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SYNOPSIS






In “The Lost Valley of Iskander”, Francis Xavier Gordon, also known as "El Borak," ventures into a remote valley hidden in Afghanistan. This mysterious land holds ancient secrets and is ruled by a warlord who claims descent from Alexander the Great. As rival factions clash, Gordon's cunning and courage are tested as he navigates treachery, lost treasure, and the echoes of a forgotten empire.
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NOTICE




This text is a work in the public domain and reflects the norms, values and perspectives of its time. Some readers may find parts of this content offensive or disturbing, given the evolution in social norms and in our collective understanding of issues of equality, human rights and mutual respect. We ask readers to approach this material with an understanding of the historical era in which it was written, recognizing that it may contain language, ideas or descriptions that are incompatible with today's ethical and moral standards.




Names from foreign languages will be preserved in their original form, with no translation.




 








It was the stealthy clink of steel on

stone that wakened Gordon. In the dim starlight a shadowy bulk loomed over him

and something glinted in the lifted hand. Gordon went into action like a steel

spring uncoiling. His left hand checked the descending wrist with its curved

knife, and simultaneously he heaved upward and locked his right hand savagely

on a hairy throat.




A gurgling gasp was strangled in that

throat and Gordon, resisting the other's terrific plunges, hooked a leg about

his knee and heaved him over and underneath. There was no sound except the rasp

and thud of straining bodies. Gordon fought, as always, in grim silence. No

sound came from the straining lips of the man beneath. His right hand writhed

in Gordon's grip while his left tore futilely at the wrist whose iron fingers

drove deeper and deeper into the throat they grasped. That wrist felt like a

mass of woven steel wires to the weakening fingers that clawed at it. Grimly

Gordon maintained his position, driving all the power of his compact shoulders

and corded arms into his throttling fingers. He knew it was his life or that of

the man who had crept up to stab him in the dark. In that unmapped corner of

the Afghan mountains all fights were to the death. The tearing fingers relaxed.

A convulsive shudder ran through the great body straining beneath the American.

It went limp.




 




I:
 The Oiled Silk Package




 




Gordon slid off the corpse, in the deeper

shadow of the great rocks among which he had been sleeping. Instinctively he

felt under his arm to see if the precious package for which he had staked his

life was still safe. Yes, it was there, that flat bundle of papers wrapped in

oiled silk, that meant life or death to thousands. He listened. No sound broke

the stillness. About him the slopes with their ledges and boulders rose gaunt

and black in the starlight. It was the darkness before the dawn.




But he knew that men moved about him, out

there among the rocks. His ears, whetted by years in wild places, caught

stealthy sounds—the soft rasp of cloth over stones, the faint shuffle of sandaled

feet. He could not see them, and he knew they could not see him, among the

clustered boulders he had chosen for his sleeping site.




His left hand groped for his rifle, and he

drew his revolver with his right. That short, deadly fight had made no more

noise than the silent knifing of a sleeping man might have made. Doubtless his

stalkers out yonder were awaiting some signal from the man they had sent in to

murder their victim.




Gordon knew who these men were. He knew

their leader was the man who had dogged him for hundreds of miles, determined

he should not reach India with that silk-wrapped packet. Francis Xavier Gordon

was known by repute from Stamboul to the China Sea. The Muhammadans called him

El Borak, the Swift, and they feared and respected him. But in Gustav Hunyadi,

renegade and international adventurer, Gordon had met his match. And he knew

now that Hunyadi, out there in the night, was lurking with his Turkish killers.

They had ferreted him out, at last.




Gordon glided out from among the boulders

as silently as a great cat. No hillman, born and bred among those crags, could

have avoided loose stones more skillfully or picked his way more carefully. He

headed southward, because that was the direction in which lay his ultimate

goal. Doubtless he was completely surrounded.




His soft native sandals made no noise, and

in his dark hillman's garb he was all but invisible. In the pitch-black shadow

of an overhanging cliff, he suddenly sensed a human presence ahead of him. A

voice hissed, a European tongue framing the Turki words: "Ali! Is that

you? Is the dog dead? Why did you not call me?"




Gordon struck savagely in the direction of

the voice. His pistol barrel crunched glancingly against a human skull, and a

man groaned and crumpled. All about rose a sudden clamor of voices, the rasp of

leather on rock. A stentorian voice began shouting, with a note of panic.




Gordon cast stealth to the winds. With a

bound he cleared the writhing body before him, and sped off down the slope.

Behind him rose a chorus of yells as the men in hiding glimpsed his shadowy

figure racing through the starlight. Jets of orange cut the darkness, but the

bullets whined high and wide. Gordon's flying shape was sighted but an instant,

then the shadowy gulfs of the night swallowed it up. His enemies raved like

foiled wolves in their bewildered rage. Once again their prey had slipped like

an eel through their fingers and was gone.




So thought Gordon as he raced across the

plateau beyond the clustering cliffs. They would be hot after him, with hillmen

who could trail a wolf across naked rocks, but with the start he had—. Even

with the thought the earth gaped blackly before him. Even his steel-trap

quickness could not save him. His grasping hands caught only thin air as he

plunged downward, to strike his head with stunning force at the bottom.




When he regained his senses a chill dawn

was whitening the sky. He sat up groggily and felt his head, where a large lump

was clotted with dried blood. It was only by chance that his neck was not

broken. He had fallen into a ravine, and during the precious time he should

have employed in flight, he was lying senseless among the rocks at the bottom.




Again he felt for the packet under his

native shirt, though he knew it was fastened there securely. Those papers were

his death-warrant, which only his skill and wit could prevent being executed.

Men had laughed when Francis Xavier Gordon had warned them that the devil's own

stew was bubbling in Central Asia, where a satanic adventurer was dreaming of

an outlaw empire.




To prove his assertion, Gordon had gone

into Turkestan, in guise of a wandering Afghan. Years spent in the Orient had

given him the ability to pass himself for a native anywhere. He had secured

proof no one could ignore or deny, but he had been recognized at last. He had

fled for his life, and for more than his life, then. And Hunyadi, the renegade

who plotted the destruction of nations, was hot on his heels. He had followed

Gordon across the steppes, through the foothills, and up into the mountains where

he had thought at last to throw him off. But he had failed. The Hungarian was a

human bloodhound. Wary, too, as shown by his sending his craftiest slayer in to

strike a blow in the dark.




Gordon found his rifle and began the climb

out of the ravine. Under his left arm was proof that would make certain

officials wake up and take steps to prevent the atrocious thing that Gustav

Hunyadi planned. The proof was in the form of letters to various Central Asian

chiefs, signed and sealed with the Hungarian's own hand. They revealed his

whole plot to embroil Central Asia in a religious war and send howling hordes

of fanatics against the Indian border. It was a plan for plundering on a

staggering scale. That package must reach Fort Ali Masjid! With all his iron

will Francis Xavier Gordon was determined it should. With equal resolution

Gustav Hunyadi was determined it should not. In the clash of two such

indomitable temperaments, kingdoms shake and death reaps a red harvest.




Dirt crumbled and pebbles rattled down as

Gordon worked his way up the sloping side of the ravine. But presently he

clambered over the edge and cast a quick look about him. He was on a narrow

plateau, pitched among giant slopes which rose somberly above it. To the south

showed the mouth of a narrow gorge, walled by rocky cliffs. In that direction

he hurried.




He had not gone a dozen steps when a rifle

cracked behind him. Even as the wind of the bullet fanned his cheek, Gordon

dropped flat behind a boulder, a sense of futility tugging at his heart. He

could never escape Hunyadi. This chase would end only when one of them was

dead. In the increasing light he saw figures moving among the boulders along

the slopes of the northwest of the plateau. He had lost his chance of escaping

under cover of darkness, and now it looked like a finish fight.




He thrust forward his rifle barrel. Too

much to hope that that blind blow in the dark had killed Hunyadi. The man had

as many lives as a cat. A bullet splattered on the boulder close to his elbow.

He had seen a tongue of flame lick out, marking the spot where the sniper

lurked. He watched those rocks, and when a head and part of an arm and shoulder

came up with a rifle, Gordon fired. It was a long shot, but the man reared

upright and pitched forward across the rock that had sheltered him.
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