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  Chapter I





  The Sphinx was smiling its eternal smile. It was two o'clock in the morning. The tourists had returned to Cairo, and only an Arab or two lingered near the boy who held Tamara's camel, and then gradually slunk away; thus, but for Hafis, she was alone — alone with her thoughts and the Sphinx.




  




  The strange, mystical face looked straight at her from the elevation where she sat. Its sensual mocking calm penetrated her brain. The creature seemed to be laughing at all humanity — and saying — "There is no beyond — live and enjoy the things of the present — Eat, drink, and be merry, for to-morrow you die, and I — I who sit here and know, tell you there is no beyond. The things you can touch and hold to your bodies are the only ones worth grasping."




  "No, no!" said Tamara, half aloud, "I will not — I will not believe it."




  "Fool," said the Sphinx. "What is your soul? And if you have one, what have you done with it hitherto? Are you any light in the world? — No, you have lived upon the orders of others, you have let your individuality be crushed these twenty-four years — since the day you could speak. Just an echo it is — that fine thing, your soul! Show it then, if you have one! Do you possess an opinion? Not a bit of it. You simply announce platitudes that you have been taught were the right answers to all questions! Believe me, you have no soul. So take what you can — a body! You certainly have that, one can see it — well, snatch what it can bring you, since you have not enough will to try for higher things. Grasp what you may, poor weakling. That is the wisdom sitting here for eternity has taught me."




  Tamara stirred her hands in protest — but she knew the indictment was true. Yes, her life had been one long commonplace vista of following leads — like a sheep.




  But was it too late to change? Had she the courage? Dared she think for herself? If not, the mystic message of the Sphinx's smile were better followed: "Eat, drink, and be merry, for to-morrow you die."




  The blue of the sky seemed to soothe her, and speak of hope. Could any other country produce a sky of so deep a sapphire as the night sky of Egypt? All around was intense sensuous warmth and stillness almost as light as day.




  How wise she had been to break through the conventionality which surrounded her — and it had required some nerve — so as to be able to come here alone, on this one of her last nights in Egypt.




  She half smiled when she thought of Millicent Hardcastle's face when she had first suggested it.




  "My dear Tamara, what — what an extraordinary thing for a woman to do! Go to the Sphinx all alone at two o'clock in the morning. Would not people think it very strange?"




  Tamara felt a qualm for a second, but was rebellious.




  "Well, perhaps — but do you know, Millicent, I believe I don't care. That carven block of stone has had a curious effect upon me. It has made me think as I have never done before. I want to take the clearest picture away with me — I must go."




  And even Mrs. Hardcastle's mild assertion that it could equally well be viewed and studied at a more reasonable hour did not move Tamara, and while her friend slumbered comfortably in her bed at Mena House, she had set off, a self-conscious feeling of a truant schoolboy exalting and yet frightening her.




  Tamara was a widow. James Loraine had been everything that a thoroughly respectable English husband ought to be. He had treated her with kindness, he had given her a comfortable home — he had only asked her to spend ten months of the year in the country, and he had never caused her a moment's jealousy.




  She could not remember her heart having beaten an atom faster — or slower — for his coming or going. She had loved him, and her sisters and brother, and father, all in the same devoted way, and when pneumonia had carried him off nearly two years before, she had grieved with the measure the loss of any one of them would have caused her — that was sincerely and tenderly.




  They were such a nice family, Tamara's!




  For hundreds of years they had lived on the same land, doing their duty to their neighbors and helping to form that backbone of England of which we hear so much nowadays, in its passing away.




  They had been members of Parliament, of solid Whig, and later of Unionist, views. They had been staunch Generals, Chairmen of Quarter-Sessions, riders to hounds, subscribers to charities, rigid church-goers, disciplined, orthodox, worthy members of society.




  Underdown was their name, and Underwood their home.




  That Tamara should have been given that Russian appellation, in a group of Gladys, Mabels and Dorothys, must have surely indicated that fate meant her to follow a line not quite so mapped out as that of her sisters'. The very manner of her entry into the world was not in accordance with the Underdown plan.




  Her mother, Lady Gertrude Underdown, had contracted a friendship with the wife of the First Secretary of the Russian Embassy.




  Foreigners were not looked upon with favor in the home circle, and instead of staying only the two months of May and June, as she was fully entitled to, in London, she had insisted upon remaining for July as well that year — to be near her friend Vera and enjoy the gay world.




  The Squire had grumbled, but acquiesced, though when afterward a fourth daughter was presented to him with a request that she might have Princess Vera for a godmother and a Russian name to be called by, he felt himself justified in carping at fate.




  "Foreign fandangoes," he designated such ideas. However, Lady Gertrude was very ill, and had to be humored, so the affair took place, and Tamara the baby was christened, with due state.




  There were no more Russian suggestions in the family; the son and heir who arrived a year later became plain Tom, and then Lady Gertrude Underdown made her bow to the world and retired to the family vault in Underwood Church.




  They were all estimably brought up by an aunt, and hardly ever left the country until each one came up in turn to be presented at Court, and go through a fairly dull season among country neighbors on the same bent.




  Two of them, including Tamara, had secured suitable husbands, and at the age of twenty-three years the latter had been left a well-dowered widow.




  She had worn mourning for just the right period, had looked after her affairs — handed James' place over with a good grace to James' brother and an unliked sister-in-law, and finally, when she was wearing grays and mauves, two years almost after her loss, she had allowed herself to be persuaded into taking a trip to Egypt with her friend, Millicent Hardcastle, who was recovering from influenza.




  It had caused the greatest flutter at Underwood, this journey abroad! None of them had been further than Dresden, where each girl had learned German for a year or so before her presentation.




  And what had Egypt done for Tamara? Lifted just one pretty white eyelid, perhaps. Stirred something which only once or twice in her life she had been dimly conscious of. Everything had been a kind of shock to her. A shock of an agreeable description. And once driving at night in the orange groves of Ghezireh, after some open-air fête, the heavy scent and intoxicating atmosphere had made her blood tingle. She felt it was almost wrong that things should so appeal to her senses. Anything which appealed deliberately to the senses had always been considered as more than almost wrong at Underwood Chase.




  The senses were improper things which Aunt Clara for her part never quite understood why the Almighty should have had the bad taste to permit in human beings.




  But the Sphinx was again talking to Tamara — only this time in the voice of a young man — who without a word of warning had risen from a bank of sand where he had been stretched motionless and unperceived.




  "A fine goddess, is she not, Madame," he said. And to add to the impertinence of a stranger's addressing her at all, Tamara was further incensed by the voice being that of a foreigner!




  But it was an extraordinarily pleasant voice, deep and tuneful, and the "Insolent" stood over six feet high and was as slender as Tamara herself almost — in spite of his shoulders and air of strength.




  She hardly knew what to answer, he had spoken with such ease and assurance, almost with the tone of one who hails a fellow worshiper and has a right to exchange sympathy.




  Tamara had been startled, too, by the sudden rising of the man when she thought she was alone, but at last she answered slowly, "Yes."




  "I often come here at night," he went on, "when those devils of tourists have gone back in their devil of a tramway. Then you get her alone — and she says things to you. You think so, too, isn't it?"




  "Yes," again said Tamara, convulsed with wonder at herself for speaking at all.




  "At first I was angry when I saw your camel against the sky and saw you come and dismount and sit and look, I like to have her all to myself. But afterwards when I watched you I saw you meant no harm — you aren't a tourist, and so you did not matter."




  "Indeed," said Tamara, the fine in her grasping the situation, the Underdown training resenting its unconventionality.




  "Yes," he continued, unconcerned. "You can't look at that face and feel we any of us matter much — can you?"




  "No," said Tamara.




  "How many thousand years has she been telling people that? But it drives me mad, angry, furious, to see the tourists! I want to strangle them all!"




  He clenched his hand and his eyes flashed.




  Tamara peeped up at him — he was not looking at her — but at the Sphinx. She saw that he was extremely attractive in spite of having un-English clothes, which were not worn with ease. Gray flannel of unspeakable cut, and boots which would have made her brother Tom shriek with laughter. The Underdown part of her whispered, could he be quite a gentleman? But when he turned his face full upon her in the moonlight, that doubt vanished completely. He might even be a very great gentleman, she thought.




  "Would you like to see a bit of the Arabian Nights?" he asked her.




  Tamara rose. This really ought not to go on, this conversation — and yet —




  "Yes, I would," she said.




  "Well, the spell is broken of the Sphinx," he continued. "She can't talk to me with you there, and she can't talk to you with me near, so let us go and see something else that is interesting together."




  "What?" asked Tamara.




  "The Sheikh's village down below. Half the people who come don't realize it is there, and the other half would be afraid to ride through it at night — but they know me and I will take care of you."




  Without the least further hesitation he called Hafis and the camel, spoke to them in Arabic, and then stood ready to help Tamara up. She seemed hypnotized, when she was settled in the high saddle. She began to realize that she was going into the unknown with a perfect stranger, but she did not think of turning back.




  "What do you ride?" she asked.




  "See," he said, and he made a strange low whistle, which was instantly answered by an equally strange low whinny of a horse, and a beautiful Arab appeared from the foot of the rocks — where all things were in shadow — led by a little brown boy.




  "I am taking him back with me," he said, "Isn't he a beauty. I only bought him a week ago, and he already knows me."




  Then he was in the saddle with the lightest bound, and Tamara, who had always admired Tom on a horse, knew that she had never seen anyone who seemed so much a part of his mount as this quaint foreigner. "I suppose he is an Austrian," she said to herself, and then added with English insular arrogance, "Only Austrians are like us."




  The young man appeared quite indifferent to anything she thought. He prepared to lead the way down beyond the Sphinx, apparently into the desert.




  Now that he was in front of her, Tamara could not help admiring the lines of his figure. He was certainly a very decent shape, and certainly knew how to ride.




  Then it came to her that this was a most singular adventure, and the faint pink mounted to her clear cheeks when she remembered how dreadfully shocked Millicent would be — or any of the family! But it was her night of rebellion, so things must take their course.




  The young man rode in front until they were on the flat desert, then he drew rein and waited for her.




  "You see," he said, "we skirt these rocks and then we shall ride through the village. One can very well imagine it has been the same always."




  They entered the little town. The streets were extremely narrow and the dark houses gave an air of mystery — a speculation — what could be going on behind those closed shutters? Here and there a straight blue-clad figure slunk away round a corner. There was a deep silence and the moonlight made the shadows sharp as a knife. Then a shaft of red light would shoot from some strange low hovel as they passed, and they could see inside a circle of Arab Bedouins crouching over a fire. There seemed no hilarity, their faces were solemn as the grave.




  Presently, in the narrowest and darkest street, there was a sound of tom-toms, strains of weird music and voices, and through the chinks of the half-opened shutters light streamed across the road — while a small crowd of Arabs were grouped about the gate in the wall holding donkeys and a camel.




  "A wedding," said the young man. "They have escorted the bride. What pleasure to raise a veil and see a black face! But each one to his taste."




  Tamara looked up at the window. She wondered what could be happening within — were the other wives there as well? She would have liked to have asked.




  The young man saw her hesitation and said laconically —




  "Well?"




  "They are having a party," Tamara replied, with lame obviousness.




  "Of course," said the young man. "Weddings and funerals — equally good occasions for company. They are so wise they leave all to fate; they do not tear their eyes out for something they cannot have — and fight after disappointment. They are philosophers, these Arabs."




  The little crowd round the gate now barred the road, half good humoredly, half with menace.




  "So, so," said the young man, riding in front. Then he laughed, and putting his hand in his pocket, brought out a quantity of silver and flung it among them with merry words in Arabic, while he pointed to the windows of the house.




  Then he seized the bridle of Tamara's camel and started his horse forward. The crowd smiled now and began scrambling for the baksheesh, and so they got through in peace.




  Neither spoke until they were in a silent lane again.




  "Sometimes they can be quite disagreeable," he said, "but it is amusing to see it all. The Sheikh lives here — he fancies the pyramids belong to him, just as the Khedive fancies all Egypt is his — life is mostly imagination."




  Now Tamara could see his face better as he looked up to her superior height on the camel. He had a little moustache and peculiarly chiseled lips — too chiseled for a man, she thought for a moment, until she noticed the firm jaw. His eyes were sleepy — slightly Oriental in their setting, and looked very dark, and yet something made her think that in daylight they might be blue or gray.




  He did not smile at all; as he spoke his face was grave, but when something made him laugh as they turned the next corner, it transformed him. It was the rippling spontaneous gaiety of a child.




  Two goats had got loose from opposite hovels and were butting at one another in the middle of the road.




  He pulled up his horse and watched.




  "I like any fight," he said.




  But the goats fled in fear of him, so they went on.




  Tamara was wondering why she felt so stupid. She wanted to ask her strange companion a number of questions. Who he was? What he was doing at the Sphinx? — and indeed in Egypt. Why he had spoken to her at all? — and yet appeared absolutely indifferent as they rode along! He had not asked her a single question or expressed the least curiosity. For some reason she felt piqued.




  Presently they emerged at the end of the village where there was a small lake left by the retirement of the Nile. The moon, almost full, was mirrored in it. The scene was one of extreme beauty. The pyramids appeared an old rose pink, and everything else in tones of sapphire — not the green-blue of moonlight in other countries. All was breathlessly still and lifeless. Only they two, and the camel boys, alone in the night.




  The dark line of trees which border the road faced them, and they rode slowly in that direction.




  "You are going to the hotel, I suppose?" he said. "I will see you safely to it."




  And they climbed the bank on to the avenue from Cairo.




  "And you?" Tamara could not prevent herself from asking. "Where do you go?"




  "To hell, sometimes," he answered, and his eyes were full of mist, "but tonight I shall go to bed for a change."




  Tamara was nonplussed. She felt intensely commonplace. She was even a little cross with herself. Why had she asked a question?




  The Arab horse now took it into his head to curvet and bound in the air for no apparent reason, but the young man did not stir an inch — he laughed.




  "Go on, my beauty," he said. "I like you to be so. It shows you are alive."




  As they approached the hotel, Tamara began to hope no one would see them. No one who could tell Millicent that she had a companion. She bent down and said rather primly to the young man who was again at her side:




  "I am quite safe now, thank you. I need not trouble you any further. Good-bye! and I am so obliged to you for showing me a new way home."




  He looked up at her, and his whole face was lit with a whimsical smile.




  "Yes, at the gate," he said. "Don't be nervous. I will go at the gate."




  Tamara did not speak, and presently they came to the turning into the hotel. Then he stopped.




  "I suppose we shall meet again some day," he said. "They have a proverb here, 'Meet before dawn — part not till dawn.' They see into the future in a few drops of water in any hollow thing. Well, good-night" — and before she could answer he was off beyond the hotel up the road and then turning to the right on a sand-path, galloped out of sight into what must be the vast desert.




  Where on earth could he be going to? — possibly the devil — if one knew.




  Chapter II




  When Tamara woke in the morning the recollection of her camel ride seemed like a dream. She sat for a long time at the window of her room looking out toward the green world and Cairo. She was trying to adjust things in her mind. This stranger had certainly produced an effect upon her.




  She wondered who he was, and how he would look in daylight — and above all whither he had galloped into the desert. Then she wondered at herself. The whole thing was so out of her line — so bizarre — in a life of carefully balanced proprieties. And were the thoughts the Sphinx had awaked in her brain true? Yes, certainly she had been ruled by others always — and had never developed her own soul.




  She was very sensitive — that last whimsical smile of the unknown had humiliated her. She felt he had laughed at her prim propriety in wishing to get rid of him before the gate. Indeed, she suddenly felt he might laugh at a good many of the things she did. And this ruffled her serenity. She put up her slender hands and pushed the thick hair back from her forehead with an impatient gesture. It all made her dissatisfied with herself and full of unrest.




  "You don't tell me a thing about your Sphinx excursion last night, Tamara," Millicent Hardcastle said at breakfast, rather peevishly. They were sipping coffee together in the latter's room in dressing-gowns. "Was it nice, and had the tourists quite departed?"




  "It was wonderful!" and Tamara leant back and looked into distance. "There were no tourists, and it made me think a number of new things — we seem such ordinary people, Millicent."




  Mrs. Hardcastle glanced up surprised, not to say offended, with coffee cup poised in the air.




  "Yes — you may wonder, but it is true, Milly — we do the same things every day, and think the same thoughts, and are just thoroughly commonplace and uninteresting."




  "And you came to these conclusions from gazing at the Sphinx?" Mrs. Hardcastle asked.




  "Yes," said Tamara, the pink deepening for a moment in her cheeks. In her whole life she hardly ever had had a secret. "I sat there, Millicent, in the sand opposite the strange image, and it seemed to smile and mock at all little things; it appeared perfectly ridiculous that we pay so much attention to what the world says or thinks. I could not help looking back to the time when you and I were at Dresden together. What dull lives we have both led since! Yours perhaps more filled than mine has been, because you have children; but really we have both been browsing like sheep."




  Mrs. Hardcastle now was almost irritated.




  "I cannot agree with you," she said. "Our lives have been full of good and pleasant things — and I hope, dear, we have both done our duty."




  This, of course, ended the matter! It was so undoubtedly true — each had done her duty.




  After breakfast they started for a last donkey-ride, as they must return to Cairo in time for the Khedive's ball that night, which, as distinguished English ladies, they were being taken to by their compatriots at the Agency. Then on the morrow they were to start for Europe. Mrs. Hardcastle could not spare more time away from her babies. Their visit had only been of four short weeks, and now it was December 27, and home and husband called her.




  For Tamara's part, she could do as she pleased; indeed, for two pins she would have stayed on in Egypt.




  But that was not the intention of fate!




  "Do let us go up that sand-path, Millicent," she said, when they turned out of the hotel gate. "We have never been there, and I would like to see where it leads to — perhaps we shall get quite a new vista from the top — — "




  And so they went.




  What she expected to find she did not ask herself. In any case they rode on, eventually coming out at a small enclosure where stood a sort of bungalow in those days — it is probably pulled down now, but then it stood with a wonderful view over the desert, and over the green world. Tamara had vaguely observed it in the distance before, but imagined it to be some water-tower of the hotel, it was so bare and gaunt. It had been built by some mad Italian, they heard afterward, for rest and quiet.




  It was a quaint place with tiny windows high up, evidently to light a studio, and there was a veranda to look at the view towards the Nile.




  When they got fairly close they could see that on this veranda a young man was stretched at full length. A long wicker chair supported him, while he read a French novel. They — at least Tamara — could see the yellow back of the book, and also, one regrets to add, she was conscious that the young man was only clothed in blue and white striped silk pyjamas! — the jacket of which was open and showed his chest — and one foot, stretched out and hanging over the back of another low chair, was — actually bare!




  Mrs. Hardcastle touched her donkey and hurried past — the path went so very near this unseemly sight! And Tamara followed, but not before the young man had time to raise himself and frown with fury. She almost imagined she heard him saying "Those devils of tourists!" Then with the corner of her eye ere they got out of sight, she perceived that a blue-clad Arab brought coffee on a little tray.




  She glowed with annoyance. Did he think she had come to look at him? Did he — he certainly was quite uninterested, for he must have recognized her; but perhaps not; people look so different in large straw hats to what they appear with scarves of chiffon tied over their heads. But why had she come this way at all? She wished a thousand times she had suggested going round the pyramids instead.




  "Tamara," said Mrs. Hardcastle, when they were safely descending the further sand-path, with no unclothed young giant in view, "did you see there was a man in that chair? What a dreadful person to be lying on the balcony — undressed!"




  "I never noticed," said Tamara, without a blush. "I am surprised at you having looked, Millie — when this view is so fine."




  "But, my dear child, I could not possibly help seeing him. How you did not notice, I can't think; he had pyjamas on, Tamara — and bare feet!"




  Mrs. Hardcastle almost whispered the last terrible words.




  "I suppose he felt hot," said Tamara; "it is a grilling day."




  "But really, dear, no nice people, in any weather, remain — er — undressed at twelve o'clock in the day for passers-by to look at — do they?"




  "Well, perhaps he isn't a nice person," allowed Tamara. "He may be mad. What was he like, since you saw so much, Millicent?"




  Mrs. Hardcastle glanced over her shoulder reproachfully. "You really speak as though I had looked on purpose," she said. "He seemed very long — and not fat. I suppose, as his hair was not very dark, he must be an Englishman."




  "Oh, dear, no!" exclaimed Tamara. "Not an Englishman." Then seeing her friend's expression of surprise, "I mean, it isn't likely an Englishman would lie on his balcony in pyjamas — at least not the ones we see in Cairo; they — they are too busy, aren't they?"




  This miserably lame explanation seemed to satisfy Millicent. It was too hot and too disagreeable, she felt, clinging to the donkey while it descended the steep path, to continue the subject further, having to turn one's head over the shoulder like that; but when they got on the broad level she began again:




  "Possibly it was a madman, Tamara, sent here with a keeper — in that out-of-the-way place. How fortunate we had the donkey boys with us!"




  Tamara laughed.




  "You dear goose, Millie, he couldn't have eaten us up, you know; and he was not doing the least harm, poor thing. We should not have gone that way; it may have been his private path."




  "Still, no one should lie about undressed," Mrs. Hardcastle protested. "It is not at all nice. Girls might have been riding with us, and how dreadful it would have been then."




  "Let us forget it, pet!" Tamara laughed, "and trot on and get some real exercise."




  So off they started.




  Just as they were turning out of the hotel gate, late in the same afternoon, a young man on an Arab horse passed the carriage. He was in ordinary riding dress, and looked a slim, graceful sight as he trotted ahead.




  He never glanced their way. But while Tamara felt a sudden emotion of sorts, Mrs. Hardcastle exclaimed:




  "Look, look! I am sure that is he — the mad man who wore those pyjamas".




  Chapter III




  The Khedive's ball was a fairly fine sight, Tamara thought, but driving through the streets took such a ridiculously long time, the crowd was so great. The palace itself was, and probably is still, like all other palaces that are decorated in that nondescript style of Third Empire France — not a thing of beauty. But the levée uniforms of the officers gave an air of brilliance contrasted with the civilians of the Government of Egypt. Tamara thought their dress very ugly, it reminded her of a clergyman's at a children's party, where he has been decorated with caps and sham orders from the crackers to amuse the little guests. It seemed strange to see the English faces beneath the fez. She and Millicent Hardcastle walked about and talked to their friends. There were many smart young gallants in the regiments then quartered in Cairo, who enjoyed dancing with the slender, youthful widow with the good jewels and pretty dress, and soon Tamara found herself whirling with a gay hussar.




  "Let us stop near the Royalties and look at the Russians," he said. "You know, a Grand Duke arrived to-day, and must be here to-night."




  They came to a standstill close to the little group surrounding the Khedive, and amid the splendid uniforms of the Grand Duke's suite there was one of scarlet, the like of which Tamara had never seen before.




  Afterward she learned it was a Cossack of the Emperor's escort, but at the moment it seemed like a gorgeous fancy dress. The high boots and long, strangely graceful coat, cut with an Eastern hang, the white under-dress, the way the loose scarlet sleeves fell at the wrist, showing the white tight ones, the gold and silver trimmings and the arms, stuck in the quaint belt, all pleased her eye extremely; and then she recognized its wearer as the young man of the Sphinx.
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