THE FOOTPRINT

BETWEEN TWO BAYS  

We were waiting for the tide to ebb before resuming  work on the schooner's bottom. There was nothing the  matter with her planks; but she had become so foul  by months of cruising in the warm, fertile waters of the  Gulf of California that she could not come about in  anything less than a whole-sail breeze. From the water line down she had grown a yard-long beard of sea-greens  that must have weighed several tons. This growth,  teeming with marine life -- diminutive abalones, crabs, spiders, baby squids, and enormous barnacles that looked like extinct volcanoes filled with marrow -- made the work of cleaning her difficult and repulsive. With the least exposure to the tropic sun she stank like a rotten fish; the weeds clung to her planks as hair clings to the head, and we were forever slicing our hands and forearms on the barnacles. We had warped her into one of two small shallow bays, divided from each other by a high promontory of drifted sand; and as the tide receded, and left her drying and stinking, we worked against time and a slender larder to get her clean. When the unfinished work had been covered by the rising tide, and further barbering become impossible, we would retire to the sands that divided the two bays, to grumble and to smoke. 

The sand of which the promontory was composed, though dry as dust, had a kind of inherent cohesiveness that caused it to maintain itself in hillocks and pinnacles and curious monumental forms, among which it was possible to find shade. Our favorite place to smoke and grumble was a hollow, round like a bird's nest, with one beetling elevation of sand to the west of it and another to the east. Except at high noon there was always shade in the hollow, and sometimes a kind of draught (less than the least breeze) was imagined to pass over it. Looking south or north from this nest the views were very much the same, except that in the foreground, or forewater of the south exposure, was the grounded schooner and the schooner's boat moored to the beach by a staked oar. To the eyes of instruments there may have been a calculable difference between the two bays of which we had the prospect, but to the human eye there was none; nor was there between the white desert shores, blotched with pale-blue shadows, that semicircled them. The two bays were like the upper-half of a vast pair of blue spectacles, of which the promontory dividing them was the nosepiece; the semicircling beaches, the silver rims; the blue shadows, tarnishes. It was a prospect with which one soon sickened and soon grew angry. Of vegetation there was not so much as one dead stem. 

During our periods of enforced idleness the prevailing atmosphere was one of pessimism. Our expedition had been a failure from the beginning. We were even ashamed to recall what we had once conceived to be its purpose. We said only: "Let us once get back to San Francisco and somebody will smart for his smartness." We had long since consigned the map, with its alluring directions in red ink, its infinity of plausible detail, and its general and particular verisimilitude, to the reddest devils of the deep sea. "Let Arundel get the rubies himself," we said. " Rubies-- hell I " 

There were five of us : four young fools, Crisp, Hawes, Meff and myself, and Morgridge, who was an old fool. We formed, together with Arundel, sick in a San Francisco hospital with tuberculosis of the bone (and lucky to be so well off, we thought), a stock company with a jointly paid-in capital of twenty-five hundred dollars. The company had paid Arundel two hundred dollars for his map, chartered the schooner (renamed her the Rvhy), found her in water, provisions, and firearms, and, with Morgridge in command, set sail for the Gulf of California. 

Arrived without mishap in those sharky, blistering waters, we cruised week after week, month after month, seeking the key to Arundel's map. "I can only tell you," he had said, "that there are two bays, very much alike, separated by high sand-dunes. The bay to the north is marked, where it bites deepest into the desert, by a kind of granite monolith that you can see for miles. It must be fifty feet high, and looks like an obelisk in the making. The trail starts a little to the north of this, and then you can apply the map, and it will tell you more than I can." 

We happened to be seated, grumbling and smoking, between two such bays as Arundel had described. But they were not the first pair we had found, nor the second. The whole coast was pitted with semicircular bays, and it had been no great trick to discover pair after pair as like as the eyes in a man's head. The trick was to find one single, solitary needle of granite. And in that we had dismally failed. Indeed, in the course of a hundred landings at various points we had not found so much as one pebble bigger than a robin's egg. There was nothing but sand; there wasn't even sandstone. The only big, hard things were abalone shells that had been washed ashore. To have continued so long to hunt for a granite monolith in a region which emphatically denied the possibility of its containing one was a reflection upon the intelligence of all concerned. 

Morgridge, who was near-sighted and never without his binoculars, lay on his belly and elbows, listlessly following the gambols of a porpoise-school in the waters of the northern bay. He remarked that the sight cooled him. Meff, with his eye on the tide, said that he was sorry to say we could get back to work in about twenty minutes; Hawes and Crisp were quarrelling desultorily over a game of piquet, in which was involved the filthiest, most dog's-eared pack of cards I ever saw. "I said you had point," said Crisp; "shut up and go on." "Tierce to the king, twice," said Hawes, not with any great hope. "You saw the discard," said Crisp, "I only took one card; you must know that I've got the knave quint in diamonds. It's awfully damn dull playing with you. I have to tell you everything." "Yes, you're the whole show," said Hawes. "Everybody knows that." The voices of the two, if sarcastic, were listless, and neither seemed capable of raising more than a shadow of resentment in the other. "Lead, fool," said Hawes quietly. "Twenty-one, Pinhead," retorted Crisp, and he led with the king of spades. 

"Boys," said Morgridge suddenly, " there s a junk heading into the bay." 

II THE MAN WITH THE YELLOW UMBRELLA 

The waters of the Gulf of California are rarely sailed; the shores more rarely tramped. Of the region's shadows no one is cast by the hand of the law. Diogenes would find there no honest face in which to shine his lantern. There men with itching palms, and pasts that clamor of unsuccess, voyage now and then in ill-formed craft, drawn by rumors. To some the inland mountains have yielded metals; now and then a lucky crew are enticed along a wake of ambrosial sweetness, to find in the waters a lump of ambergris that floats in the rainbow colors of its self-exuded oil, and is more precious than gold. From beneath the waters now and then are fished up bright and heavy pearls, orient, and abalone. But of the crews that go there is one that comes back with treasure, the mother of rumors, there are two that come back with nothing but scurvy, and there are seven that do not come back at all. 

Only Chinamen, light of appetite and clean to the last nail, can long endure the climate, and only the Chinese expeditions strike an average of success. But in those unpoliced waters a junk of Chinamen is a thing for white men to avoid. It is a devil, sea-buffeting, and, before the wind, swift. It is filled with cheap lives, it is full of greed, full of rifles, and formidable in patience and surprise. 

That the crew of the junk now rounding the northern horn of the northern bay, perhaps a half-mile distant, would not soon discover us among the shadows and hollows of the dunes, was probable; and, of course, the schooner was completely screened from the most alert eye by the whole mass of the promontory which divided one bay from the other. But it was also probable that in the course of time the junk would round that screen and become unpreventably interested in our private affairs: interested surely, and perhaps involved. For if the junk's captain thought that we had anything that he wanted, he would try to take it. But not at once. 

There would pass between the junk and the schooner very ceremonious and courteous greetings, and the junk would lumber away as if intent upon some far-off destiny. But she would not go very far; just out of sight around the next corner, and she would come back; not the same night, when all of us would be watching, nor the night after, when half of us would be still nervous enough to keep awake, but later by several nights, and at her own well-chosen and sudden time. She had a crew, probably of at least twenty-five, with a rifle, knife, and revolver apiece; she had a little machinegun, probably. Surely she had no morals. 

To the naked eye the junk presented little but a color scheme, and it needed a turn at the binoculars to see faces and details. The color scheme, like that of all junks, was a sincere if misguided effort to achieve the beautiful. Her body was painted indigo blue; the square sail by which she was drawn slowly into the bay was pure vermilion. And aft some one had spread, to keep off the sun, a bright yellow umbrella. 

From a brazier in the bow of the junk rose a tottering thread of bluish smoke, and beside the brazier (all this through the glass) stood a lofty Chinaman. He was nearly naked, and absolutely expressionless; a splendidly moulded, utterly lifeless statue of brownish-yellow clay. An enormous brass cymbal dangled by a thong from each of his wrists. The inanimate cymbals were the only things about him that moved. Amidships was a circle of half-naked men, squatting, gesticulating, and articulating, who seemed intent upon something in their midst. We hazarded that it was a game of fan-tan. In the stern, only a little less statuesque (because of more drapery) than the man in the bow, stood the helmsman, his hands clasped about the grip of a twelve-foot indigo oar, whose blade, half immersed, followed in the junk's wake like the dorsal fin of a shark. A little in front, and to one side of the helmsman, was spread the yellow umbrella. Under it was seated, cross-legged, a Chinaman, mountainous with robes and fat. He was more than a detail and, except for his umbrella, less than a complete tone of the junk's color scheme. His voluminous robes, mauvely and greenly brocaded with indistinguishable patterns, were of the richest and darkest blue imaginable. He exuded an atmosphere of ruches. You knew at once that he was many times a millionaire. You knew, too, that he had lived well, and revolved among pleasant episodes and people. There was an expression upon his face that I have never before seen upon the face of an Oriental -- jollity. Through the glass we could see that from time to time he smiled, a broad appreciative smile, begotten doubtless of some sudden, transient thought. And whenever he smiled he twirled the handle of the yellow umbrella with his fat fingers. On his head was a little blue cap terminated by a large green button. Occasionally he fanned himself with a little round fan. 

The junk's course was a long curve, parallel to that of the shore, and as close to it as the shelving nature of the beach would safely allow. As she was steered more and more to the starboard her big vermilion sail began to shut off our view of the stern and to cast its shadow over the fan-tan players. The helmsman and the man with the yellow umbrella disappeared, and as the junk veered more and more a funny fat little vermilion dinghy came into sight, trailed by a rope off her port quarter. The breeze had now sunk to a series of mild, unconnected puffs, and the junk's progress was very slow. She had covered half of the bay's curve, and was distant from us perhaps a quarter of a mile, when suddenly the man in the bow raised his cymbals and brought them together. As the cymbals separated for a second stroke, the clanging, brassy crash of the first concussion reached our ears; and with it a chorus of piercing minor falsetto notes from the fan-tan players, who had risen to their feet. 

The junk swung more and more, and the yellow umbrella began to detach itself from the lower port corner of the vermilion sail. Two men ran forward to the anchor, and as the junk came into the wind and to the end of her momentum let it go with a fine splash. The junk's stern now faced the shore, and the man with the yellow umbrella rose and waddled to the rail. The little round fan disappeared up one of his voluminous sleeves, and from the same receptacle he drew what appeared to be a double-ended purse, well filled. This he flung into the water -- a golden sacrifice, we learned later, to the gods who had given him leave to pass across their sea. Then he waddled forward, and, seating himself on the rail, swung his legs and the skirt of his robe outboard, dropped heavily into the dinghy, and precipitately seated himself. He was followed by the junk's helmsman, who, having cast loose, dipped with a long paddle, and directed the overladen craft toward the shore. The clashing of the cymbals and the chorus of falsetto wails, which had never ceased, now redoubled in ardor and tempo, and as suddenly stopped when the dinghy bumped against the beach, and the man with the yellow umbrella clambered heavily over her bow and stood upon the shore. 

He turned and watched the greatly lightened dinghy as she returned, powerfully driven, to the junk, and was swung aboard. He stood, a rotund, mauve, and blue glory under his yellow umbrella, and watched the lowering of the junk's sail. He did not move a muscle, only when the junk's anchor was raised and she, under the impulse of long sweeps that appeared mysteriously from her sides, began to crawl forward like a huge blue spider with legs, and turning to return upon her course, he produced his little round fan and fanned himself. But until the junk disappeared behind the northern horn of the bay he did not make any other motion, or take his eyes from her. 

Then, however, he pivoted heavily and, waddling in a slow but determined manner, crossed the beach, his gorgeous brocades blazing and sparkling in the sun as their folds and surfaces shifted and rippled with his motion, and his right hand working the little round fan, and his left supporting the yellow umbrella, he began to mount, slow and determined, the tumbling desert dunes of sand that stood behind the beach. Up these and into them bobbed the yellow umbrella until, after one last bobbing, it disappeared from view. 

"I'm going to find out where he's going," said Morgridge. 

We fetched our rifles from the schooner and, reclimbing the promontory, in a body descended to the beach on the other side, and followed it to the point where its smooth surface was broken at right angles by the deeply marked footprints of the fat Chinaman. 

RENEWED FAITH 

We followed the track up into the dunes, with Morgridge leading by twenty feet and Hawes bringing up the rear. Meff and I, making jocular efforts to burrow aids to ascending locomotion from each other, "scrapped" along in the middle. I had hooked a surreptitious finger into Meff's belt, and thereby lightened myself during one entire step, when (it was just as Meff secured his release by planting an elbow in the pit of my stomach) suddenly Morgridge, who had reached to the higher levels of the dunes, ejaculated sharply and sprang out of sight. We scrambled briskly, all four of us, to be in the know, and found him, his thumbs in his armpits, a smile on his face (a jocosely assumed attitude of low comedy), and his right foot planted high upon the curve of a gigantic weather-worn pillar of granite that lay in and out of the sand. 

"Morgridge," said he, "that great leader in the act of discovering Arundel's landmark, and proving to a sceptical world that Arundel was not a liar. My God I boys," he cried, his expression shifting from one of low comedy to one of uncontainable greed and excitement. "My God! boys, we've as good as got 'em." 

"The damn thing," said Crisp, "has fallen down, and that's why we couldn't see it. Kick it; somebody with stout shoes." 

"Don't kick it," said Meff, "it's a good landmark to get itself found." He stooped and patted the monolith as one pats a good dog. 

"Now this is where it stood," said Morgridge, "and Arundel's map says the course is due east from the pedestal. 

"Direction due east," said Hawes, "and distance forty miles." 

Attached to my watch-guard was a very accurate little compass set in striped tiger's eyes, a boyhood relic from Petoskey, Michigan. I looked from this to the tracks made by the fat Chinaman, and found that, having approached the fallen monolith from a little south of west, he had, on reaching its former base, veered a little and pointed his steps due east. Running my eyes along the line indicated, I had presently a glimpse, very far off, of the yellow umbrella bobbing deeper and deeper into the arid, scorching desert. 

"Surely," I said, "our fat friend is going where we are going, but he won't do any forty miles in one clip. There must be stopping-places that Arundel missed." 

"I believe you," said Morgridge. "We've only to follow the yellow umbrella." 

"And when night comes?" objected Crisp. 

"Stars," said Hawes, "stars enough to find this trail." 

We laughed, because the very depth of the fat Chinaman's footprints recalled his humorous rotundity and the waddling, self-satisfied dignity of his gait. 

"He will know where to find food and water," said Morgridge. 

"Seriously, though," said Meff, "is it possible that he should really be entering upon a forty-mile walk in this heat -- at his size?" 

"Come along," said Morgridge. 

"His food shall be my food," said Meff; "where he rests will I rest, his drink shall be my drink, and bis rubies " 

"Shall be divided by lot," said Crisp. 

We took up the trail, floundering heavily, and making slow way of it. We were unused to walking; the atmosphere at the surface of the desert fumed and gyrated in the heat. The sun, now west of the zenith, lay upon the back like a garment of fire. Our sweat laved the unfertile sand. We had not, after the first quarter of a mile, a single joke or happy thought left among us. 

At first we gained upon the yellow umbrella, and had the fat Chinaman looked over his shoulder there were times when he must have seen us; but he was intent upon his journey, and waddled eastward at a rate which was unpleasant to equal, and so difficult to exceed that we were soon content not to. 

He preceded us by half a mile; in that atmosphere it had the effect of less; and he never swerved from his course, nor glanced to the right or the left. If my sweat-stung eyes had been keen for beauty, I should have admired inordinately the gorgeousness of color made against the silver desert by the blue robes and yellow umbrella of our celestial friend. But I was beneath admiring, and noticed only, and I do not know why, that, as the sun descended lower from the zenith, the umbrella was tilted further and further to interrupt its scorching rays, so that first the Chinaman's head disappeared behind its lower rim, then his shoulders, and then his trunk to the waist. 

Thus passed a number of hours, but not the limits of that fat Chinaman's endurance and patience. Momentarily I expected to see the yellow umbrella turn to right or left and halt at some cache of water and food. But we were destined to enjoy no such blessed nepenthe that day. 

Serenely and indomitably bobbed the yellow umbrella, carrying its oval of shadow over innumerable desert miles. From a slender crescent it became a full orbit that flamed in the rays of the setting sun. 

"We must get nearer before dark," said Morgridge, and he set up a herculean example of progress. But the fat Chinaman, whom we had laughed at for his labored waddling, began now to stand in our jaded minds for the very acme and poetry of motion. By dusk we respected him; but by dark, though we had gained a quarter of a mile and wished ourselves dead, we pronounced him, petticoats and fat considered, the most wonderful walker that the world had ever known. 

At dark he lowered his umbrella, and for a time we lost sight of him. But as the stars brightened we could follow his deep steps, and had presently a sight of him, his robes silvery in the starlight, and perceived that he had faced about and was coming toward us. 

Breathing quickly, but utterly fearless, he waddled into our midst. 

"I come all the way back," he said, "to say I go altogether forty miles without no stop. I think it very fine courteous action to take all this trouble for strange gentlemen. You like to come all the way, I say nothing, none of my damn business. Only stop to tell you very far away, all the way nasty sand. I very fine rich China merchant, and know how to give very fine courteous advices. You rest little while and go back. I go on now, and wish you very fine pleasant evening and return journey." 

He turned and waddled away. 

"Hold on," said Morgridge, "we're going with you." 

The fat Chinaman paused and considered. 

"Very well," he said, "we all travel together, more or less pleasant way to travel. Only I very clever, experienced fine traveller, and not put up with no complaints and damn swearing Like pleasant conversation and all good friends. We go along two miles in an hour, and by and by finish journey. You walk along by me" -- he pointed to me with his fat finger. "You got very fine respectable face." 

"My friends," I said with a bow, "have not had my advantages." 

"Rascals?" asked the fat Chinaman. "Introduce their names." 

I presented the four, and said my own name. 

"My name Sang Ti -- very fine, revered, damn name," said the merchant. "But like fine poet says of time, 'she flies.'" 

I walked forward beside him, not knowing whether to laugh at the jovial absurdity of the gentleman who had given me a character, or to cry because his indefatigable waddle was so hard to breast. 

"You sweat much ?" he asked in a friendly, interested tone. 

SANG TI 

"Do you often go where you are going?" I asked. 

' ' Go now for first time," said Sang Ti. " Chen Chan very fine old sacred holy place to end days in." 

"You don't expect to end your days at Ch -- Chen -- Chan?" I asked. "Do you?" 

"Oh, yes, before long. You see, I am dedicate from little boy to the High Gods. I am requested to have very fine high successful happy life, through intercession of parents and promises to the High Gods. All is accomplish. I go high up; lead a very fine benevolent life; accumulate very large fortune; do everything just right; and now must pay up promises made for me to the High Gods by parents." 

The moon had risen, and the desert was as if flooded with quicksilver and ink. Sang Ti turned his fat, jolly face, beaded with sweat, and beamed at me. He thrust a hand under the silk cord that girdled him at the waist. 

"On forty-fifth day of birth," he said, "I hand over this cord to priest of the High Gods; and he hand over 
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to me to hold the ruby box and holy shark tooth; and I think a little while of the insignificance of life, and am soon strangled by priest. Then I have paid up." 

"Do you mean to say," I exclaimed, "that you are taking all this trouble to get yourself strangled?" 

"The promises of parents," said he, "now dead, is very fine holy sort of thing, not to be broken. I will arrange to have you and your friends see the strangling. It will be very interesting, dignified occurrence." 

Though Sang Ti enjoyed, for a Chinaman, a very large command of the English language, I was concluding that he either could not possibly know what he was talking about, or that he was making an elaborate effort to "string" me, when, with the tail of my eye, I caught him in the act of feeling his throat, very tenderly, with a fat thumb and forefinger. His face for the moment wore an expression of wonder mixed with panic. But in a moment it passed, and with a sudden laugh he lowered his hand. 

"You are considering me very practical joker," he said, " but I give you very honest man's word that being strangled at forty-five is very damn miserable joke. I am, however, a very fine philosopher." 

"What's the holy shark tooth?" I asked. 

"Him not too good to touch," said Sang Ti. "He take care of ruby box." 

We labored on in silence, and the moon sailed higher 21 and higher in the heavens. A faint, hot breeze arose and blew in our faces. 

"The night 1 ' said Sang Ti, "is a Nubian empress; her robes are sewed with diamonds; the moon is a gong of silver; the sand is the ashes of broken words/' 

"Are you making that up, or translating?'' I asked. 

"The wind, : he said, "is some very fine high god sighing. I fancy Liang Tsang." 

"Who is he?" 

"Liang Tsang a yellow elephant by daylight, but by night-time a very potent, strong god that blows around the world. He a breeze when he sigh, and a wind when he groan." 

"Isn't he happy?" I asked. "Why does he sigh and groan?" 

"Because he an exile. He can blow everywhere but not over China. But when the end of the world approaches it is promised him that for one day in the spring of year he shall be a violet, with roots in fertile soil of Shan-tung. It a saying of us, 'Keep your promises, for the day approaches when Liang Tsang shall be a violet in the fields of Shan-tung, and the perverted shall be divided among a thousand thousand hells.'" 

"Does your creed embrace so many hells?" I asked. 

"Oh, yes," he said simply, "or what could be done with all Caucasian and European races? In China man's creed there is very satisfactory place provided for everybody." 

"The policy of the open door?" I suggested. 

"Open to go in," he said, "and shut to go out." 

I looked over my shoulder and saw that our company had begun to straggle badly. Only Meff and Morgridge were in easy speaking distance; Crisp was two hundred yards behind them, and another hundred yards separated Hawes and Crisp. As I looked, Morgridge called to me to stop. 

He came up, followed by Meff, exhausted, angry, and completely blown. 

"This not a proper time to stop," said Sang Ti. " I tell you before, too long a walk for you gentlemen. I see at once you not well bred for travelling. With me it very different matter. I come of very fine old stock; I am descended in straight recorded line from a camel and a shark. Must get a long way before morning; cooler now." 

"We'll halt now," said Morgridge in an arrant, angry, bullying voice. "See ? " 

"I got no time," said Sang Ti. "You not able to come, I go alone, wishing you first very pleasant halt and subsequent journey." 

"No you don't," said Morgridge, "you don't lose this crowd -- not in this desert. You'll rest, yourself, till we're ready to go on." 

Sang Ti stood his umbrella Into the sand, and turned back the borders of his sleeves. 

"You," he said to Morgridge, "are very uncivil, lazy, selfish damn rascal, and you, too." 

He stood between Morgridge and Meff, looking quickly from one to the other. 

"You interfere with Chinese gentleman, he teach you more respectable damn manners." So saying, and just as Crisp was coming up, he seized Morgridge and Meff by the backs of their necks and began to knock their heads together. He finished the lesson of courtesy by suddenly jerking in opposite directions and letting go. Meff fell in his tracks, but Morgridge, dropping his rifle, staggered for a long distance before he came to ground. 

With a silvery laugh Sang Ti regained his umbrella and waddled away. 

"I'll kill the dog," yelled Morgridge, springing with blazing eyes for the rifle which had been shaken from his hand. 

"No," said Crisp. And as Morgridge sprang for the rifle he hooked his foot and threw him heavily. Then he sat on him. 

Morgridge, with all the strength thrashed and pressed out of him, could only wriggle and swear obscurely in a whining voice. He was on the verge of tears. 

I am far from suspecting Sang Ti of the fear of death, but he reserved to himself the choice of its manner, and had dropped in conversation the hint that he was very earnest to be strangled. Anyway, though the desert was flooded with light from the setting moon, he disappeared from view in a wonderfully short time; and we (who were five fools) slept in our tracks while the night waned, and woke to see the dawn stream up behind the eastern rim of the desert like a conflagration. 

I shall not soon forget the horrible march that then began, straight into the molten furnace eye of the sun. Whatever of moisture was in us was sucked out through the pores of our scorching hides and turned into dust. We felt ourselves grow light. All the constituents which had made human beings of us began to diminish except two: pain swelled in our brains, and in our mouths, our tongues. The heat that we had endured on the coast was temperate compared to the blasts of that inland desert. 

We would have laid down and died, or some of us would (Meff was forever suggesting it) if very early in the morning we had not been led by the Chinaman's tracks to the top of a long rise, from which could be seen, far in the distance, what looked like purple feathers stuck into the sand on the further length of apiece of broken mirror, and which we knew to be trees growing by a lake. Indeed, specks of scarlet gleamed among the feathers, and we guessed that they were roofs upon the habitations of men. 

Forward we went, and downward for an hour, and then upward, until once more we could see the trees and the lake and the roofs. But they seemed no nearer than before. And all day it was so. 

We began what was to be our last, long ascent. During it the sun sank so low that our shadows reached the top an hour before our bodies. But the trees then and the lake had been drawn wonderfully nearer. 

At our feet was spread the lake, shaped roughly like a vast human foot, and beyond it among the trees we could see pagoda-shaped buildings and, going and coming, long-robed Chinamen, and little children and dogs. We could hear the dogs. And as the dusk deepened, braziers began to twinkle palely here and there. 

It was dark when we reached the lake, and, casting aside our weapons and watches, plunged into it, and felt the water rush in through our pores and begin to rebuild our wasted tissues and make rounded men of us once more. After a while, chin-deep immersed in deliciousness, with the rapture of hooked fish that have been returned to their element, we began to drink. 

CHEN CHAN 

We walked, dripping, around the end of the lake, and in close order, with weapons handy, for we did not know what reception to expect, passed down an avenue of ragged travellers' palms, and reached the first house of the single-streeted settlement. In the doorway of the house, smoking a long thick-stemmed pipe, sat Sang Ti. The water still running from our clothes, we drew up before him. 

"Everybody gone to bed except me," was his greeting. " I of opinion that life too short now for sleep. Now suppose you look about a bit, and go back home. Priest say this very unhealthy place for white men . Only other white visitor name Arundel; some low damn thieving rascal. Priest say, if you come up, to say better go way again." 

"How many people live here?" asked Morgridge in a voice which he strove to make civil. 

"Maybe about thirty," said Sang Ti. 

"Thirty men?" I asked. 

"Oh, no," he said, "all kinds." 

"You see," I said, "we couldn't go back right off. We couldn't walk a mile more to save our souls. We'll have to rest a bit." 

"Priest not like that," said Sang Ti; "but never mind. Suppose all stay except that old rascal." He indicated Morgridge with his pipe stem. 

"I guess we'll all stay," said Crisp firmly. 

"All that contrary to rules," objected Sang Ti. " But all same contrary to rules to use force; so what can do ? Why you come, anyhow? Maybe you come to steal very fine High God's ruby box?" 

His eyes twinkled from one guilt-confessing face to the next, and he chuckled. 

"Suppose, yes," he said, "and suppose you make off with ruby box, and suppose you go a little way and that uncivil rascal" -- again he pointed to Morgridge -- "feel sudden pain and die, and then that man " 

"My name is Crisp," said Crisp. 

"Suppose then that man Crisp feel sudden pain and die, and so on. You think not very nice ? Ruby box have live in Chen Chan for maybe two thousand years. Chen Chan oldest settlement in America. Very High God Liang Tsang cross desert one time, and have to put foot down once. That make very fine lake. All same time he drop ruby box and holy shark's tooth, and pretty soon he cross ocean, and see junk of China fishermen. And he blow into junk's sail, and she go ashore and break to pieces; and all the China fishermen and wives crosses desert, and stops at lake and builds temple for ruby box and shark's tooth, and then makes one man priest, and builds little holy village and call her Chen Chan. That mean in English 'The Footprint.'" 

"Do many people come here?" I asked. 

"Arundel," said he, "and he get away. That because he drop ruby box. Others have come never get away. First come Mexicans, five hundred years ago; then some Spanish men, and then Arundel, and then you. And I tell you better go back, and leave very High Holy God's ruby box alone." 

"Could we go to-morrow ?" I asked. "We've got to have food and rest." 

"Well, suppose you stop in house" -- he pointed into the dark doorway -- "and not disturb meditation any longer. Maybe you find some food," he went on. "And by and by, in the morning, you go away." 

"Couldn't we wait till night?" I asked. "It's cooler going at night." 

" I tell you," he said, "you wait till after strangulation, which takes place ten o'clock sharp. Then you go." 

"If you are going to be strangled to-morrow," I said, "you are the calmest-minded man in this world." 

"Between you and me," he said, "I think one very damn miserable business; but parents make promise, and what can do?" 

He made himself as small as he could in the doorway, so that we could squeeze past him into the dark house. It had but one room; and by good luck and much feeling we found in one corner a vast bowl of cold-boiled rice. Crisp dragged it into the middle of the room, and, dipping with our hands, we gorged ourselves, and one by one toppled over and slept. 

I was wakened by Crisp. It was broad daylight. 

"What," said Crisp, "is all this talk about strangling? Is he using a word that he thinks means something else ? I've been having dreams about it all night." 

"The whole thing's like a dream," I said; "but I believe, as I believe in -- well, in hell -- that Sang Ti expects to be put to death this morning. What time is it?" 

"Nine o'clock," said Crisp. We waked the others, and among us finished the boiled rice. We had scarcely done so when, from outside, came suddenly the sound of persistent pounding on a brass gong. 

We crowded out of the house to find the twenty-five or thirty inhabitants of the village -- men, women, and children -- in a group in the street, intent upon something that was approaching from its further end. We stood aloof from the little crowd, who, if they were aware of our presence, gave no sign, and craned our necks, to see what was coming. 

It was Sang Ti, waddling along under his yellow umbrella and fanning himself. Behind him followed an emaciated Chinaman in flowing gray silk. It was the latter who was pounding on the gong. 

As the procession passed the inhabitants of the village, all the inhabitants turned as if on one pivot to follow it. And a moment later our heads turned in the same way. 

Sang Ti, with a jolly, contented expression, and looking neither to the right nor the left, having reached a point a little beyond where we were standing, turned and came back, always followed by the man in gray with the persistently pounded gong. This passage of the two up and down the village street was repeated many times without variation. But it was not till the third trip that we noticed anything further about the man in gray. Then we noticed, all of us at the same moment, that his little green cap suddenly loosened about his head, rose, perhaps half an inch, made a fraction of a revolution, and settled back. 

Hitherto the procession had struck me as grotesque if not precisely humorous, believing, as I did, that Sang Ti's contented expression was muscular and not mental, but the sudden moving, without apparent agency, of the green cap, was horrible. It gave me the idea, I do not know why, that the cap concealed something that was alive and unclean. 

The procession and the gong-beating was continued until nearly ten o'clock. Then, as Sang Ti made his usual turn just below where we were standing, the gong ceased and was followed by a silence peculiarly accented. Sang Ti passed up the street, followed by the man in gray, whose cap suddenly moved again, and by the whole population of the village, even the chow dogs. 

And we, as unnoticed as if we had been invisible, made haste to follow in the wake. 

The yellow umbrella halted in front of a dark-red pagoda of stained and carved wood. Sang Ti furled it and thrust it, point down, into the sand at one side of the steps that led into the pagoda. Then he passed through the door, and we could see, as the steps elevated him, that with his hands he was unfastening the silk cord which girdled his waist. 

Inside the pagoda, or temple, there was not much light. We found ourselves in a high-ceilinged red room about forty by thirty. At the upper end, on a high granite pedestal, sat a hideous bronze god, blurred by smoke which rose from a blue-and-white bowl on his knees. Against the walls of the place were ranged long poles of polished teak, finished at their tops with enormous images, scroll-sawed out of shining brass; masks, roosters, turtles, scorpions, dragons, and strange fruits. 

Immediately in front of the pedestalled god, and facing us, sat Sang Ti in a vast teakwood chair. He continued to wear his jolly, contented expression, but allowed his eyes to rest on no one. 

The chair in which he sat had the central panel of its back prolonged, so that its top extended several inches above his head and projected on either side. This back piece was pierced to the top with two series of holes, each about an inch in diameter, parallel to each other and perhaps six inches apart. It looked like an enormous cribbage board. 

Sang Ti handed his silk cord to the man in gray, and the latter, thrusting its ends through two convenient and opposite holes, and stepping behind the chair, drew them until the half loop of the cord lay loosely across Sang Ti's throat. 

Then he knotted the loose ends, and, producing in some sleight-of-hand manner a golden casket incrusted with rubies of all qualities, from pigeon blood to pale pink, placed it in Sang Ti's hands. Sang Ti lowered his eyes and examined the casket. A very slight shiver passed through his fat frame, and he shifted his feet uneasily. 

The priest now thrust under the knot at the back of the loop a long, heavy rod of stained ivory, and gave it a quick twist from left to right. The loose loop became tight across Sang Ti's throat, and at a second twist half disappeared in his flesh. 

A horrid choking noise was forced from his half-open mouth, and he shot at me a sudden look of heartbreaking appeal that brought my rifle to my shoulder. 

But I was not so quick as Morgridge. In that confined place the crack of his rifle was like the detonation of a small cannon. The place filled with smoke and the sound of scurrying feet. 

We gathered about Sang Ti when the smoke enveloping him had lifted, and found that the bullet meant for the strangler had been aimed too low. The top of Sang Ti's skull was split down the middle, and only the loosened cords kept him from falling forward. But the bullet, nevertheless, had done its appointed work, for the priest lay behind the chair, shot through the diaphragm, and a great red stain was spreading over the front of his gray robes. 

And now a very horrid thing happened. From under the priest's cap, loosened by the fall, crawled a little dustcolored snake with a venomous head, and ran at Morgridge. Morgridge struck at the reptile with the butt of his rifle, but not quickly enough. He screamed as its fang pierced his boot, and fell to the floor as if struck by a thunderbolt. 

The snake, turning, darted for the pedestal on which the god sat, but not in time wholly to escape the butt of Crisp's rifle. Dragging a broken tail it disappeared into a crack between the pedestal and the floor. 

We looked at Morgridge. He was purple, horrible. He might havp been dead for a week. Then we ran -- God, how we ran -- through the village and out into the desert. We ran until Meff began to call from far in the rear that he could run no more. We waited till he came up, and hated him for delaying us. But when we found that even in the first burst of panic he had had the presence of mind to snatch the ruby box, we began to praise him and clap him on the back. 

We passed it from hand to hand and wondered what the rubies would bring. 

'" I think Arundel overrated them," I said. 

"Yes," said Meff. "But aren't some of them corkers ? Look at that fellow." 

"The light-pink ones," said Hawes, "aren't worth much more than glass." 

"It ought to bring fifty thousand," I said. "See what's inside." 

Hawes found the catch, and, as he raised the lid, suddenly screamed and flung the box high into the air. Over and over it turned, and there whirled free from it a little snake, and the two fell at a distance from each other. But the fate of that snake was sudden; turn and dart as he would, bullet after bullet grazed him and tossed him on spurts of sand. He was torn to pieces in five seconds, and we turned to Hawes. He had found the time to thrust his bitten finger into his mouth, and that was all. He was dead as a stone. 

CRISP AND MEFF 

The first impulse of us three survivors was once more to bolt. But where, or to what purpose ? About and about were the scorching undulations of desert. Behind the ill-omened visage of Chen Chan, where death lurked under men's caps and in the reliquaries of their gods. Ahead, but so far that it could not be reached by any sudden panic-born effort, lay the ocean and escape. It we were to get away at all it could only be by slow-sustained exertion, directed by the quiet mind. I think Meff was the first to realize this. 

"I think," he said, "that we had better rest for a few minutes." 

"We ought to bury poor Hawes," said Crisp. But one glance at the violet bloated corpse was enough. No man with a stomach could have handled it. There was left upon it no trace of a comrade through many vicissitudes. Personality, that so often fingers after death and so long resists the chemistry of the grave, was gone from it, and had left nothing of the friend. The eyes were repelled, and the muscles, that might have scraped a hollow in the sands, were turned to water. 

The ruby casket lay at a distance. Meff caught it up (not before a cautious examination with the muzzle of his rifle), and we did not sit down to rest until we had placed along undulation of the desert between us and the corpse of Hawes. 

Our situation called for discussion. Whether to strike circuitously for the broad track which we had made in coming, or directly for the sea; whether to push through in one frantic march, so as to keep the start already made over possible pursuit; or to rest betimes, one to watch while two slept, and to trust to our rifles in case of attack by the looted villagers. We agreed,  finally, to find our way to the schooner by compass rather than waste time by tedious indirections, and if we had the endurance, as we surely had the impulse, to make one march of it. We thought by so doing to have suffered less in the end. These matters being ordered, we got to our feet and set our faces to the west. 

For the first hour Meff carried the ruby casket; but after that, for it was heavy and, having no handles, an akward package, we took turns. It was wonderful, and turn by turn we noticed it, what a handicap that small lump of treasure proved to the locomotion of the individual who carried it. Invariably he fell behind, with lagging legs, and at heart a petulance that undermined his resolution to go on. Had the carrier of it alone been to consult it would soon have been abandoned by the way. Its value was problematical. In the ultimate distribution of the gems incrusting it we were sure to be cheated, and meanwhile it was awkward to hold, heavy to carry, and a diminisher of speed. 

Of our subsequent march that day there is nothing to record but weariness, until about an hour before sundown there was formed, by those agencies of nature which play tricks with the eyes of men, far to the north, a mirage. We beheld against the sky a range of the desert across which, his grass-green robes girded about his loins, there moved upon a course parallel with our own the wavering, yet distinct and gigantically magnified, image of a Chinaman. We had but a minute's view of him, vast and shadowy, like a storm cloud, or some vengeful and evil genius out of a dream, and then, presto, the desert refractions altered and the image vanished. For the first time in our desert wanderings, either going in or coming out, we felt cold -- cold to the marrow. That the vast size of the Chinaman was an hallucination we knew, but we knew also that an actual man must have been the basis for the magnification, that his course was parallel to our own, and his sudden appearance in the heavens an illegible but disquieting portent. Had but one man of Chen Chan had the hatred to dog our steps? Or had a council decreed that to wrest the casket and perhaps our lives from us but one man was necessary ? If the latter, and a certain fateful significance in the mirage impelled us to adopt it, what occult power could he possess to hold our vigilance and our rifle practice so cheap? And might we not with certainty look for him to strike in that hour of darkness which would precede the rising of the moon ? In one presumption only was there any grain of comfort: that, forebodings notwithstanding, he might be, like Sang Ti, a solitary desert voyager intent upon a destiny in no way commingled with our own. But conscience told us that this was far-fetched presumption, and we moved uneasily forward, with roving and scared eyes. 

To have been witness to, and part of, so many shocking deaths; to be bearing the fruits of an unjustifiable theft; and to have for accompaniment to our march a fateful and constant, although invisible, presence, was a torture to the mind and conscience. But it had, too, the effect of compelling a rate of progress that had otherwise been impossible, and casting a certain reticence into the demands made upon us by hunger and thirst. 

Well, the dark hour before moonrise came and passed. Nothing happened. The moon rose, dripping light, and sailed toward the zenith. Nothing happened. And we began to believe in such slender promises of security; to go forward with less determination, and to suffer acutely from emptiness, parchedness, and fatigue. So that when Meff made the proposition to rest, and himself offered to keep the first watch, Crisp and I were only too willing. A man is seldom permitted to remember at just what advance of weariness his mind ceases to act, and he goes to sleep. But of the present occasion I seem to remember the exact point. I saw, with an eye of the mind, the unfortunate Sang Ti sitting in the temple to be strangled; I heard from Meff a kind of contented grunt; I shifted my right arm the better to sustain my head, and at that instant fell asleep. 

I was awakened, I think, by the moonlight stealing under the brim of my hat and shining upon my closed eyes. I woke, I know, with a kind of dread catching at my heart. I sat up and saw that his promise of vigilance had been beyond Meff's strength to keep. He lay upon his back with his face completely covered by his hat. The fingers of his right hand were clasped tightly about one end of the ruby casket. There were no grounds for the feeling of dread with which I had waked. Yet the feeling abode. It was the feeling that a guilty man has who believes rather than knows that he is being watched. I looked beyond Meff, across the desert, and my heart froze. I had seen -- I could swear it -- for one fleeting instant, a yellow face that ducked away behind a near-by ridge of sand. 

I seized my rifle and rushed to the point at which it had vanished. From there I obtained an expansive view of the desert. But there was no form to show that a man had been lying in the sand, nor any tracks of feet. I was mentally staggered, and, after rushing a few purposeless steps this way and that, returned, thoroughly dazed, to my companions. The noise of my sudden upspringing had not disturbed them. They continued heavily asleep, and had not moved a muscle. Only it seemed to me that Meff's hat had slipped a little from his face; and as I looked it actually shifted a little more, and then -- to my horror -- it rose a little and settled back. It was preposterous to think that Meff's quiet breathing could so move the heavy felt. Then, as if to settle once for all the agency of the motion, Meff's hand, that had been clasped about the ruby casket, went up to his hat in a kind of petulant way, and removed it. 

Whether it was Meff's scream or mine that broke the silence I shall never know. I only know that I was on ray feet, wildly firing at a streak of gray that hissed as it ran and dodged the spurts of sand tossed by the bullets. 

Crisp was on his feet, rifle in hand, staring wildly about him. 

"What is it?" he cried. 

"It was under Meff's hat all the time," I shouted back. "It's the one with the broken tail -- that hid under the altar. That Chinaman is hunting us down with it," I shouted on; "I tell you he is. Damn him! We're goners -- goners. Look at Meff!" 

But it was not good to look at Meff. 

"Which way did it go?" said Crisp in a sombre voice. 

"That way," I said. "You can see the track; see how the broken tail had to drag." 

"You missed it -- of course." 

"Yes," I said, "of course. I nearly got it once. But I didn't, and that's all there is to it. Except it will come back. It's following us. It and that Chinaman. We must hurry now. We must hurry. We mustn't .stop again, and we must look back all the time." 

Crisp stopped and picked up the ruby casket.

"We must leave that," I said, "it isn't ours, you know, Crisp. You'll leave it, won't you, Crisp?" "No," said he. "By God!" 

CRISP 

But the sun, rising hot upon our backs, found me in a saner condition than Crisp. For hours he had been cursing and swearing because he was thirsty; but now he began to talk with a kind of crazy boastf ulness, saying that he was not the man to go without water when there was plenty of it to be had for the mere seeking. He knew the signs, he said, and as soon as he saw them would lead me to a spring hole. I needn't be afraid; he would see to it that I had a good drink. He even warned me against drinking too fast. "When we strike water," he said, "you'll be for rushing in and swigging a bucket, but mind what your uncle says, and don't. First you want to moisten a rag and suck it, and when you get used to that you can swallow a few drops, and then after you begin to swell a bit you can negotiate your bucket." And so on all the long hours. His eyes, wide and glassy, roamed the horizon in search of signs, and toward noon he began to mistake hillocks of sand for vegetation, and I was obliged to join with him in long zigzags that ended in disillusion and wasted precious time. To have gone against him in his craziness might have ended murderously. There was no good in his eye. After a while he began to visit his disappointments upon me; to curse me because the green bushes were sand, and to say that I ought to have told him so in the first place. Several times, too, for he would not suffer me to carry it, he dropped (impelled, I think, by a kind of insane mischievousness) the ruby casket, arid we had to go back for it. It was beyond patience. But I was not man enough to cross him, or to say what I thought. 

Suddenly he stopped and pointed to the right. 

"Well, my boy," he began, "what did I tell you? Are those green bushes or not ?" 

I could see none, but before I could say so he broke out violently: 

"Don't lie to me. Say 'yes' or 'no,' but don't lie. If you lie," he went on with a very horrid expression, " I will kill you. Now, then, which is it, bushes or not ? " 

It entered my mind to shoot him down, and perhaps I made a threatening motion. Anyway he sprang at me, wrenched the rifle from my hands and retreated warily. 

"You're gone crazy," he said, and, rather kindly, "a drop of water'll fix you up. Now you watch out for that"--here he flung the ruby casket at my feet--"and I'll go fetch you a drop of water. Sorry you're crazy." 

He turned and, like Robinson Crusoe, a gun under each arm, started away toward his imaginary patch of green. But was it imaginary -- this last patch? Or was my mind, too, going? It seemed to me at one moment that there was a patch of green, at the next that there was not. I stood irresolute, and rubbed my swollen eyes, blinked, and then made a step or two after Crisp. But he had developed a wonderful acuteness of ear, and heard me. 

"You stay there," he shouted, "or I'll fix you." 

I stood and watched his slow course toward -- yes, it was a patch of green. Of the color I was now as sure as Crisp had been, but of the substance, no. If it was vegetation -- a sudden fear gagged me for a moment, and then I shouted to Crisp. 

"Look out!" I yelled. "It's silk!" 

I saw his head turn and he called to me. 

"Water," he called, "it's water." 

But it was not water, and Crisp, blinded by his infatuation, walked straight up to the Chinaman of the mirage, who, in a girt-up green robe, had risen in his path. It seemed to me that the Chinaman made a gesture with his hand, as of a man casting something quietly on the ground, and then I saw that Crisp had flung the rifles from him, and was running toward me with frantic leaps and bounds. He was sane enough now, poor fellow, and no less aware than I of the gray death that struck at his heels. I had one moment of clear vision. The Chinaman had vanished. With a scream, that still rings in my ears, and in a shower of sand, poor Crisp went down, and then there was darkness in my eyes, and I was running, running desperately, and clasping something heavy to my breast. 

In my frenzied panic I must have snatched up the ruby casket, for when I came to my senses, how much later I do not know, but soon.forl was still desperately running, I had it clutched with one aching hand to my breast. I had been running up a long incline of the desert, but the impulse of terror came to an end, and I stopped short. There was no sweat in me to run out; but I glowed and burned like a furnace, and for a long time my only vision was a kaleidoscope of crazily swirling white dots. I looked behind me when my vision had cleared, but there was nothing to be seen but sand, blazing in the sun. 

I climbed then very slowly a few inches to the step, to the top of the rise, and saw before me, very far, between hills of sand, segments of the blue and tranquil sea. 

THE CHINAMAN IN GREEN 

Had I been alone in the desert I would have had eyes for nothing but those placid and refreshing stretches of blue; but it was peopled for me and haunted: by the ghosts of comrades, and by the Chinaman in green who hunted me, and by the broken-tailed snake that he could loose against me when he conceived that the hour of his opportunity had struck. I must have cut a grotesque and horrible figure of fear and caution; halting to look behind with wild eyes; starting, stopping; sucking at the hot desert air, now breaking for a few yards into a lumbering run; and now dragging my feet as if to each there had been riveted a ball and chain. So a guilty man, and one hounded by fear, might act in the night-time or the dusk, in a city street, convinced that in each dark doorway, or behind each corner, the fearful lurked to spring upon him. But here was I so acting in broad sunlight, in a region that for miles in every direction was open to the eye like a book; levelish and free of cover toward every point of the compass, and still I advanced, starting, cowering, running, halting like an actor of melodrama rehearsing a rdleof terror. The direction that I followed thus stageily intersected at last the broad trail that our little company had made on its march to Chen Chan. Here were the deep footprints of Sang Ti; the shuffled marks of Morgridge's big feet; Crisp's firm and even tread; Meff's small and neat impress; the long stride of Hawes; and here I had gone on well-arched, buoyant feet. Of all that company I only could now write my progress in the sands ; I only lived on for a time. 

At another time that broad and tragic spoor nad turned me aside to break a fresh and unsuggestive path; but now I had a sense of companionship with it, and followed it feeling no longer so utterly lonely, afraid, and alone. 

I passed the fallen monolith, and saw in the bay, half full of tide, the schooner, riding in safety, and the schooner's boat moored to the beach of the promontory by a staked oar. On board that schooner was water -- food -- home. I had an exhilaration of escaped danger that lent me wings. I ran along the hard beach toward the boat and my feet splashed in the advancing rim of the tide. There was a breeze in my face, and my fears were blown from me and fell behind. I shouted as I ran. 

It was but half a dozen strong strokes to the schooner. I snatched up the ruby casket from the seat where I had lain it, and sprang aboard, and found myself face to face with the Chinaman in green. His robes were dripping sea water, and there was a kind of smile on his lips. In one hand, held tenderly as a girl holds a pet bird, was the little gray snake. White lids covered its eyes, and its broken tail hung from between his fingers and dangled listlessly like a bit of string. The smile on the Chinaman's face wavered and broadened. There was a kind of friendliness in it. I smiled back at him. And when he held out his other hand, open, I placed in it the ruby casket. And he, gently and quietly as a girl might slide a necklace into a jewel-box, slid into it the little gray snake, dead now, for what reason I know not, and closed the cover with a faint snap. 

I ferried him to the shore, and stood watching him until he had disappeared over the brow of the desert with his face toward Chen Chan. 

