not follow that you will always
succeed. Moreover, this scheme of yours does
not commend itself to me in the least. It’s far
too risky, too frightfully hazardous.”

“I take all risks. If I don’t return in three
weeks’ time you can be anxious.”

“T shall be.”

“If not in four weeks’ time, you can be
worried.”

‘“1 shall be, long before that.”

“ If not in six weeks—well, you can scratch
my name off the list ; for I shall be dead, and
nothing more will be required of me in this
world.”

“Don’t talk like that. You know I hate
to hear you jest on the subject of death as
you do.” :

“Idon’tjest. Isimply make a statement of
fact. I shall be dead, if you don’t see me in
six weeks’ time.”

““ Dead, yes, dead—and, Heavens, what a
death! I can picture the whole scene in my
mind’s eye. Bound to a post, a hungry and
half-mad tiger let loose upon you, whose cruel
teeth tear your flesh to ;l))ieces, while the sport
is eagerly gloated over by your captor.”

‘“ Very graphic indeed, but I am unmoved.”

‘ Imagine yourself, perhaps, dropped into a
pit with twenty cobras, or buried up to your
chin in sand and your head shaved and covered
with honey.”

‘“ My imagination is not so lively as yours.
I will take my chance.” -
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““Chance ? By Jove, it is a chance! I've
just given you a few samples of the pleasant
experiences that are likely to befall the man
who is caught red-handed, trying to rob the
Maharajah of Gavalcore of his beloved jewels,
which, it is well known, are the chief delight of
his black, cruel heart. It would be bad enough
if.you were a native ; but, should he discover
you to be an Englishman, the chances are ten
thousand to one that he’d devise some extra

o Special torture for you. You know he hates
the English like poison, and with all his craft
and cunning he can’t help shewing it.”

‘ Despite the agreeable possibilities you so
ably describe, I will risk 1t. In my time I
have taken worse chances than this. I would
back the Along Bay pirate to be neat and
nimble in his tortures. Commend me to a
Chinaman for inventive genius in matters of
cruelty ; and I have risked his displeasure
more than once. The Dervish, too, is a gentle-
man dangerous to trifle with ; yet I've bested
him and come off scot free. The Armenian
and the Turk are not the softest-hearted folk
in the world ; I have also taken my chance of
their malice on occasions ; and, you see, I'm
still alive and unscathed. Gregory, my good
friend, at this period in my career I'm not
%oing to begin fearing the fury of an Indian
hotentate, whose precious jewels I intend to

ave.”

“Why ? What on earth for ? You don’t
want, more money. We've made enough to
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pass the rest of our lives in luxury. Surely
that is not the reason ?”

“ True—it is not. I've made up my mind
that this shall be the last and greatest coup.
Every man likes to retire into private life after
a successful career, finishing up with a triumph,
and I intend to do so. The day I return herewith
the world-famous Gavalcore jewels, that day
I close the Book of the Centipede, never again
to be re-opened. Then I begin a volume in
another hand, and God alone knows what I
shall write in it. I have my ideas, I admit,
but at present they are more or less vague.
As the case stands, I intend to enter the
Palace of the Maharajah of Gavalcore, and to
come away possessor of his Highness'’s trinkets,
worth a king's ransom, probably one of the
hundred wonders of the world; after that
—Kismet ! ”

“ Aye, verily, Kismet.”

“You know, Gregory Lurgan, sage and
thinker, I've not been known as ‘ The Centi-
pede : he of one hundred legs ’ throughout the
East for nothing. I've a reputation to lose,
good, bad, or indifferent, and I confess that
I'd rather lose my life than lose that.”

“ There’s not a single police official in India
who has not heard of you, and who would not
give \ai}l lllxe possessed to lay you by the heels.”

“ e ? (2] .

‘“ Rewards are offered for your apprehension
in no less than six languages. Only a few
weeks ago I read your description, which, I
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confess, made me laugh, on a placard at
Delhi Station.”

‘ Surely that’s a reputation to be proud of.
From Aden to the Saghalien Coast, from
Kurachi to Rangoon, I'm wanted, and wanted
badly ; but rest assured I shall come out of
this enterprise as well as I have out of
the others, safe and alive. You need have
little fear on that score.”

“Fear ? How can I help fearing? I'm
not so strong in my sense of determination as
you are, and I must confess I am more than
sorry that you will not listen to reason. Of
course, I know that I can trust you to do the
right thing in any emergency, but I am ner-
vously anxious for your safety. I live in con-
stant apprehension when you are gone on these
dangerous adventures. You cannot tell how
I long for the time when you give up this kind
of life and we can live in peace. After all,
your life and mine are so bound up together,
that your safety means everything to me.
Remember, we are not David and Jonathan
for nothing.”

Stephen Bainford looked up at the speaker
from the writing-table with a pleased smile on
his handsome, strong face.

“ Gregory, no man knows that better than
I do. For over ten years we've been the best
of friends and comrades. Some day I ho?e to
be in a position to give you proof of my
appreciation. At present you must take it for
granted. But, at the same time, I tell you
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that it is quite impossible for you to make me
relinquish my scheme. Now I want to finish
my work.”

With that, he turned to his writing, while
Gregory Lurgan watched him, the while he
blew clouds of cigarette smoke slowly and
thoughtfully through his thin lips.

Lurgan was a man whose age it was difficult
to estimate. His grey hair, somewhat thin
about the temples, and his thoughtful, slightly
lined face suggested forty or forty-five, while a
habit of knitting his almost flat eyebrows gave
him a stern look ; a broad, high forehead, a
pointed nose, a straight-set mouth, and square
determined chin, all went to make up a face of
more than ordinary power and intelligence,and
yet a very gentle and prepossessing one. In
stature, he was of the average height, slightly
built, with a stoop in the shoulders conveying
the impression that he was more of the student
than the athlete, which, indeed, he was ; for,
in days gone by he had been one of the most
brilliant of scholars, Educated at Eton and
Oxford, he passed out into the world with a
chance of a fine career before him. For a time
all went smoothly and well, and he began to be
spoken of very highly. Obtaining an impor-
tant Australian post under the Government, he
started to climb the ladder of fame at a great
pace, until there was a sudden stop—a scandal,
in which his name became very prominent;
whereupon he found that it was incumbent
upon him to quit that country. From the
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day he left to the day that he met the
Centipede in an opium-den in Singapore, he
went steadily to the dogs. Drugs and drink
ruined him until Stephen Bainford took him
in hand, struck by the very remarkable
brilliancy of the man when sober and in his
sane senses.

Learning who he was, what he had done, and
the details of his downfall, the Centipede pro-
posed that he should come to help him in his
schemes. His influence gradually brought
®the man back to his normal state, and at last
he succeeded in overcoming the habit of drink,
though he could not bring himself entirely to
give up the drugs. .

Stephen Bainford, known throughout the
world as “ The Centipede,” was a man of most
extraordinary fascination. Very tall and good
looking, with almost black hair and eyes, a
clear-cut face, determination and strength
written in every line and feature, he com-
manded notice at once. Possessing an im-
perious and strong personality, brooking no
contradiction, he had proved himself a born
leader of men. When he had once made up
his mind on a point, there was no power on
earth that could change it. A man of Hercu-
lean strength, iron constitution and nerve,
combined with a plentiful supply of mother-
wit, he entered into the most hazardous
schemes and undertakings with a thoroughness
and grip worthy of a better cause. His per-
ceptive nature never allowed him to err one
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iota from the wisest course in any matter that
he undertook ; even the minutest details were
considered and weighed at the outset, and
nothing was left to chance. Such was the
charm and fascination of his manner that no
matter with whom he came in contact, all and
sundry were his admirers. Even after some of
the most audacious robberies, the robbed had
been known to declare that if it was fated they
should be robbed by anyone, they preferred it
to be by the Centipede. °

Though he was now on the eve of the
most hazardous and risky undertaking of his
adventurous career, he appeared as un-
concerned and cheerful as though he were only
entering up his diary. With cigarette between
his lips, he sat at the writing table and drove
lllnis pen at a great pace over the paper before

im.

No one had ever known anything of his
history—who he was or whence he sprang ; on
the subject he was completely silent, even to
Lurgan ; it was quite sufficient that he had
earned for himself a reputation, or rather
notoriety, from one end of the civilised world
to the other as the perpetrator of the most
astounding and dare-devil acts of robbery,
deeds that could have left nothing to be
desired in the mind of the most exacting lover
of excitement.

In India his name was a household word.
His career and adventures were the every-day
topic of the people. His doings were di
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and written of even more than those of thc
Viceroy himself.

In Australia his skill and resource had set
him on a pinnacle of fame as the most daring
and audacious of bushrangers, to whom
nothing ever came amiss.

In Persia and Turkey he made the rich
merchants’ lives a terror, owing to his robberies
of valuables from their caravans and trading
expeditions, so much so that every one of them
offered daily a fervent prayer to Allah to
®protect their goods from his hands.

In Dutch Pearl Fisheries he hoodwinked
and outwitted the most watchful of warships,
poaching the finest beds with impunity.

In Burmah and South Africa the mine-
owners feared the very sound of his name ;
in fact, in every country he had made his
appearance like a meteor, finished his work
and departed unscathed, after succeeding in
taking the most valuable hauls of booty.
Rumour had it that the plunder was stored
away in some great cavern in the Himalayas,
and that millions of pounds’ worth of jewels
and valuables of every kind reposed there.

To the various Governments he was a cause
of the very gravest concern. All the cleverest
and most astute detectives schemed to effect
his capture, but, as no one had ever set eyes
on him in his proper person, it was most
difficult even to get a clue. Nearly every
undertaking was carried out in the most
wondgrful disguise, which enabled him to be
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off and away before the authorities could
secure him.

It was this remarkable talent for getting
away unharmed that earned for him the
soubriquet of “ The Centipede; he of one
hundred legs.” :

Legion were the stories told of this remark-
able man’s achievements. It was said that
on one occasion he dined at the Viceregal
table as a distinguished American ; afterwards
danced at the State ball and was voted by.
men and women alike a most charming fellow ;
then disappeared in good time before the
discovery that the Viceroy’s wife had lost her
valuable jewels.

The room in which the two men conversed
was the audience chamber in the ruined palace
of the ancient kings of Chittarre in Northern
India, lost and buried hundreds and hundreds
of years in the centre of the almost impene-
trable jungle. The place is most difficult of
access, even by those who are aware of its
secret entrance. It is three hours’ ride
through the densest of jungles to the edge of
the desert, then six hours across the desert
into civilisation

Chittarre proved a wonderful hiding-place
for the Centipede ; here he made his head-
quarters with Lurgan and three faithful
servants, and here it was that he rested and
worked out the schemes that made him so
notorious.

Here it was that the proceeds of his work
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were brought, and the jewels removed from
their settings for eventual conversion into
money. It was the Centipede’s chief hobby
to dispatch these proceeds to an account in
the name of Stephen Bainford in the Bank of
England, where, by this time, a great for-
tune reposed. s

Few, if any, people enter Chittarre; its
situation and difficulties of approach are
against it. Very occasionally an antiquarian
has visited it, but by some extraordinary
system the Centipede was warned of the arrival
of strangers, who disappeared as suddenly as
they came, declaring the place to be haunted.
For none could stand the strain of hearing
voices all around them whispering and
shrieking to the echoes of the dead city, so
grim and ghostly in its black emptiness, so
bound and fettered by the gnarled and clinging
drapery of the jungle as to be beyond the pale
of civilisation. Therefore Chittarre proved a
secure hiding-place and refuge to these
adventurous outlaws, whose capture was so
much desired by their enemies.

Hundreds of years before, the kings of
Chittarre had built the wonderful city and
reigned in majesty. From here they went
forth to battle with other provinces and kings.
Here they brought their captives to slavery
and torture. Here dwelt thousands upon
thousands of the kings’ subjects, now long
since forgotten and dead.

On every hand is desolation and silence, save

B
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Now a huge boar pushes his way through
the undergrowth and trots off with a grunt
down the silent highway where, as all around,
Nature alone is mistress of the situation.

Such was Chittarre, the home and resting
place of the Centipede. Every part of the
place was intimately known to him ; every
possible passage and cellar, house and temple,
had been explored and searched, and he never
tired of conjuring up its record of blood and
cruelty, peace and prosperity, sorrow and
gladness. .

It was his chief delight to trace the streets,
to examine the wonderful carvings, to open
up the houses, to drag the tanks, and to search
high and low for the hidden records of the past.

The city itself stands upon comparatively
high ground, and covers an area of over three
square miles. The king’s palace is in the
centre, approached by a magnificent flight of
marble steps with superbly carved and fretted
balusters, most of which have fallen into
complete decay.

These steps lead to a marble terrace from
which the king’s palace is approached. On
the right hand facing the terrace stood the
Zenana, or women’s quarters, guarded by a
high wall, but little of this remains beyond a
heap of ruins. On the left were the apart-
ments of the king, now roofless and decayed.
In the centre was the Audience Chamber, with
a few rooms attached, and it was here that
the Centipede had his home. This is practi-
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cally the only portion of the city with a roof.
The rest of the palace is almost entirely gone
to decay.

Below was the market square, and from the
terrace can be traced the narrow streets with
a few white walls peeping through the gnarled
tree trunks, and the immense tanks with steps
leading down to the water where the religious
once assembled in their thousands to bathe.

Away to the left can be seen portions of the
walls of the king’s elephant stables, and one
can almost picture the great brutes swinging
at their pickets, and hear their trumpetings as
they call for their food. Quite close to this
stood the arena in which the king’s fighting
animals were wont to be pitted against one
another—tigers, leopards, fighting elephants,
rams, and others. There still remains the
raised marble platform from which the king
watched the battles in security. Even the
tank where the elephants drank and bathed
can be distinguished.

On the right, cleft out of the solid rock, is
the Tomb of the Kings—great caves where
once reposed the dust of the warlike and blood-
thirsty tyrants who held their sway for
hundreds and hundreds of years over the
people. Near this stands the Temple of Siva,
of which a considerable portion remains, and
the god’s image with the cobra’s expanded hood
is shown in relief upon its arches and walls.

As Lurgan looked down upon what remained
of this wonderful City of Chittarre there came
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over him a feeling of the most intense
melancholy, made more acute by the sound of
the scratching of the quill pen driven so fast
over the paper by the hand of the man at the
writing table.

To his highly-strung nerves this very sound
was agony, and he clutched at the marble
top of the balcony to prevent himself from
giving vent to his feelings. Do what he would
he could only see disaster and terror as the
outcome of his friend’s scheme, and something
seemed to cry aloud in his brain that he must
find some means to prevent the foolhardy
undertaking.

But it was easier said than done, for he
knew well enough that nothing in the world
would turn the man from his purpose, and to
argue with him was only to make matters
worse. What was he to do ?

At last the scratching of the quill ceased,
and he heard the Centipede rise from the table
and gather up the sheets of paper, then cross
over to his side.

Together they stood and gazed over the
wonderful prospect that lay stretched at their
feet for miles and miles, over the ruins and
past the jungle, away to the purple distance.
Neither seemed inclined to speak, and it was
some minutes before the Centipede opened the
conversation. At last he threw away the
stump of the cigarette that he had been
smoking, and broke the silence.

“ Well, Gregory, old man, everything is in
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order. Here is a sealed envelope containing a
letter, which gives all details of my scheme.
I want you to preserve it very carefully.
Should I not return here in six weeks’ time,
you are to act on the minute instructions that
I have written at the end. I have made every
arrangement, and can see no reason why
there should be any hitch that can possibly
lead to failure. I have made up my mind to
succeed, and succeed I shall. But enough of
this—let us have a meal now, as I shall very
soon be having to get ready.”

With that he summoned a servant with a
loud ‘“ Koshai/” and in answer a native
appeared.

“ Huzoor ? ”

‘ Bring food at once, and tell Ram Lal that
I shall be starting at sundown. Therefore let
him have horses prepared ; he will accompany
me to the desert edge.”

The servant retired after making a deep
obeisance, and the two friends turned once
more to the beauties of the view.

“Do you know, Gregory,” said the
Centipede after a few moments’ silent contem-
plation, ‘“ for the first few days after I leave
this place on any enterprise, I am seized with
the utmost longing to get back again. I have
learnt to love this deserted palace as my home
—to feel that it is the only safe and pleasant
harbour of refuge left for us. Here I can
think and act, walk and talk, as the whim
takes me, without fear for my safety or regard
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for the opinion of my neighbour. I love
every stick and stone of it. Let its history
be as bloody and cruel as it may, to me it is
a spot of peace and security, away from all
the abominations that go to make up our
modern existence.”

“ But how on earth did you come to find
such a place, and 'what induced you to take
up your abode here ? You have never yet
told me the circumstances of it.”

“ Well, I happened some twelve years ago
to be able to render a service to a poor devil,
who knew every inch of the place, and on his
death-bed he left me as a legacy all the
information that he possessed as to its secret
ways and passages, and not unnaturally when
I came to see the wonders of it I jumped to
the conclusion that here and here only should
I find real security, and, up to the present
my assumption has proved correct. Of course
I have taken the greatest precaution to secure
our safety in times of trouble, but I do not
fear any. Most likely if we return here in
twenty years we shall find everything but
the jungle just as we left it.”

‘““ God forbid that the necessity should ever
arise,” answered Lurgan with a sigh. * Once
you get this business over, I want you to
come away with me to write in the new
volume you spoke of.”

“So I will, Gregory, so I will,” was the
answer, and both turned to find Mir Ali
entcring with the food.
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The meal that followed was an almost
silent one. Neither of the men seemed anxious
to talk, and at last the Centipede rose from
his chair and declared his intention of making
preparations for his journey.

With a sigh Lurgan watched him go out of
the room, and then, taking the inevitable
cigarette, he rose and went to the balcony,
leaving the servant to clcar away the remains
of the food.

It was a magnificent place in which they
dived. Imagine an apartment some sixty feet
long, forty feet broad, and perhaps thirty feet
high. The walls built of white marble with a
deep frieze carved in relief with scenes
depicting the chase, a domed ceiling, also
wonderfully carved and enriched. A marble
floor and two great fretted doorways leading
to other apartments. In the front four
slender columns supported the roof, and below
was a balustrade carved to represent the trees
of the jungle, with monkeys leaping from
bough to bough.

At the far end of this noble room there
stood the remains of the king’s throne, raised
and approached by six steps, the throne itself
being formed by two splendid peacocks with
tails spread. In ancient days these tails were
resplendent with the most wonderful precious
stones ; even now there were remains of silver
and lapus lazuli in what was left of the
sculptured feathers of the birds.

The furniture of the room was entirely
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Oriental. Great divans were set about with
luxurious silk cushions; a splendid Persian
carpet covered the floor, Indian and Persian
rugs and needlework hung upon the walls,
while the intervening space was filled with a
superb collection of weapons, consisting of
tulwars, kutters, khandas, battle-axes, and
suits of chain mail. Superb skins of tigers,
shot by the Centipede, were thrown upon
the floor, evidences of his prowess with the
rifle.

The tables and chairs were wonderfud
specimens of carved ivory and ebony, all the
work of skilled Eastern hands. On every side
were rare and choice examples of pottery and
porcelain. On a small table stood a silver
huka, and on a black marble slab were set
great crystal goblets, together with a whisky
decanter, not to mention an English seltzo-
gene. A beautifully inlaid writing cabinet
with filigree silver hinges was set against one
wall. The whole room was eloquent of the
good taste and knowledge of a connoisseur,
who spared no expense or trouble to secure
the best of art treasures that could be obtained.

After gazing over the city in silent
admiration for a while, Lurgan turned and
threw himself into a chair, taking up a book,
in the reading of which he became deeply
engrossed for a considerable period.

Suddenly hearing a slight noise he looked
up, and to his astonishment saw standing
before him at the balcony steps the tall
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gaunt figure of a Faquir clad in the filthiest
of garments, his long unkempt hair and beard
lending the most horrible expression to his
dark and sun-tanned face.

The feeling of surprise soon turned to fear
as the thought flashed through his brain that
perhaps this grim figure portended the
beginning of trouble.

Starting to his feet, he stepped quickly over
to the balcony, and addressed the man in
Mewari—

o ‘“ What brings thee here ? How didst thou
enter ? ” :

‘“ Heaven-born, I am a priest from Rahaj-
mere, a man of holiness. I come with warn-
ing that the police are on the path of the
master.”

“Ah! Who sent thee, O holy man ? ”

““ None sent me ; I am his servant, O Sahib.
Thus it was that hearing this evil report I
journeyed hither to warn him.”

““ How can we tell that this is the truth.”
Dost thou know that if thou art speaking
falsely thou wilt never leave this place alive ? "

‘“ Heaven-born, I speak truly. Even now
an Englishman, a police sahib, maketh his
way to this spot over the desert.”

‘ Give me the signal, that I may know thee.”

Here the Faquir crossed the first two fingers
of his right hand with those of the left and
placed them against his forehead.

At that Lurgan strode towards the door
leading to the Centipede’s room. Just as he
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reached it he heard the voice of the man
behind him.

‘ Stay, Gregory—it is I, Stephen Bainford !
Well, I'm perfectly safe if you cannot
recognise me.”’

“ Good heavens, Stephen, you amaze me !
I was quite sure you were a Faquir with the
worst of news. You have relieved me, indeed.
I feared the end was upon us.”

““Not yet, old chap, not yet. I only
imagined the trouble. What do you think of
my make-up ? ”’ .

‘ Wonderful—most wonderful. You would
deceive the master of lies himself.”

‘““ Thanks for the compliment. I'm quite
ready to start now. Call Mir Al.”

There was no look of astonishment on the
face of the servant as he entered the room.
Nothing surprised him in the doings of the
Centipede—his thousand and one disguises
were too common to be noticed.

“In half an hour we start, Mir Ali. The
moon is full to-night and rises early, so we
shall have ample light to get through the
jungle. Bid Ram Lal get rcady.”

The native departed, and the two friends
discussed the details of the scheme until the
sound of horses’ hoofs was heard below, and
they looked over the balcony to see them
standing ready at the foot of the steps.

In a few minutes they were making their
way down the steps and the Centipede
mounted, and after a silent shake of the hand
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they parted. Lurgan stood for a while,
watching the horses as they trotted off to
the secret passage to the jungle outside the
city walls.

Once more he returned to the palace and
sat for a long period with a feeling of intense
melancholy upon him, gazing over the dead
city as if he expected to see his friend return
through the streets.

Then darkness came on, and later the great
moon rose up with silent majesty high into
the heavens, flooding the peaceful city with
its silver light, casting deep shadows across
the ground, throwing up the ruined buildings
in high relief, shimmering on the waters of
the sacred tanks until the whole aspect of the
place seemed to change, and Lurgan began
to fancy that he could see the grim ghostly
figures of men of centuries dead and gone
come out of the houses and fill the streets and
market places, and pass to and fro as they
did ages ago.

At last he fell asleep in his chair, and
dreamt that he saw the Centipede, bound and
fettered, brought back to Chittarre to be
tortured to death.



CHAPTER II.

THE CENTIPEDE SEES THE JEWELS.

AT a break in the rocky hills stands ancient,
Mhurrapuir, the most precious jewel in the
crown of Rajputana. Mhurrapuir the fair,
Mhurrapuir the wanton, set in her glorious
frame of rugged dark green hill and purple
distance.

To the antiquarian and lover of beauty the
place is a dream of delight ; to the jaded
traveller, worn and weary with the heat and
toil of the dusty highways and burnt up plains
of Rajputana, an oasis of peace, plenty, and
soul-satisfying content. What matter that
its past history is blood-stained and cruel ?
In all India there is no city that surpasses it
in wondrous charm and hoary antiquity.

Hundreds of years have passed and gone
since the last of its enemies hurled themselves
against its battlemented walls, now grown grey
and worn with stress of time and circumstance.
Yet it has withstood all, and to-day exists, as
of old, to show men something of the wonders
of its ancient strength and greatness, albeit
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faded and sere. The same double-towered
gateways, all wondrous in their delicate and
minute carvings, lead to its streets and
market places through which the rajahs
marched their victorious armies, bringing
their captives to slavery and torture. But
where are victors and conquered now ?
Where are the surging multitudes that
gathered and shouted themselves hoarse in
acclaiming the entrance of their valorous
Princes ? Gone like shadows—long since
-faded away into the dim mystery of the past.
Now, no magnificent entries of triumph pass
into Mhurrapuir. Its sword rusts in the
scabbard. Its panoplies of battle are all put
aside, and, in their place, only the cloak of
peace is worn.

Few Indian cities can show a more varied
and truer phase of Eastern life than this
ancient spot, whose decayed and dilapidated
houses harbour the most motley assortment
of human beings imaginable, who, from morn-
ing till night, throng its narrow streets and
bazaars.

Splendid men, magnificent specimens of
humanity, of all types and castes, are to be
met with here. The majestic Sikh, the well
set-up Punjabi, the warlike fierce-bearded
Rajput, the Jhat, Mohammedan, and many
others. Not only is the city famous for its
men, but Mhurrapuir has also a reputation for
the beauty of its tall, well built, and extremely
graceful women.
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Watch them as they gather at the wells,
carrying on their heads great brass water
chattis with the utmost grace and elegance of
movement, dressed in garments of the most
subtle and wonderful shades of colour, their
arms and ankles heavy with bracelets ‘which
jingle musically as they walk, their noses and
ears pierced with small gold rings, a not at all
unbecoming adornment. Or sce them sitting
at the grinding mills before their doors,
crooning the strange native songs as they work
—songs that are curiously in keeping with thes
quaint nature of the scene. In the shops may
be observed every possible form of handicraft.
Dyers drying long strips of red, grcen, or blue
cloth in the sun before their doors; the
coppersmith busily engaged upon his great
pots and trays; the gold and silversmiths,
jewellers, and wire drawers, all intent upon
their several occupations. Shoemakers work-
ing at the quaint upturned pointed shoes ;
potters, weavers, carpenters, cotton ginners,
huka makers, and followers of many other
trades. Here a barber shaves his customer
at the edge of the strect, while another man
makes his ablutions in the sight of all men ;
here sits the letter-writer awaiting a chent
while he passes the time away by chattmg
with a portly .money-lender. On every hand
are stalls laden with bright flowers, fruit,
and vegetables, the whole forming a mass of
colour and movement, wholly fascinating and
delightful.
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During the day a confused jumble of traffic
of every possible description passes through
the streets; bullock carts laden with straw,
millet, or cotton, whose oxen grunt and snort
as they slouch along under the heavy yoke
with lolling tongues or blowing the dust from
their choked nostrils ; gurgling camels, gaily
caparisoned elephants, sturdy mules bearing
merchandise ; the smart little cart of the
British sahib, squealing polo ponies led by
syces, native troopers with pennant-tipped
lance, and the thousand and one creatures and
styles of conveyance, all add to the ever
changing charm of the picture.

It is difficult to put into words the extreme
beauty of the city. Its winding streets and
alleys, a tangled mass of white and yellow
houses, are perfect specimens of Hindoo archi-
tecture, whose high projecting balconies and
windows, all richly carved and ornamented,
overhang the street in wanton irregularity.
Here and there in the narrow and tortuous
ways one comes upon quaint stone-built
temples richly ornamented with superb carv-
ings of the most delicately intricate description,
worn smooth and polished by the hand of time.
There are palaces and temples, mosques and
tanks, bazaars and gateways, jumbled together
as it were, in one heterogeneous mass, all
going to make up a city of the most remarkable
interest.

But the gem of Mhurrapuir is its palace,
proudly standing in all its glory of dazzling
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whiteness upon the top of a rocky hill com-
manding a splendid view of the city. Rising
majestic as a statue, tier upon tier of fretted
balcony, graceful arch, and gilded dome,
beautiful with minute carving, it stands with-
out its peer in all India. There are marble
columns and arcades, wide white terraces and
flights of steps, alcoves and fretted doorways
thatfmight have graced the palace of Aladdin
itself.

At the foot of the palace rock are the gardens
—a paradise of flowers and shrubs, orange and
lemon trees, pomegranates and palms, winding
walks, fountains, marble seats, and nooks ;
here every flower that India can grow thrives
and flourishes in profuse luxuriance. Created
for the use of the Maharajah’s Zenana women,
they form quite the most glorious gardens in
any Indian city. Magnificent trees cast their
cool shade across well-kept lawns and terraces,
while above towers the great dark grey rocky
hill surmounted by the palace, whose fretted
and carved walls of white marble glisten and
sparkle in the intense Indian sun-glare.

At the foot of the rock, outside the garden
walls, is situated the great tank flanked on
both sides by curiously carved ghauts, in the
centre a number of steps lead down to the
water’s edge. Splendid tamarind trees spread
their branches over the waters and give shade
to a motley throng of humanity, intent upon
washing clothes, bathing, or gossiping.

Such is Mhurrapuir at its best. In its high
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places it is great and beautiful, but the other
side of the picture is not so delightful. In its
low parts, its slums and alleys, dirty and
discase-stricken to the last degree, exist the
most despised and wretched of the people.
Thieves, murderers, loathsome beggars, and
low-caste people of all conditions and grades
dwell here, and the record is one long tale of
blood-shedding, vice, and iniquity.

Whenever sedition and rebellion occur, it
may always be taken as certain that Mhurra-
puir's low quarters harbour some of the
originators.

They are a perpetual source of trouble to
the police, whose never-ceasing watchfulness
is needed to cope with the recurring crimes.

Colonel Macquoid, the Political Resident in
Mhurrapuir, whose arduous duty it was to
guide and assist his Highness the Maharajah of
Gavalcore in the government of the province,
had no easy task to contend with. From
morning till night, year in and year out, he
was forced to keep all his wits about him when
dealing with his august master, for, truth to
tell, the Maharajah left no stone unturned to
make his political guardian’s existence as
harassing and full of worry as possible. Every
suggestion brought forward by the official
was met with distrust and adverse criticism,
yet with perfect politeness and courtesy. It
was only with the utmost tact and force
of character that Colonel Macquoid obtained
his way.
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The Province of Gavalcore was, and always
had been, a cause of the greatest anxiety and
concern to the Government. In the days of
the Mutiny there was no more bitter or
implacable enemy than its then Maharajah,
and even now, no conspiracy, scheme, or
undercurrent of discontent but was secretly
aided and abetted by the present ruler, while to
circumvent these movements the Government
werc bound to employ a most complete staff
of intelligent officials to cope with the work.

Colonel Macquoid had been chosen as the
chief official on account of his strength of
character and indomitable patience and
perseverance, combined with a wonderful
power of perception ; and these character-
istics set him far and away above any other
official in the management of this particular
province. But he was often hard pushed to
continue the struggle—not that there was any
open breach between the two, but always a
strained feeling which made matters extremely
unpleasant for the Colonel. For some days
things had not bcen going well in Mhurrapuir ;
among the dregs of the populace there was a
decided undercurrent of rebellion and seditious
movement, which was difficult to account for.
Do what they would, the authorities could
not arrive at the source of the disturbance.
All that they could discover was that a
Deliverer was hourly expected to arrive in
the city, whose mission was to free the people
from the yoke of their oppressor, the British,
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and who would relieve their wants and give
them all the riches they desired.

The Secret Service discovered these rumours,
and knew for a certainty that there was some
mysterious power working secretly among the
lowest classes, and every effort was being
made to ascertain whence thcy emanated,
but, up to the present, without success.

Day after day the feeling became stronger
and the murmurings more violent, until the
official mind was plainly expecting an open
erevolt, so soon as the Deliverer appeared. But
who this mysterious personage was, or whence
he was journcying, could not be ascertained.

It happened that one day there came to
Colonel Macquoid’s bungalow a tall, well-bred,
handsome man of aristocratic bearing, who
brought an introduction from a prominent
statesman in England. The Colonel, always a
hospitable man, invited the other to take up
his quarters at his bungalow, and very soon the
two men found their acquaintance ripening
into warm friendship.

The pressure of his official duties did not
admit of the Colonel giving up much time to
social affairs, but he soon discovered his
guest’s nature to be so charming and sym-
pathetic, that he took the very keenest

leasure in his society, and even admitted him
mnto his entire confidence.

It is quite reasonable to suppose that had he
been aware that his guest was none other than
the notorious Centipede, his feelings might
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have been differecnt. He little knew .that the
man who had come to him with a fictitious
letter of introduction was worming himself
with consummate case and assurance into his
confidences and good graces, with a sinister
object in view.

The Centipede was masquerading as Digby
Belmore, a rich globe-trotter and sportsman ;
and about a week after his arrival in the city,
affairs in Mhurrapuir began to assume an un-
satisfactory aspect, and events took an un-
pleasant turn, which kept the Colonel at his-
official duties more closely than he cared for.

It happened on the day in question that
when the Centipede strolled into his host’s
private room he found him very plainly dis-
turbed and worried.

The abstracted manner in which the Colonel
paced up and down pointed indubitably to the
fact. His habit of driving his right fist into
the palm of his left hand when anxious was
very noticcable to-day,and suggested that
things were not going as he desired they
should.

The Centipede, seated in a deep wicker chair
with a cigar between his teeth, watched him as
a cat does a mouse, while the Colonel paced the
office, with his eyes bent upon the floor.

So engrossed was he with his own thoughts,
that he hardly appeared conscious of the fact
that the Centipede was in the room at all. At
last he stopped dead before his guest and
spoke.
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‘“Look here, Belmore, I'm in the veriest
quandary in which it’s possible for a man in a
responsible position to be. Here I am, aware
of a scditious conspiracy brewing among the
dregs of this wretched city. Yet, do what I
will, T can obtain no reliable information to
enable me to put my hand on any of the ring-
leaders. The Maharajah, I am convinced, is
in entire sympathy with the movement. You
know it is my duty to inform him of what is
going on in his realm. Yesterday I called upon

_ him to ask permission to sift the matter to the
bottom and to request his assistance. His
answer was, ‘ No, I cannot help you, Colonel
Macquoid ; you English are so wise and clever,
you have taken from me the greater part of my
power as aruler. You try to govern the State.
How is it possible that 1 can help you mend
your quarrels with people of low caste or
position ? There is no doubt I could bring
the trouble to a head at once, but I do not
intend to do so, because—because, well, no
matter ; it will not be done by me.” Knowing
the man as I do, I felt it was wiser to take no
notice of his tone, but I came away inwardly
raging, knowing all the while that he was
entirely in sympathy with the malcontents,
and would probably assist them in every way
against me. I can tell you, Belmore, it re-
quires the nerves of an engine driver, the tact
of a statesman, and the temper of a saint to
have anything to do withsucha man. He’s as
vindictive as a cobra and as wily as a fox.”
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“You have my sympathy, Colonel. It
must be intensely riling to have to deal with
such a man.”

“ Riling ? That puts it far too mildly. I'm
badgered to death with his slippery ways. The
fact is, I'm one of those unfortunate officials
continually worried by the troubles of others.
My existence—official existence, I mean—is
one continual example of dissimulation and
diplomacy varied by private outbursts of rage,
to let off steam, as it were. Now, only a few
days ago I was congratulating myself upon the -
vastly improved state of affairs in this
extremely troublesome province. I was
imagining to myself the satisfaction that this
happy condition would bring to the Govern-
ment of India, and how I should very shortly be
receiving the thanks of a generally dissatisfied
and ungrateful officialdom. Yet, within two
days I'm in the throes of a fanatical con-
spiracy consequent upon the expected arrival
in the city of a person whose emissary is
stirring up strife and sedition among the
lowest classes, so much so that we are hourly
expecting an outbreak.

‘ But the worst of the whole affair is, that I
am bound to submit to the treatment of this
Maharajah with the best grace possible. I
must not, dare not, show my teeth without the
consent and approval of the Government. Now
you see this gold cigarette-box that has just
arrived as a present from the Maharajah,
together with an invitation to bring you up to
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see him this morning. Whenever we have any
scenes, the potentate sends me a rich present,
and we are forced to kiss again and be friends,
metaphorically I mean. I've ordered the cart
to take us to the Palace at 11.30. Will you be
ready to go with me ? You will, I think, find
it very interesting.”

““ You may rest assured of that, Colonel ;
I shall be delighted above all things. I want
to meet the Maharajah and see the wonders of
his Palace. I suppose he’s not difficult to get
on with.”

“Not in the very least, my dear fellow.
Most people, who don’t know the man as well
as I do, look upon him as a perfect brick. No
doubt he is, to the outside world. But you
must tell me what you think of him
afterwards.”

“ By the way, what are his tastes ? "

‘“ Oh, the usual ones of a fabulously wealthy
rajah : horses, polo, shooting, and everything
that tends to excitement—war, if possible.”

““ Well, I think I am capable of making con-
versation on these topics.”

‘ Stay, I had forgotten his chief hobby, that
of collecting jewels. I suppose his collection
is almost unique.”

¢ Indeed ? That is extremely interesting. I
am passionately fond of stones myself. I must
try and induce him to show me his collection.
I shall use all my persuasive power.”

*“If you can only get him on the topic, I
have not the slightest doubt he will let you
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have a look at them ; but I can tell you that it
is an honour seldom paid to any man.”

At that moment the Colonel’s cart was
announced, and in a very short while the two
men were seated in the smart little conveyance
driving off towards the city. Passing through
the main street, they proceeded to mount the
steep road that winds around the rocky hill and
eventually comes out at the main entrance to
the Palace. The feelings of the Centipede
were curiously mixed as he sat by the side of
the tall, grey-haired soldier who was taking
him to meet the man he had planned to rob.
The whole scheme seemed to plan out so well,
his carefully-laid plot to apprise the lowest
classes of the fact that a deliverer was about to
come, to give them all the wealth they could
desire, had produced just the effect that he
hoped for ; and now, all that he required was to
find out how and where the Maharajah kept his
jewels and the best means by which he could
secure them ; so that the final phase of the
enterprise could be accomplished. Very soon
they found themselves at the top of the white
road looking down upon the city, a broad,
colonnade-flanked courtyard before them.
Here they stopped, and the cart and pony were
taken away to the stables by a syce. Then the
Centipede followed the Colonel into the Palace
through splendid audience-chambers and up a
majestic white marble staircase, and finally
into a beautiful room panelled in cedar-wood
and furnished in an entirely European style,
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with excellent pictures on the walls, Turkey
and Persian rugs spread on the highly polished
floor, and books and papers on the many tables.

As they awaited the arrival of the Maharajah
the Centipcde gazed round the room at the
different works of art, and was surprised to
note their quality, so different from that of the
usual possessions of the native prince, whose
tastes generally run to cut-glass chandeliers and
gaudy silk-covered furniture. But here were
Sheraton and Hepplewhite chairs, banded
bookcases, excellent bronzes, and china worthy
of a museum. Sporting prints of value were
introduced amongst excellent water colour and
exceptionally fine oil paintings. In fact, the
whole room appeared to be tenanted by a man
of extremely cultivated and refined tastes.

‘“His Highness appears to have superior
ideas in the way of furniture, Colonel,” he re-
marked, as he completed the survey of theroom.

“ Yes ; he’s a man of extraordinary culture
and refinement. When you know him, you
will be amazed at the general knowledge and
taste he possesses. That, to my mind, makes
the treatment he metes out to us the more
remarkable.”

The Centipede turned to the window and
gazed over the superb panorama that stretched
away for miles. Below was the city, a mass of
colour and variety, its great Tank and winding
streets dotted with people and conveyances
like ants moving here and there. A mqre
beautiful and interesting scene could hardly
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be imagined, with the sunlight glinting upon
the walls and roofs of thc houses, temples,
mosques, and bazaars, and the exquisite gar-
den directly below spreading out like a green
carpet around the base of the rocky hill.

So engrossed was he in the delights of the
view that he did not notice the entrance of the
Maharajah, and it was only on hearing the
voice of the Colonel that he turned and faced
the man who mecant so much to him.

With the most charming of smiles he
returned the hand-shake of the Maharajah
after the introduction by the Colonel.

“You must really excuse my absent-
mindedness, your Highness ; but the beauty of
your room and the exquisite picture I have
been looking down upon have quite taken my
breath away. I never have seen anything in
all my travels to equal it.”

“I am pleased to think you like it, Mr. Bel-
more ; I pride myself that it is unique. When
you come to realise all the episodes that this
Palace has looked down upon in the course
of its existence, I think it becomes doubly
interesting.”

‘““ Indeed, that is so. Colonel Macquoid has
done me the honour to put up with my pre-
sence for over a week, and I can assure you I've
thoroughly enjoyed roaming about yourdelight-
ful city. I havelearnt its history in peace and
war, and I shall always look back upon my
visit to Mhurrapuir with the utmost pleasure.”

‘“ Are you making a long stay ? I should
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like to show you more of the place. I think
you would find me a satisfactory guide.”

“I am obliged to your Highness. Unfor-
tunately, to-morrow I start for Kashmir to
meet a man—a long standing engagement.
After that we go to Russia.”

“ For my own sake I’m sorry that I shall not
again have the pleasure of entertaining you.’

“It is not certain that I shall not be
troubling your Highness again very shortly.
I have enjoyed myself so much during my
short visit that 1 may take vou at your word
and surprise you.”

The Centipede laughed, and the thought
occurred to him of the bitter irony of the
speech, secing that it was his intention to visit
his host once more and very shortly, only
under another guise and without being the
recipient of so much courteous hospitality.

‘“ Allow me to offer you a cigar and a peg.
You see that I am endeavouring to be as
English in my tastes as possible. Your
country interests and fascinates me to a
degree. The Colonel here knows how much I
love the English.”

The Centipede glanced at the Colonel over
the top of his glass as he carried it to his lips,
just to see what impression the speech of the
Maharajah had upon him; but the Colonel
shewed no sign or movement of his features
whatsoever. He only took the cigar handed
to him, and after cutting it accepted a match
from his host.
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Of extraordinary stature, the Maharajah
possessed the handsome, finely-shaped head
and clear-cut features of the high caste Rajput.
His black beard, carefully parted in the centre
and brushed well back on each side, gave him
rather a fierce expression ; but it was his eyes,
coal black and very brilliant, that were the
most striking feature of his face; while his
thin lips, just showing under his fiercely
brushed moustache, gave an added expres-
sion of strength and detcrmination. His
age might have been anything betwecen forty
and fifty, and to all appearance he was a
man of very vigorous and active habit. A
great rider and sportsman, he was generally
po*mlar with all Englishmen, who saw him
only in his character as a host, and a very
excellent one at that. Very few knew any-
thing of his political designs and intrigues.

Having broken the ice so well, the Centipede
then proceeded to make himself thoroughly
agreeable to the Maharajah, and no man living
had a more engaging manner or a more un-
ostentatious way of centring the conversation
upon himself than he.

With the greatest tact and diplomacy, he
led the conversation round to the topic that he
desired, and soon began to notice that his
august host was listening to his remarks with
the keenest interest. He charmed and de-
lighted his listeners with a fund of anecdote
of exciting adventure that he related as having
happened to himself, which was likely enough,
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in view of all the episodes of his adventurous
career. The Maharajah listened with flatter-
ing attention, and inwardly voted his guest one
of the best and most entertaining men that he
had ever met.

After a while the Centipede deftly turned the
talk to weapons, of which he could see that his
host possessed a very fine collection.

This led them to speak of Malay, China,
Borneo, New Guinea, and at last they hit upon
Australia. From cow-punching and bush-
work the Centipede went on to speak of the
Torres Straits and the pearl fisheries, asking the
Maharajah whether he had ever visited them.

“No,” he answered ; ‘‘ the only experience
of Australia I have is in the matter of horses.
I am the happy possessor of a number of good
ones bred in that country.”

“I must confess,” said the Centipede, ‘I
enjoyed Australia extremely. I think I saw
everything that was possible, and did all that
is expected of the globe-trotter ; but the place
that interested me most was Thursday Island.
I went out to stay with a friend who owned a
number of pearl luggers, and I lived there some
months. In fact, so interested did I become in
the industry, that I even went down into the
depths of the sea several times and worked the
bottom myself, as a diver. This pearl I wear
now as a pin I obtained by my own prowess.
It’s a beauty.”

As he said this he removed a magnificent
black pearl pin from his tie and handed it to the
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Maharajah. As the Prince took it into his
hands the Centipede carefully watched his face
and noted the sparkle in the eye as he gazed on
the beautiful jewel.

“ Mr. Belmore, it’s as fine a pearl as I have
ever had the pleasure of looking upon, and I
think I am a judge.”

“ Yes, it's a beauty. I was extremely proud
of having found it myself. But I don’t want
to bore your Highness with any further recitals
of my pearling prowess.”

‘“Bore me ? I'm deeply interested. Did
you get any more ? ”’

“ Yes ; I have here the finest pearl, I should
say, ever taken out of the sea. I did not get
it myself ; a Solomon Islander found it. I
carry it for safety here.”

And he took a little gold box with a screw
lid, hanging on his watch chain, and opening
it showed to the astonished gaze of the
Maharajah and Colonel Macquoid a pearl of
great size and incomparable shape and lustre,
a perfect sphere and without a flaw. The
Maharajah was amazed. His avaricious eyes
gloated over the treasure, and it seemed as if
he could hardly bring himself to return it to
the Centipede.

““What do you consider it is worth, your
Highness ? ”

“1 should think, half a lac of rupees. I
have not a finer in my collection.”

“ I'm lucky, then, to be the possessor ? "

“Would you sell it, Mr. Belmore ? ”
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“ Well, no. You see, I'm a fairly rich man.
I don’t want money. No ; I'm taking it home
to show to the King of England. It’s worthy
of a place among the Crown jewecls.”

I should like that pearl more than I can
say. If you’ll put a price on it, I'll buy it at
your figure.”

“ I’'m not inclined to part with it for money.”

“Will you exchange it for diamonds ?
Women like diamonds.”

The Centipede laughed.

‘“You tempt me, your Highness, very
greatly. But I'mafraid I cannot. I expect in
your collection you have something far finer.”

““ My friend, I'll show you. Would it please
you to see some of my trinkets ? *’

‘““Indeed, it would. I'm intensely fond of
jewels from a connoisseur’s point of view.”

The Maharajah put his hand into the breast
of his robe and took a small key from a chain
round his neck, which the Centipede pretended
not to notice.

‘“ That little key never leaves my person,”
he said with a laugh. ‘I can assure you, Mr.
Belmore, that there are few people who can
say they have seen what you are going to see.”

The Centipede breathed hard as he realised
what was about to happen—that his eyes were
going to rest on the wondrous magnificence of
the possessions of this monarch. He keenly
noted every movement of the hand of the
Prince as he carefully took the little key from
the chain on which it hung, and walking across

’ n
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the room slid a small panel back in the wood-
work, and passing his hand into the square
opening turned the key. As he did so, the
whole of the panelling swung back, and the
two men standing at a short distance off noted
that a long narrow chamber was within.
Double windows lit the place, well guarded
with huge steel bars securely let into the stone-
work. It would have been quite impossible
for anyone to have broken into this treasury
from the outside. Pretending to examine a
work of art which hung on the wall farthest
away from the entrance to the strong room,
the Centipede took careful note of the exact
position of the small panel, but so cleverly had
the door been introduced into the wall that
it was extremely difficult to see where it could
be joined. However, his perceptive brain
measured almost instantly the height to the
ceiling and the distance from a great window,
and he marked the place by the nearest
pictures or arms that rested against the wall.

Then the Maharajah having opened the door
called the two men to enter, and the Centipede
passed across the room, followed by Colonel
Macquoid. It was with beating heart and
suppressed excitement that he walked into the
chamber. There he saw row upon row of
steel boxes standing upon shelves, each of
them opened by small keys hanging on nails
above them.

Speechless with admiration, the Centipede
feasted his eyes upon the superb wonders of
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the jeweller’s art that his host handed to him.
The collection included perfect and flawless
specimens of nearly every precious stone in
existence. There were magnificent necklaces
and rings, bracelets of diamonds, emeralds,
rubies, sapphires, opals, and amethysts, single
cut stones of rare beauty and water, ropes of
pearls and chains of turquoise. In fact, the
collection was almost priceless. The Mahara-
jah told the eagerly listening men the history
of a number of the most wonderful specimens ;
how his ancestors had gone to war with other
kings and provinces to secure them. It was
almost a shock to realise the amount of blood-
shed and cruclty that it must have cost to
obtain possession of these jewels.

All the time the Centipede was carefully
taking mental notes of the boxes which con-
tained the most valuable stones, so that on his
next visit he might secure them without un-
necessary delay. His keen eye also noted all
the possibilities of escapc and danger that the
rooms possessed, and nothing was overlooked.

At last, the whole collection having been
examined and discussed, he thanked his host
for the courtesy he had shown in exhibiting the
treasures to him.

‘“ Your Highness most ccrtainly has a perfect
collection. I've read of the treasures of the
East in books, but I never thought that I should
have the delight of gazing upon such wonders.”

“ T am proud to be able to show them to you.
I take an immense pleasure in them, and am
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continually adding to the list. But, Mr.
Belmore, I want that pearl. Will you not
sell to me ? ”

““ No, your Highness, I could not sell ; but
I’ll tell you what I will do : I will exchange it
for one of your jewels, to be chosen by you
as a memento.”

“ That’s very gracious of you, and I accept
the offer. Hcre are three splendid diamonds.
Will that satisfy you by way of an exchange ?

‘““ Perfectly. I know that my precious pearl
will repose in good hands, so I recadily agree.
Here it is. I should like to sce where it will
rest.”

The exchange was duly made, the Maharajah
placing the beautiful pearl in a bed of cotton
wool, and locking it away in the last box.

‘“ There it rests, Mr. Belmore. The next
time you come to Mhurrapuir, should you like
to see it again, I think you will find it safe.”

The thought flashed through the Centipede’s
brain that before many days were passed he
would be looking again upon the jewel, but it
would be in his own possession.

The Maharajah then proceeded to close the
strong room, and the Centipede stood by
conversing with him, all the while taking the
most careful note of the exact position of the
small opening.

The Prince then proposed that he should
show them the Palace, which invitation was
gladly accepted, and the next hour was spent
in wandering through its magnificent rooms.



CHAPTER III.

THE CENTIPEDE SECURES THE JEWELS.

THE day after his visit to the Maharajah, the
Centipede took leave of Colonel Macquoid.
Both men genuinely regretted the parting, for
they had learnt to like one another during their
short acquaintance, and there was no doubt
the Centipede had thoroughly enjoyed his stay
at Mhurrapuir. But the time was now ripe
for action, and it was necessary that he should
get to work without further delay ; therefore,
having obtained all the information he required
as to the whereabouts of the treasures of
the Maharajah, together with the best means
of getting at them, he prepared to depart.

Having made his preparations and wished
the Colonel good-bye, giving his promise to
come and stay with him again, he took his seat
in the ekka that was awaiting him and
departed, ostensibly setting off for the railway
en route to Peshawur.

- 53
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Twodays later therestrode into Mhurrapuir a
tallFaquir clad in the filthiest of garments, his
lon%1 thin beard reaching nearly to his waist,

air knotted and unkempt, his arms, neck,
and face smeared with ashes, and his skin burnt
almost black with the heat of the sun, while he
stared straight before him as he walked, taking
no notice of anything or anybody that he saw.

Passing through the great double-towered
gateway that gives cntrance to the city, he
made his way to the lowest quarters, and
arriving at an open space where a large tree
spread its branches and afforded some shade
from the burning rays of the noonday sun, he
squatted down with his back to the stem,
placed his alms-bowl before him, and assumed
the stoical expression of the ascetic.

Very soon the bowl began to fill with small
pieces of money dropped into it by the passers-
by, whose requests for his blessing produced a
few muttered words which appeared to have
the effect of pleasing one and all.

For hours he sat in exactly the same position,
until the sun began to sink like a ball of fire
behind the distant hills ; and at last there came
towards him a woman bearing a couple of brass
water-chattis slung in nets at the ends of a
pole, which she carried with the utmost grace
and case across her shoulder.

She was a tall, handsome woman of queenly
figure, dressed in a dull dead-green dress sewn
all over in a pattern with small pieces of
glass that glittered and sparkled in the rays of
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the fast declining sun ; her ankles and wrists
heavy with bracelets that jingled musically as
she walked ; her small cars were pierced with
large gold ear-rings, while one nostril had a
small gold ring through it. As she drew near
the Faquir, he raised his cyes and addressed her.

‘“ Daughter, give me, I pray thee, a gourd of
water, for I have come from afar and would
quench my thirst.”

Without answering a word, she slung the
bar from her shoulder and filled the gourd that
he held out to her from one of the brass chattis.

After he had quenched his thirst, he set the
gourd down and gave her his blessing : ‘“ May
thy children’s children be sons, and thy joy in
them perpetual.”” Then in a low voice he
added, ‘ Delalki, dost thou not know me ?
The Master.”

The woman started in astonishment, but
only for a moment. Therc were one or two
natives passing at the time, and it was very
necessary to be cautious.

“ Daughter, I would ask of thee room in thy
house to rest me this night ; for I am in this
city at a loss, as a blind man without guide.”

‘ Oh, holy man, if thou wilt but honour my
poor house, then indeed shall we be blessed.”

Without a word more the Faquir arose, and
taking his alms-bowl and staff, strode
majestically after the woman, who led the
way through the crowded streets to her home.

Having admitted him, she proceeded to
make things as comfortable as possible, and set



56 THE CENTIPEDE.

out a meal of dried fish, boiled rice, and vege-
table curry. It was a great relief to the
Centipede to throw off the character of Faquir
that he had been assuming, and to talk
earnestly to the woman with whom he had
been associated in matters of a similar kind
before, and whom he had known, together with
her husband, for many years ; it was through
their instrumentality that he had spread
abroad among the people the rumours of the
advent of their delivercr.

Many and many a time she had proved her-
self to be reliable ; and her skill in concealing
the source of the reports on this occasion won
the Centipede’s profound admiration and
approval. He learnt from her lips all the
rumours that had spread like wild-fire among
the scum of the city, but she never enquired
what was the object of the instructions that
had been given her.  She obeyed implicitly, for
she knew that the Master was engaged on some
serious work, and that she would be well paid,
she and her good man ; that was quite sufficient.

“ Delalki, thou has done well, and 1 will
reward thee richly. The time is come when I
must act in the matter that I have set my
hand to do ; therefore, the leaders among the
people may now know that their deliverer
hath appeared ; but first I desire that the
news of my arrival shall be made known only
to the Maharajah. Tell me how may this be
brought about.”

“ Truly, that were an easy thing to per-
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form. Doth not my husband himself serve
at the Palace, and is it not made plainer still,
for my husband’s brother hath the honour of
serving the Maharajah in his presence. I will
this night speak to my man, so that he, being
prepared, may bring the matter early before
his brother, thus the Prince may hear thereof.”

““So be it, Delalki; spcak with thy man,
and, further, let him ask for a price as reward,
so that his brother may put the matter as a
great service before the Maharajah, seeing that
he hath brought the knowledge to his ears
that a deliverer hath come to the people, who
will set himself up against him.”

“ It shall be done, O Master.”

“ And, further, let it be put into the mind of
the Prince that he sendeth at once to bring this
usurper before him, so that he may have
speech with me. Isit plain to thee, Delalki ?

‘It is plain.”

“ Then, when T have gone to have speech
with the Maharajah, should it so happen that
things fall out as we desire, let the populace
know that he who is expected hath arrived.
After that, I will take the matter in hand my-
self. Here is thy reward for all that thou and
thy man have done on my behalf. I am well
pleased. Now will I go torest, for T am tired.”

With that, he strode away and left the
woman to examine the purse of money that he
handed to her, and which was sufficient to keep
them in luxury for years.

When the woman’s husband returned, his
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astonishment was great on being told by his
wife that the Master had arrived ; and they
sat late discussing the best plan to carry out
the wishes of the Centipede. At last it was
arranged between them that in the morning
the man should seek out his brother and tell
him the news, and, as the man wcll knew, his
relative was of an exceedingly grasping and
avaricious nature, so it was quite certain that
the most would be made of the circumstance
with the object of getting a substantial reward
from the Prince.

It happened that the next morning, on
arriving at the Palace, he at once ran across
his brother, the personal attendant upon the
Maharajah. Bursting with importance, he
related the fact of the Faquir having come to
his house to seek shelter the evening before.

The brother eagerly devoured the news ; for
he at once saw the possibility of making capital
out of it with his royal master ; but, being of
a cautious and diplomatic turn of mind, he
procecded to warn his brother against allowing
the knowledge to leak out that he had har-
boured the holy man even for one night, for it
would most certainly be an invitation to the
police to take action against him.

“I pray thee,” said the poorer brother, “that
thou wilt speak for me to the Maharajah,so that
I receive some reward for my information.”

After he had obtained this promise, which
he knew would never be kept, the men parted,
and the elder brother made his way to the
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prescnce of his august master ; and, when the
occasion presented itself, informed the
~monarch of what his brother had told him.

The Maharajah was naturally somewhat con-
cerncd on hearing the news that the mysterious
deliverer of his people was within the city walls,
and pondercd over the subject for some hours,
until he determined to take the matter up, and
to that end sent for Mir Singh, his attendant.

““ Tell me, Mir Singh, didst thou inform me
that it was to the house of thy brother that
this man had come ?

“ Even so, Heaven born, to scck lodging.”

“Then I desire thee that thou goest with
thy brother immediately to bring hither this
much presuming deliverer, that I may see for
myself what manner of man it is that would
thrust me from my throne. Convey him here
to me by the garden staircase, so that none may
know of his coming. Go now, immediately, for
I am all impatience to have speech with him.”

The man bowed low and left the room, and
proceeded to find his brother to carry out the
instructions received.

In a very short while the pair had made their
way to the city and reached the younger
brother’s house.

Here he spoke. “ Let me cnter and speak
to the holy man alone, as it may so happen
that we may have trouble in getting him
away. I will go to him and say that the
leader of the people would have speech with
him, and he may thus go casily with us.”
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Now Mir Singh was a man -of peace, not
given to battles and fightings. His disposition
was towards the getting together of wealth by
any means save that of personal violence, at
which he drew the line; for there is an old Indian
proverb that suited his feelings exactly—‘‘ He
who would be wealthy, must live peaceably.”

So he was pleased to fall in with his younger
brother’s arrangement, and condescended to
hold converse with the wife while the other
interviewed the Faquir.

Passing through the house, he gained the
room, where he found the Master seated
writing some notes on a sheet of paper. He
thereupon informed his guest that the Maha-
rajah had sent him with his brother to bring
him to the Palace. On learning this news, the
Centipede asked which way he was to be taken,
and then requested the man to make the possi-
bility of escape easy, should it lay in his power.

Although the Centipede fully expected that
this summons would come, he did not realise
that it would be so soon. His nerves were
usually proof against surprises, but this time
the very fact that the crisis of his enterprise
was about to be reached caused him to
experience that curious feeling which accom-
panies acute anxiety, and on these occasions
makes the very molehills of chance appear to
be magnified into mountains of circumstance.

However, it needed but a short while to brace
his nerves together, secure certain impedi-
menta that he always carried in case of emer-
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gency, arrange his dirty and torn garments
about him, take his gourd and his staff in his
sand, and follow the elder of his guides as
instructed.

Walking with bowed and thoughtful mien
along the hot and narrow alleys, which he knew
led to the garden entrance to the Palace, he
instinctively felt to see if the precious revolver
was safely secreted in the folds of his garments,
and also for the tiny bottle that he always
carried slung in a wash-leather bag round his
neck, in case of the direst neccessity. This
bottle contained a clear and very pungent
liquid, whose deadly secret he had learned
from a Tamil in Ceylon. Such was the
extraordinary power of this fluid, that the
victim beforc whose nosc the same had been
held for a few seconds, became completely and
profoundly insensible. With this safeguard
upon him, he felt that he was prepared for
almost any emcrgency that might arise.

Passing along the narrow and tortuous
passage they at last came out into the main
thoroughfare, and presently he saw the man
in front stop at a little door studded with nails
which was sct in a solid stone wall some fifteen
to twenty feet high, above which, but at some
distance back, towered the immense rock with
the white Palace glistening at its summit.

Opening the gate, the man passed in and
beckoned to the Centipede to follow him, which
he did, while the second man closed and
locked the door behind them.



62 THE CENTIPEDE.

He found himself in an exquisite garden,
beautifully planted with tall palms, bread
fruit, and tamarind trees, that grew most
luxuriantly on every side, and innumerable
flowers, giving out most delicious perfumes
that stole over his senses with a charm that
was indescribable after the vile odours that he
had perforce to put up with in the course of the
last few days in his sordid and dirty quarters.

Well-kept shady walks and paths branched
off on all sides ; here and therc were marble
fountains and fish ponds, summer houses and
quaint seats, and hundreds of exquisitely kept
beds of flowers. The whole scene was a very
strikin§l and beautiful one, and became fixed
upon the Centipede’s memory for many a long
day after.

%ollowing his guide, he walked quickly
along until he found himself close up to the
foot of the rock, and before him a steep flight
of steps hewn out of the solid granite. These
they proceeded to mount, and having climbed
for about fifty or sixty feet stopped at another
nail-studded door ; as this was being unlocked,
the Centipede turned and gazed down upon the
city below, with its irregular and picturesque
streets of houses set in their frames of green
mango trees, through which the flat, white
roofs showed with intensity. For the moment
he forgot his purpose and became wrapt in
mute admiration, and it was only on feeling
the hand of his guide upon his arm that he
was brought to his senses with a start.
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He followed into another narrow and very
steep staircase guarded by the door, which
e noticed the second man closed but did not
lock after him. The only light that entered
the passage way came from narrow slits cut
in the rock at every nine or ten yards. Up and
up they toiled, until it seemed to him that
they must have ascended thousands of feet.
At last they came upon another door, upon
which Mir Singh knocked thrice.

Not one of them spoke—they only stood
and breathed hard.

Minute followed minute in silence, which,
in the semi-darkness of the passage, was most
unnerving. The Centipede did not feel any
too safe. What if the door before them should
suddenly open and armed men rush upon
him ? Once in the hands of the Maharajah,
should that august monarch discover his
errand, he knew exactly what to expect.
The very thought of it made him clutch at his
revolver and determine to sell his life as dearly
as possible, reserving one chamber for himself.

After knocking again three times, the sound
of the turning of a key in the lock broke upon
his listening ear. Very soon the door swung
back upon its hinges, and he saw the huge
figure of the Maharajah standing in the
entrance.

He wore a splendid robe of green silk,
embroidered with pearls and gold, and a saffron
turban with a knot of emeralds hanging over
one temple. His black beard was carefully
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brushed back to his ears, while his jet black
eyes fixed themselves like a snake’s upon
those of the Centipede. .

‘‘ Enter, thou Faquir, in peace. I would
have speech with thee on certain rumours
that have come to mine ears. Close the door,
Mir Singh ; thou and thy brother can leave
the room by the other door. 1 will converse
with this holy man awhile. Sce, therefore,
that none disturb us ; I would be "alone with
him until T warn thee.”

Both men bowed low, crossed the apart-
ment, and went out, leaving the Prince alone
with the Faquir.

The Centipede stood with his head bowed
low on his chest, and his hands clutching the
staff that he held. The Maharajah seated
himself at a table and fixed his eyes upon
the man before him. It was an extremely
trying moment for the Centipede, as he well
knew that there would be but scant mercy
shown him if the Maharajah should recognise
his guest of three days before. It seemed to
him to be hours before the Prince spoke.

“Thou art silent, O Faquir. Loose thy
tongue, that I may hear thee speak.”

The Centipede drew himsclf up to his full
height and looked the monarch straight into
his piercing black eyes, so searching and cruel.

‘““It is not meet that one so lowly as I should
begin speech with an illustrious Prince such as
thou,” he answered in a deep voice, slow and
strong.
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‘ Whence comest thou, O holy man ?”
“From afar. I have journeyed out of
Beshawur. My mission is a sacred one.”
“Dost thou not know that thy presence in my
city is causing thee to be suspected among men
as a traitor and felon, and that thou dost run
risks that, couldst thou but realise them, would
set thee trembling in very terror ? It is spoken
of thee that thou art a schemer and breaker of
the peace and wouldst set thyself up against
me, so that my kingdom is in turmoil.”
“The lips that spoke thus unto thee, O
Prince, lie. I am no traitor nor schemer
against thee, but only for thee and thine. I
fear no punishment. It is given to me to see
in thee a great and wise ruler of all people.”
““These are but idle boastings and vain
imaginations, O Faquir. They are empty as
the wind that shaketh the cinnamon trees in
my garden. By what madness of brain canst
thou conceive that I shall do these things ? "’
‘“ Because it is written, O Prince. Because it
is in the Book of thy Fate. I have travelled
from afar to come near unto thee because it
is so ordained. O great and noble ruler, look
down upon the city over which thou holdest
sway. Let thine eyes rest but for one moment
on the thousand and one houses therein. In
them dwell thy people, oppressed and enslaved
by the hand of the British, so that none know
freedom of speech nor purpose. O Prince, give
ear to my words ! Where now is the glory of
thy power that but a few short years ago
E
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was the wonder of the universe ? Gone—all
has gone, passed away, become nothing but a
memory. Yet it is given to my poor eyes {Q
tear aside the veil that covers the future, and
to see thee lord over all Hindostan, reigning
with justice and mercy over thy people, whose
number shall be even as the sands of the sea.

“Is it not something, O great Prince, to free
thy land from misery and slavery, to cast out
this hated tyrant usurper, who hath so long set
up laws that are become irksome and grievous
to all? Prince, I charge thee let thy hand
again seek the hilt of the sword that now rusts
in itsscabbard. Let thy power be shown, that
men may see thou art still strong as of yore,
and can cast out the tyrant from our midst.”

During the latter portion of the Faquir’s
impassioned oration the Maharajah gazed in
mute astonishment at the audacity of the
man addressing him. Never before in the
whole course of his life had such suggestions
been put to him. It was only in his heart
of hearts that he thought of these things.

““ Thou speakest big words, O Faquir. It
will be no easy matter to cast out the British.
Remember we tried once and failed. Will the
next time prove more successful ? "’

‘I have spoken. It is ordained, by powers
that we cannot resist. Here I have with me
a paper that will tell thee all the princes that
are with us in the cause, so that thou mayest
see once and for all that I speak no idle words,
qut true and faithful ones.”
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The sharp ears of the monarch took in the
last speech in a flash. Here indeed was an
-admission. Now he would learn who the
great people were that made opposition to
the British Government. Then with this
knowledge, if he thought no more of the
scheme, he could at least make capital out of
the information that he possessed in the names
of the would-be rebels. The secret service
pay handsomely for knowledge of the kind,
and no doubt he would receive grcat honour
from high quarters. These were the thoughts
that flashed through his mind as he watched
the man take a paper from his clothing and,
smoothing it out, come to his side to lay it
before him on the table.

The Maharajah’s intcnse interest was at
once centred on the writing. Here was the
Centipede’s opportunity.

Like a flash his hand produced the small
bottle of liquid from the wash-leather bag, and
in a moment he had the Maharajah round the
neck in his strong grip and the bottle at his
nostrils. In a few seconds the struggling man
became quiet and deadlygrey. Letting his head
fall back against the chair the Centipede gave
him a few seconds more of the pungent fumes,
then put the bottle back again in its little bag,
took up the paper that he had set before his
victim, and placed it in safety beneath his dress.

Then he locked all the doors save the one
that led to the staircase, in which he left the
key, and returned to the insensible monarch,
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Carefully undoing the dress of his victim he
found the little key hanging on the golden
chain and removed it from the swivel ; then~
looking fixedly at him for a few seconds he
turned to the wall where he knew that the
panel was. It took him a minute or two to
find the exact spot, but at last he touched
the spring and the small door opened under
his hand. Within he saw the safe keyhole,
and placing the key therein he turned it and the
big iron door swung back noiselessly upon its
hinges, and before him were the steel boxes set
out on their shelves. It did not take him very
many minutes to secure the best of the jewels,
including his own pearl, and he placed as many
as he could in small pockets of wash-leather
sewn in his clothes. With a sigh of relief he
locked all the cases and shut the great door and
turned thekey, then closed the little panel again
and quietly stepped over to the Maharajah.

Taking the gold chain in his fingers he
slipped on the key, when suddenly he felt the
Maharajah’s hands go up in a flash to his
throat. Like lightning he realised the fact
that the drug had not acted sufficiently.

Then began such a fight as he had never
known before. The Maharajah, though still
dazed with the power of the drug, was strong
as Hercules, and the Centipede felt that he
would have to use all the arts that he knew
of if he wished to save himself. In a moment
the two men were on their feet, each grimly
determined to overcome the other.
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The Centipede could feel the strong fingers
of his adversary tighten on his throat until it
seemed he must strangle. By dint of extra-
ordinary strength and agility he managed to
get his arms up and thus prevent the furious
monarch from using all his force. Round
and round they went, grunting and straining
like wild beasts in thcir efforts to gain an
advantage. Suddenly the Maharajah changed
his tactics, and letting go the throat he caught
the Centipede’s bare arm in his strong white
tceth and bit it to the bone. With a sharp
cry of agony the Centipede sprang awayand the
two men stood facing one another. During the
struggle the Centipede’s false beard and wig
had been torn away, and the now clear-headed
monarch saw that his opponent was no
Faquir, but to his intense astonishment
recognised the face of his guest of a few days
before.

It was only a short respite, but it was
sufficient to enable the Centipede to get his
revolver into his hand, but only just in time,
for with a howl of rage like a tiger, the Maha-
rajah snatched up a dagger from a table and
sprang at his adversary.

As the huge man came towards him, with
his brilliant black eyes burning like those of a
maniac, and the long dagger in his hand, he
presented the most awful appearance, and the
Centipede well knew that it meant death if he
succeeded in reaching him. With a bound like
a tiger the Prince was upon him and had seized
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him by the arm with his left hand, while the
right was raised to stab him to the heart.

Suddenly there was a sharp crack of a
pistol, and the big man rolled in a heap on
the floor at the fect of the Centipede.

Not for one sccond did he lose his presence
of mind. Hec knew that there was nothing
for it now but to escape, and that as quickly
as possible, for there was no telling whether
the shot fired had been hcard ; very probably,
even now someone was on the way to ascertain
the cause of the report. But before taking
his departurc it was essential that he should
cover his tracks.

First he strode over to the door leading to
the Palace to see that it was securely locked
and that the key was on the inside. Then
he closed and fastened all the windows and
turned over a few more chairs as if to give
the appearance of an extremecly fierce fight
having taken place. The wounded man had
fallen upon his side and lay at full length,
with his hcad towards the window and his
feet to the strong-room door, and the Centipede
therefore hastily clcared away the rugs to
form an uninterrupted passage over the
highly-polished floor from the prostrate figure
to the staircase door.

He then took the key from the lock and
passed it through the space between the floor
and the bottom of the door, and, satisfied
that there was sufficient room to slide it quite
easily without fear of its jamming, he pro-
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ceeded to draw a red herring, as it were,
across his own track.

Taking a reel of cotton from his pocket he
tied a small knot at the end, and passing it
under the foot of the Maharajah he brought
the ends outside the door. Having turned
the key on the outside, he proceeded to make
a loose hitch in the cotton round the key
handle ; then laying it on the polished floor
he proceeded to draw it very cautiously
towards the foot of the wounded man. Whenin
due course it reached the obstruction its pro-
gress was stopped, and the hitch becoming loos-
ened he drew the cotton back again to himself,
leaving the key beneath the foot of the Maha-
rajah, carefully examining the end to see that
none had broken off, and finding the knot to his
satisfaction smiled to himself as he thought of
the nice little mystery that his disappearance
with the doors locked on the inside and all the
windows closed and the key reposing beneath
the wounded man would cause to the police
when they came to examine into the affair.

Then he proceceded down the staircase as
fast as he could, and at length reached the
garden, to find that the darkness was closing
in. He determined that the best thing he
could do was to hide somewhere until the
night was well advanced, when he could make
his escape ; for his appearance in his present
condition would most certainly attract
attention in the city and probably be his
undoing. He had no intention of going back
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to Delalki’s house, but of making his way to
Chittarre with as little delay as possible, after
he had transacted a little business that first
claimed his attention. Fortunately for him, the
approaching darkness would prevent his being
seen by anyone at the window of the palace, but
still he was too careful to run any risks, and
he therefore proceeded with the very greatest
caution to select a hiding place at the far end of
the garden in a thick belt of shrubs that would
effectually protect him from observation should
anyone chance to pass along the walks.

Very soon he discovered exactly the place
that he required, with thick low-growing
shrubs on all sides, so situated that no one
could approach without his being aware of it.
Once he had settled himself down in his hiding-
place, he began to feel the pain of his wounded
arm ; now that the excitement of the escape
had passed, he noticed it ; and as the time
went on it became more and more acute, until
it almost drove him mad. He tried in every
way to alleviate it, but the more he did the
worse it seemed to become. Soon a deadly sick-
ness came over him. His teeth chattered in his
head, his extremities became cold and numbed.
He struggled with all the determination and
strength of mind he possessed against the
feeling of faintness that kept coming over
him. The excitement through which he had
gone, the want of proper food, and the extreme
pain that he suffered overcame his determina-
tion, and he sank into a dead faint.



CHAPTER IV.

THE WOUNDED MAHARAJAH IS DISCOVERED.

THE evening passed quickly away, yet no
summons to attend upon his august master
came to Mir Singh. The Maharajah had been
closeted with the Faquir now for hours, and
the usual time for his evening meal had long
since passed ; this was the more extraordinary
as his habits were generally most regular.
Mir Singh was much troubled by these
circumstances ; time after time he went up to
the closed door and listened for some sound
that would ease his tormented mind; but
perfect silence reigned; no voices, no movement
whatsoever. Tremblingly he asked himself
what did it mean ? Had his master fallen
asleep ? Or was he dead ? In an agony of
nervous apprehension he sought out his
brother and told him of the state of affairs,
and together they made their way to the door
of the Maharajah’s room to strain their ears
for evidence of their master’s existence.
Both feared even to touch the door handle,
for they had received strict instructions that
73
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he was to be left undisturbed ; and they were
well acquainted with the violcnce of his
temper when orders were disobeyed.

In awed whispers they conferred together as
to what should be done. The brother sug-
gested breaking in the door, but Mir Singh
immediately put his foot on that proposition.
The next move suggested by the brother was
that they should try the garden staircase, for
perchance the Maharajah had gone out that
way. This had never struck Mir Singh, and
thereupon they descended and made their
way to the garden and climbed the stcep
staircase, only to find the door locked.

There was nothing for it but to return once
more through the Palace. Arrived again before
the entrance to the room, the brother sug-
gested that they should knock and await an
answer. With fear and trembling, Mir Singh,
who was at heart an abject coward, consented ;
and the brother rapped loudly, but no sound
whatever came in response.- Then they were
both thoroughly frightcned.

‘““What shall be done? What shall be
done ? ”’ demanded Mir Singh, wringing his
hands in nervous terror. .

“ Dost thou not see plainly that the door
must be broken open, and that at once?”
replied the brother.

“Fool!” answered Mir Singh. ‘ Thou
knowest well that it would mean instant
dismissal to me. Nay, nay. We must devise
some other scheme than that.”
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““There is no other scheme, my brother,
unless it be that thou wilt go unto the Sahib
Macquoid and beg to know what is to be done.”

‘““ That would be well, brother,” answered
Mir Singh, hoping that the responsibility of
the affair might thus be shifted on to other
shoulders. ““I will get me to him at once;
he is great and powerful, and will sce that we
are protected. Stay thou here so that none
come near unto the door. I will return with
all speed.”

This was an excellent idea that the brother
had put forward, and should be acted upon at
once. He saw the necessity of going himself
to see the Colonel, and took his departure there
and then, leaving his brother to keep guard
over the door.

There was no doubt that something very
extraordinary had happened, and it thoroughly
frightened Mir Singh. He had never known
such an unusual occurrence. Generally he
was summoned to his master’s presence
hundreds of times a day, but for hours to pass
without an order was a sure sign that some-
thing unusual was toward. The more he
thought of;it, the less he liked it, especially as
he himself was in a sense implicated in the
matter, as he had been the means of bringing
the Faquir to the Palace. But it was best
that Colonel Macquoid should take the matter
up at once, and then he would be relieved of
any responsibility. But he was frightened,
very frightened. An arrant coward at the
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best of times, a trouble such as this nearly
sent him .mad.

Fear lent wings to his usually slow and
solemn steps, and the fat groom of the
chambers fairly flew over the ground as he
made his way to the city, pushing all and
sundry aside who dared to bar his way. At
last he reached the Colonel’s bungalow, and
desired, with an ill-assumed arrogance, that
his name should at once be taken in to the
Colonel.

In the meantime he waited in fear and
trembling. What would thc Colonel say ?
Would he cross-examine him ?  Would he put
questions to him that he might find very
difficult to answer ? He almost wished that
he had taken upon himself to order the door
to be forced open and run the risk of his
master’s displeasure, rather than face the
stern, business-like Colonel, for whom he
entertained the profoundest fear. What if
the Maharajah were dead ? The very thought
of this contingency filled his mind with horror
and turned his blood to water.

Colonel Macquoid had finished his dinner
and was sitting over his coffee and cigar with*
a guest, Richard Drew, who was the Chief of
Police of the province, a man of remarkable
intelligence and administrative ability, who
had risen to his present position in an extra-
ordinarily short time, chiefly owing to his
indomitable perseverance and tremendous
appetite for work.
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The two men had been friends for years.
Drew always took up his quarters at the
Colonel's bungalow whenever his duties
brought him to Mhurrapuir. He had only
arrived in the city an hour or two before, and,
as the pair had not met for some months,
they found plenty to talk about during the
dinner.

The Colonel, a splendid host, made things
exceedingly comfortable for his guests ; and,
besides being an cxcellent conversationalist,
was also a good listener. He liked to hear
Drew talk, for the man had been through
many interesting experiences and knew how
to make the most of them. So the meal
had been a very pleasant one, and they had
lingered a long while over their dessert.

‘“ Bring your coffee and let’s sit out on the
verandah. It’s reeking hot indoors to-night,
and perhaps we may be able to get a little
more air outside.”

So out into the verandah they stepped, and
threw themselves into comfortably cool wicker
chairs that invited repose and ease.

“ Well, what have you been doing with
yourself lately ? Tracking the wrong-doer, as
usual, I suppose. By the way, old chap, you
haven'’t succeeded in taking your good friend
the Centipede yet, have you ?”

““No, damn him. He’s too wary a bird.”

““Ah! I feared so. He'll take all the catch-
ing you can give him, Dickie,’ said the
Colonel, as he set down his empty cup. °
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‘“It’s the most extraordinary case that has
becn known in the whole history of the Indian
Police. I was in Calcutta a few weeks ago.
They are still moving Heaven and earth to
get him.  There’s a man named Featherstone
who is perfectly mad on the subject. He used
to be with me years ago in Agra. I wonder
if you ever met him. Hc's a very decent
chap, but at present he’s completely off his
head on the subject of the Centipede. It’s
quite astonishing. Talks and thinks of
nothing else, until one gets insufferably bored
with him. However, he’s certain he’s on the
man'’s track, and swears he can put his hand on
him in a week. All the men at the clubs laugh
at him ; but I tell you he’s in deadly earnest.
There’s absolutely no question about that.”

“ What chance do you think he really has of
securing the quarry ? You know, he’s not the
only one who has come to grief over the
mysterious Centipede.”

“ Well, to tell you the truth, I am of opinion
that no one will ever catch the man. He’s too
devilish clever for us ; the masterly manner in
which his plans are laid and carried out
makes him a prince among criminals.”

“It’s curious what a long while it is since
we had any exciting news of him. I must
say he has given me many pleasant moments
in the reading of his misdeeds. I confess that
with all his wickedness I've a sneaking regard
for the man who can dare and do what he
does.”
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“I fear you wouldn’t have a sneaking
regard for him if you had to put up with all
the swearings and cursings that we poor devils
in the Police are subject to because we cannot
lay our hands on the most cunning and astute
criminal of this or any other country, for the
matter of that. I've good reason to know
how clever he is, for, with all my knowledge of
the ways of these people, he took me in like a
schoolboy. I blush to think of it even now.
The circumstance happened just after Lady
Guernsey’s jewels were stolen at Simla. I
was sent for specially to take up the case, and I
set a beautiful net round him and was con-
gratulating myself how easily he would be
caught when I received a note from Lady
Guernsey, asking me to give an interview to
her brother, which, of course, I did. He
requested the pleasure of my company to
lunch. He was a delightful man, and I
enjoyed the meal very much. I told him
exactly how we were going to take the
Centipede, and we both laughed heartily over
the scheme. It was, oh! so simple. After
lunch I returned to my hotel, and very soon a
servant brought me a note together with a
small parcel. Both were from the Centipede,
apologising for having to take advantage of
circumstances and play the part of Lady
Guernsey’s brother, also thanking me for the
information that I had imparted to him at
lunch as to the net I had woven, and saying
how very much he had enjoyed meeting me,



8o THE CENTIPEDE.

and trusting that he might again have the
same pleasure on some future occasion.
He begged to send with the letter a small
present, and hoped I would accept it as a
memento of the occasion.”

‘“ What was it—eh ? ”’

‘“ The settings of all her ladyship’s magnifi-
cent stones, which had been, of course,
removed. By Jove, you can imagine my
feelings, especially as I had woven such a nice
net around him and was so cocksure of getting
him fixed in it! However, he bested me that
time, but I shan’t be caught again in a hurry.”

‘1 shouldn’t be too certain, old chap. By
the way, I've had an awfully good fellow
staying here lately. He would have suited
you to a nicety. Came with a letter of intro-
duction from Lord Caversham. He was
globe-trotting ; Belmore was his name, Digby
Belmore.”

“What!” Drew almost jumped from his
chair with excitement.

** Digby Belmore.”

“By Gad! Colonel—do you happen to
know that’s the name under which the
Centipede has worked several of his schemes ?
What was he like ? "

“Oh! a very tall, beautifully-built man,
black hair and eyes and a drooping moustache.
Awfully well groomed and generally turned
out. Talks rather slowly, very well-read and
intellectual.”

‘“ That’s an exact description of my man.
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He was the most fascinating chap I ever met.
He regularly took me in, and I don’t mind
confessing it. But Digby Belmore was the
name he used, and it’s a devilish queer coinci-
dence if this Digby Belmore who has been here
isn’t the same man I had the pleasure of
knowing. When did he leave ? "

““ Three days ago.”

““ Where for ? ”’

“ Kashmir. He told the Maharajah he was
going to meet a man and going shooting
with him.”

‘““Told the Maharajah ?”

“Yes. I was invited to bring him up there
to see him.”

“Oh, he didn’t invite himself ? "’

“ Well, no, not exactly. He often expressed
a wish to meet the Maharajah, to whom I
mentioned the circumstance, and accordingly
was asked to bring him to the Palace.”

“ Did he rob him of anything, think you ? "

“ No, the Maharajah bested him, I should
say.”

“ How’s that ? "

““Why, he got a magnificent pearl worth
goodness knows how much out of Belmore in
exchange for three diamonds.”

““Oh ! he saw the Maharajah’s jewels, then ?”’

‘ Certainly, he showed them to us himself.”

“Oh! Oh! Are you certain he’s left
Mhurrapuir ?

“Certain, man. Of course I am. I'm as
certain of that as I am of anything.”
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“ What makes you so confident ? ”

‘1 said good-bye to him and helped put his
baggage into the ekka myself. He is gone,
right enough.”

“ Well, somehow, old chap, I've a feeling
on me we shall hear something more of this.”

“ Huzoor.”

“Well! Whatisit ? " asked the Colonel of
the servant, who had come to inform him of
Mir Singh’s arrival.

‘““ A man is here from the Palace, desiring to
speak with the sahib on a matter of much
importance.”

The Colonel sprang from his seat. It was
startlingly curious that this should have arisen
at the very moment that they had been
speaking of the Maharajah. A feeling of dread
came over him as he stood there, while the
servant waited.

‘Go, man, bring him here; don’t stand
there like a fool. Quick!”

Drew looked at his friend in perplexity.

“ What on earth does this mean? Eh!”

“I cannot say. We shall know, however, in
a very few minutes.”

At that moment Mir Singh, ashen grey and
trembling in every limb, was brought on to the
verandah ; and the Colonel motioned the ser-
vant to leave, together with the punka puller.

“ Well, Mir Singh, so it’s you, isit ? What’s
up ? ”

‘““ Oh, Sahib, thy servant feareth the worst.
The Maharajah——"
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“Dead ? "

“ We know not yet, defender of the poor.”

‘“ Come, come, be more explicit. Tell me
all. Here, sit down.”

The man was trembling so much with terror
that he could not speak connectedly, and it
was some moments before he was in a position
to say anything. But though the Colonel was
extremely anxious to hear what he had to say,
he managed to control himself while Mir
Singh pulled himsclf together.

‘““Sahib, for three hours the Maharajah has
given no sign. He is locked in his room with a
Faquir, and we fear there is causc for anxiety.”

““Tell me all about it, at once; from the
beginning. Hide nothing.”

The Colonel had risen and was pacing up
and down with his hands behind his back.

“ Thy servant will tell all. Yesterday my
brother came to me saying that a holy man,
a Faquir, had arrived at his house asking that
he mi%ht have lodging for the night, stating
that he was the long-expected Deliverer.
My brother hearing this hastened early this
morning to the palace to acquaint me of the
circumstance, whereupon thy servant straight-
way informed the Maharajah, who after con-
sideration ordered me to go to my brother’s
dwelling and bring the Faquir to the palace
secretly, so that he might have speech with
him. Thy servant did as he was commanded,
and the man was brought. The Maharajah
ordered us to leave them together, so that he
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might be alone to have speech with the holy
man ; on no account was he to be disturbed
until I was summoned.”

‘ What time was this ?

‘“ But an hour before darkness, Huzoor.”

“ What didst thou, Mir Singh ?”

‘““ Thy servant went about his duties, Sahib;
It was not until a late hour that we began to
be fearful, as there came no summons from
our master. Then I, with my brother, went
to the door and tried it, so that we might gain
admittance, but we found it locked. There-
fore, it became necessary to force the door,
but we feared to do it without authority ; so,
Sahib, thy servant cometh to know what is
the best thing to be done.”

The Colonel looked at Drew.

‘““ Don’t you think we’d better go up to the
palace at once ? ”’

‘“ Most certainly I do.”

The Colonel called for a servant and ordered
the cart to be prepared immediately.

“Who knoweth aught of this save thou
and thy brother ? ”’

‘“ None other, Huzoor