The Mahout.*

BY CLARK ASHTON SMITH.

RTHUR MERTON, British Resident at Jiz-
apur, and his cousin, John Hawley, an
Agra newspaper editor, who had run down into
Central India for a few weeks’ shooting at
Merton’s invitation, reined in their horses just
outside the gates of Jizapur. The Maharajah's

elepbants, a scorc of the largest and tinest ** tuskers ”” in Clentral

[ndia, were being ridden out for their daily exercise. The

procession was led by IRajah, the great elephant of State.

who towered ahove the rest like a warship amongst merchant-

men. Ile was a magnificent elepbhant. over twelve feet from
his shoulders to the gronnd, and of a slightly lighter hue than
the others, who were of the usual muddy gray. On the ends
of his tusks gleamed golden knobs,

*“*What a kingly animal!” exclaimed Hawley, as Rajah
passed.

As he spoke, the mahout, or driver, who had been sitting his
charge like a bronze image. turned and met Hawley's eyes. He
was & man to attract attention, thix mahout, as distinctive a figure
among his brother mahontx as was Rajah among the elephants.
He was apparently very tall, and of a high-caste type, the eves
proud and fearless, the heavy beard carefully trimmed, and the
face cast in a handsome, dignified mold.

Hawley gave a second cxclamation as he met the mahout’s
gaze and stared at the man hard. The Hindu. after an impres-
sive glance, tnrned his head and the elephant went on.

“T could swear that T have seen that man before,” said
Hawley, at his cousin’s interrogatory expression. “ It was near
Agra, about six years ago, wheu T was out riding one afternoon.
My horse, a nervous, high-strung Waler, bolted at sight of an
umbrella which some one had left by the roadside. It was im-
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26 THE MAHOUT,

possible to stop him, indeed, I had all 1 could do to keep on.
Suddenly, the Hindu we have just passed, or his double, stepped
out into the road and grabbed the bridle. He was carried quite
a distance, but managed to keep his grip, and the Waler tinally
condescended 1o stop.  After receiving my thanks with a dig-
nified depreciation of the service be had done me, the Hindu
disappeared, and I have not seen him since.

*“ It is scarcely probable. though, that this mahout is the
same,” Hawley resumed, after a pause. ** My rescuer was dressed
ax a high-caste, and it is not conceivable that such a one would
turn elepbhant driver.”

* 1 know nothing of the man.” said Merton, as they rode on
into the city. *“ He bas been Rajah’s mahout ever since I cawe
here a year ago. Of course, as you say, he cannot be the man
who stopped vour horse. It is merelv a chance resemblance.”

The next afternoon, Hawley was out riding alone. He had
left the main road for a smaller one running into the jungle,
intending to visit a ruined temple of which Merton had told him.
Suddenly he noticed elephant tracks in the dust, exceedingly large
ones, which he concluded could have been made only by Rajah.
A momentary curiosity as to why the elephant had been ridden
off into the jungle, and also concerning the mahout, led Hawley
to follow the tracks when the road branched and they took the
path opposite to the one that he had intended to follow. In a
few minutes he came to a spot of open ground in the thick, luxuri-
ant jungle, and reined in quicklv at what he saw there.

Rajah stood in the clearing, holding something in his trunk
which Hawley at first glance took to be a man, dressed in a blue
und gold native attirc, and with a red turban. Another look
told him that it was merely a dummy — some old clothes stuffed
with straw. As he watched, the mahout gave a low command,
reenforeedd with a jab behind the ear from his ankus, or goad.
Rajah gave an upward swing with his trunk. and released his
hold on the figure, which flew skvward for at least twenty feet.
and then dropped limply to carth. The mahout watched its fall
with an expression of what seemed malevolence upon his face.
thongh Hawlev might have been mistaken as to this at the dis-
tance. He gave another command, and a jab at the elephant’s
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cheek — a peculiar, quick thrust, at which Rajah picked the
dummy up and placed it on his back behind the mahout in the
place usually occupied by the howdah. The Hindu directing,
the figurc was again seized and hurled into the air.

Much mystified, Ilawley watched several repetitions of this
strange performance, but was unable to puzzle out what it meant.
IYinally, the mahout caught sight of him, and rode the elephant
bastily away into the jungle on the opposite side of the clear-
ing. Evidently he did not wish to be observed or questioned.
Hawley continued his journey to the temple, thinking over the
curious incident as he went. lHe did not sece the mahout again
that day.

He spoke of what he had scen to Merton that evening, but
his cousin paid little attention to the tale, saying that no one
could comprehend anything done by natives, and that it wasn’t
worth while to wouder at their actions anvway. Even if one
could find the explanation, it wouldn’t be worth knowing.

The scene in the jungle recurred to Hawley many times, prob-
ably because of the resemblance of the mahout to the man who
had stopped his horse at Agra. But he could think of no plausi-
ble explanation of what he had scen. At last he dismissed the
matter from his mind altogether.

At the time of Hawley’s visit, great preparations were being
made for the marriage of the Maharajah of Jizapur, Krishna
Singh, to the daughter of the neighboring sovereign. There was
to be much feasting, firing of guns, and a gorgeous procession.
All the Rajahs, Ranas, and Thakurs, etc., for a radius of at
least a hundred miles. were to be present. The spectacle, in-
deed, was one of the inducements that had drawn Hawley down
into Central India.

After two weeks of unprecedented activity and excitement in
the city of Jizapur. the great dayv came. with incessant thunder
of guns from the Maharajah’s palace during all the forenoon.
as the royalty of Central India arrived with its hordes of pic-
turesque, tattered, dirtv retaincrs and soldierv. Each king or
dignitary was punctiliously saluted according to his rank, which
in India is determined hy the number of guns that may be fired
in his honor,
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At noon a great procession, the Maharajah heading it, issued
from the palace to ride onut and meet the bride and her father
and attendants, who were to reach Jizapur at that hour.

Ilawley and Merton watched the pageant from the large and
many-colored crowd that lined the roadside without the «ity
gates. As Rajal, the great State elephant emerged. with Krishna
Singh in the gold-embroidered howdah, or canopied secat. on his
back, a rising cloud of dust in the distance proclaimed the com-
ing of the bride and her relatives.

Behind the Maharajah came a number of clephants, bearing
the nobles and dignitaries of Jizapur, and the neighboring
princes. Then emerged riehly caparisoned borses, with prismat-
ically-attired riders — soldiers .and attendants. Over this great
glare of color and movement was the almost intolerable light of
the midday Eastern sumn.

The two Englishmen were some distance from the city gates,
so that when the Maharajah’s slow. majestic procession passed
them, that of the bride was drawing near — a similar one, and
less gorgeous ouly because it was smaller.

Perbaps fifty yards separated the two when something hap-
pened to bring both processions to a halt. Hawley. who hap-
pened at the moment to be idly watching the elephaut Rajah,
and his driver, saw the mahout reach swiftly forward and stab
the animal’s check with his goad. precisely as he had done on
that day in the jungle when Ilawley had come unexpectedly upon
him. DProbably mno one else noticed the action, or, if they
did, attached any importance to it.in the excitement that
followed.

As he had reached with his trunk for the dummy seated on
his back, so Rajah reached into the howdah und grasped Irishna
Singh about the waist. In an instant the astonished, terror-
stricken Maharajah was dangling in mid-air where the clephant
held him poised a moment. Then, in spite of the shouts, com-
mands, and blows of his mahout, Rajah began to swing Krishna
Singh to and fro, slowly at first, but with a gradually increas-
ing speed. It was like watching a giant pendulum. The fasei-
nated crowd gazed in a sudden and tense silence for what seemed
to them hours, though they were really only seconds, before the
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elephant, with a last vicious upward impetus of his helpless
victim, released his hold.

Krishna Singh soared skyward, a blot of gold and red against
the intense, stark, blazing azure of the Indian sky. To the
horror-stricken onlookers he scemed to hang there for hours, be-
fore he began to fall back from the height to which the giant
elephant had tossed him as one would toss a tennis-ball.  ITaw-
ley turned away, unable to look any longer, and in an instant
heard the hollow, lifeless thud as the body struck the ground.

The sound broke the spell of horror and amazement that had
held the crowd, and a confused babble arose, interspersed with
a few wails and erics.  One sharp shriek came from the eurtained
howdah of the bride. The Maharajal’s body guard at once gal-
loped forward and formed a ring about the body. The crowd,
to whom the elephant had gone “musth,” or mad, began to retreat
and disperse.

Hawley, in a few words, told his cousin of what he had seen
the mahout do, and his belief that the elephant’s action had thus
been incited.

The two Englishmen went to the captain of the body-guard,
who was standing by the side of the fallen Maharajah. Krishna
Singh lay quite dead, his neck broken by the fall. The Captain,
upon being informed of what Hawlev had seen, directed some
of his men to go in search of the mahout, who, in the confusion,
had slipped from Rajah’s neck, disappearing no one knew where.
Their search was unsuccessful, nor did a further one, continned
for over a weck, reveal any trace of the elephant-driver.

But several days afterward Hawley received a letter, bear-
ing the Agra postmark. It was in a hand unfamiliar to him
and written in rather stiff, though perfectly correct English.
such as an educated native would write. 1t was as follows:

To MAwWLEY Samibp:

1 am the man who stopped the Sahib’s horse near Agra one
day, slx ycars ago. Because | have seen In the Sallb’s eyes that
he recognlzes and remembers me, | am wrlting this. He will then
understand much that has puzzled him.

My father was Krishna Singh’s half-brother. Men who bore
my father an enmlity, Invented evidence of a plot on Lls part to
murder Krishna Singh and selze the throne. The Maharajah, bear-
Ing him llittle love and being of an intensely susplclous nature,
required little proof to belleve thls, and caused my father end -
several others of the family to be selzed and thrown Into the
palace dungeons. A few days later. without trial. they were led
out and executed by the * Death of the Elephant.” Perchance
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the Sahib has not heard of thls. The manner of it is thus: The
condemned man {s made to kneel with his head on a block of
stone, and an clephant, at a command from the driver, places one
of his feet on the prisoner’s head, killing him, of course, {nstantly.

I, who was but a youth at the time, by some [nadvertence
was allowed to escape, and made my way to Agra, where I re-
malned scveral years with some distant relatives, learning, In
that time, to speak and write Epglish. 1 was Intending to enter
the service of the British Raj, when an |dea of revenge on
Krishna Singh for my father's death, suddenly sprang into full
conception. I had long plotted, forming many Impractlcable and fu-
tlle plans for vengeance, but the one that then occurred to me
seemed possible, though cxtremely dificult. As the Sahib bas scen,
It proved successful.

1 at once left Agra, disgulsing myself as a low-caste, and
went to Burma, where I learned elepbant-driving —a work not
easy for one who has not been traloned to It from boyhood. In
doing thls, 1 sacrificed my casle. ln my thirst for revenge, how-
ever, it scemed but a little thing.

After four years In the Jungle 1 came to Jizapur and, bLeing
a skilled and fully accredlted mahout, was given a position In the
Maharajah's stables. Krishna Slngh never suspected my
Identity, for 1 had changed greatly In the ten years since 1 had
fBed from Jizapur, and who would have thought to tind Ksbatriya
in the person of such a low-caste elephant-driver?

Gradually, for my sklll and trustworthiness, | was advanced
in position, and at last was cntrusted with the State elephant,
Rajah. This was what I had long been siming at, for on my at-
taining the carc of Krishna Slngh's own elephant depended the
success or fallure of my plan.

This position obtalned. my purpose was but balf-achieved.
It was necessary that the clephant be trained for his part, and
this, indeed, was perhaps the most dificult and dangerous part
of my work. It was not casy to avold obscrvatlon, and detec-
tlon was llkely to grove fatal to me and to my plan. On that
day when the Sahlb eame upon me In the jungle, I thought my
acheme doomed, and prepared to fice. But cvidently no idea of the
mt;nslng of tbe performance In the jungle entered the Sahlb's
mind.

At last came mwy day of revenge, and after the Maharajah's
death T succecded In miraculonsly escaping. though I had fully
expected to pay for my vengeance with my own Iife. T am safe
now — not all the police and secret emlssarfes In Indla can find
me.

The death that my father met has been visited upon his
murderer, and the shadow of those dreadful days and of that un-
avenged crime has at last bheen lifted from my heart. I go forth
content, to face life and fate calmly, and with a mind free and
untroubled.




