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"



You can tell a better tale than I;



Trap and wing you shoot a better score;


You can cast a surer, lighter fly,



Catch as can, you'd put me on the floor;


Should I hoist a sail beneath the sky



Yours the race, away and back to shore.





You have mastered all my woodland lore,



In the saddle you can give me spades;


You have slain your first and mighty boar



In the classic Croyden Forest shades;


You have heard the Northern rivers roar,



You have seen the Southern Everglades.





You have creeled your Highland yellow trout



Where the Scottish moorlands call us back;


You have left me puzzled and in doubt



Over tropic specimens I lack—


Sphinxes that I know not, huge and stout;



Butterflies, un-named, in blue and black.





Well, we've had a jolly run, my son,



Through a sunny world has lain our trail


Trodden side by side with rod and gun



Under azure skies where white clouds sail;


—Send our journey is not nearly done!



Send the light has not begun to fail.











Envoi








Yet, that day you tread the trail alone,



With no slower comrade to escort


On the path of spring with blossoms sown,



You may deem me not so bad a sort,


Smile and think, as one who would condone,



"He was sure a perfectly good sport."











R. W. C.

Broadalbin; 1916.




DOG-DAYS (1914)








The mad dog of Europe



Yelped in the dog-days' heat;


To his sick legs he staggered up



Swaying on twitching feet;


Snarled when he saw the offered cup,



And started down the street.





All hell has set his brain aflame;



All Europe shrieks with dread;


All mothers call on Mary's name,



Praying by shrine and bed,


"For Jesus' sake!"—Yet all the same



Each sees her son lie dead.





"On Guard!" the Western bugles blow;



"Boom!" from the Western main;


The Brabant flail has struck its blow;



The mad dog howls with pain


But lurches on, uncertain, slow,



Growling amid his slain.





They beat and kick his dusty hide,



He bleeds from every vein;


On his red trail the Cossacks ride



Across the reeking plain


While gun-shots rip his bloody sides



From Courland to Champagne.





Under the weary moons and suns



With phantom eyes aglow,


Dog-trotting still the spectre runs



Yelping at every blow


'Til through its ribs the flashing guns



And stars begin to show.





The moon shines through its riven wrack;



On the bleached skull the suns


Have baked the crusted blood all black,



But still the spectre runs,


Jogging along its hell-ward track



Lined with the tombs of Huns.





Back to the grave from whence it came



To foul the world with red;


Back to its bed of ancient shame



In the Hunnish tomb it fled


Where God's own name is but a name



And souls that lived lie dead.











THE GIRL PHILIPPA




FOREWORD




On the twenty-eighth of June, 1914, the Archduke
Francis Ferdinand, heir to the Austrian throne,
was murdered by a Serb in Serajevo, the capital
of Bosnia.  The murder was the most momentous crime
ever committed in the world, for it altered the
geography and the political and social history of that
planet, and changed the entire face of the civilized and
uncivilized globe.  Generations unborn were to feel the
consequences of that murder.

Incidentally, it vitally affected the life and career of
the girl Philippa.

Before the press of the United States received the
news, Sir Cecil Spring-Rice, the British Ambassador,
had been notified of the tragedy, and a few minutes
later he was in secret conference with the President.

The British Ambassador knew what he wanted, which
was more than the administration knew, and at this
hasty and secret conference he bluntly informed the
President that, in his opinion, war before midsummer
had now become inevitable; that there was every
probability of England being drawn into a world-wide
conflict; and that, therefore, an immediate decision
was necessary concerning certain pending negotiations.

The truth of this became apparent to the President.
The State Department's ominous information
concerning a certain Asiatic Empire, the amazing knowledge
in regard to the secret military and political activities
of Germany in the United States, the crass stupidity
of a Congress which was no better than an uneducated
nation deserved, the intellectual tatterdemalions in
whose care certain vitally important departments had
been confided—a momentary vision of what all this
might signify flickered fitfully in the presidential brain.

And, before Sir Cecil left, it was understood that
certain secret negotiations should be immediately
resumed and concluded as soon as possible—among other
matters the question of the Harkness shell.

About the middle of July the two governments had
arrived at an understanding concerning the Harkness
shell.  The basis of this transaction involved the
following principles, proposed and mutually accepted:

1st.  The Government of the United States agreed
to disclose to the British Government, and to no other
government, the secret of the Harkness shell, known to
ordnance experts as "the candle shell."

2nd.  The British Government agreed to disclose to
the United States Government, and to no other government,
the secrets of its new submarine seaplane, known
as "the flying fish," the inventor of which was one
Pillsbury, a Yankee, who had offered it in vain to his
own country before selling it to England.

3rd.  Both Governments solemnly engaged not to
employ either of these devices against each other in the
event of war.

4th.  The British Government further pledged itself
to restrain from violence a certain warlike and Asiatic
nation until the Government of the United States could
discover some method of placating that nation.

But other and even more important negotiations,
based upon the principle that the United States should
insure its people and its wealth by maintaining an army
and a navy commensurate with its population, its
importance, and its international obligations, fell
through owing to presidential indifference, congressional
ignorance, the historic imbecility of a political
party, and the smug vanity of a vast and half-educated
nation, among whose employees were numbered several
of the most perfect demagogues that the purlieus of
politics had ever germinated.

This, then, was the condition of affairs in the United
States when, on the nineteenth of July, the British
Ambassador was informed that through the treachery
of certain employees the plans and formula for the
Harkness shell had been abstracted.

But the British Embassy had learned of this catastrophe
through certain occult channels even before it
was reported to the United States Government; and
five hours after the information had reached Sir Cecil
Spring-Rice, two young men stepped aboard the Antwerp
liner Zeeduyne a few seconds before the gangway
was pulled up.

With the first turn of the steamer's screws the wheel
of fate also began to revolve, spinning out the web
of destiny so swiftly that already its meshes had fallen
over an obscure little town thousands of miles distant,
and its net already held a victim so obscure that few
except the French Government had ever heard of the
girl Philippa.

The two young men who had come aboard at the
last moment were nice-looking young men.  They
carried tennis bats, among other frivolous hand luggage,
and it was rumored very quickly on board that they
were two celebrated New Zealand tennis champions on
their way to the international tournament at Ostend.

It was the Captain who first seemed interested in
the rumor and who appeared to know all about the
famous New Zealand players, Halkett and Gray.

And this was odd, because when Halkett and Gray
came aboard their names did not figure on the
passenger list, no stateroom had been engaged for them,
and the Captain of the Zeeduyne had never before laid
eyes on either of them.

But he may have heard of them, for that morning
the British Embassy had called him on the telephone,
had talked for twenty minutes to him, and had arranged
for him to hold his steamer if necessary.  But it had
been necessary for the Captain to hold the Zeeduyne
for ten minutes only.

The voyage of the Zeeduyne was calm, agreeable,
and superficially uneventful.  There was much dancing
aboard.  Halkett and Gray danced well.  They had
come aboard knowing nobody; in a day or two they
seemed to have met everybody.  Which urbanity is not
at all characteristic of Englishmen.  New Zealanders,
it seemed, were quite different.

The ocean being on its best behavior nearly
everybody appeared triumphantly on deck.  There were,
however, several passengers who maintained exclusiveness
in their staterooms; and among these were two
German gentlemen who preferred the stateroom they
shared in common.  However, they took the air
sometimes, and always rather late at night.

Evidently they were commercial gentlemen, for they
sent several wireless messages to Cologne during the
voyage, using a code of their own which seemed to
concern perfumes and cosmetics and, in particular, a
toilet soap known as Calypso soap.

In return they received several wireless messages,
also apparently in some commercial code, and all
mentioning perfumes and Calypso soap.

And a copy of every code message which they
dispatched or received was sent to the Captain of the
Zeeduyne, and that affable and weather-reddened
Belgian always handed these copies to the tennis champions
of New Zealand, who spent considerable time poring
over them in the only spot on the steamer which was
absolutely safe from intrusion—the Captain's private
quarters.

Then, in their turn, as the steamer drew nearer to
the Belgian coast, they sent a number of wireless
messages in private code.  Some of these messages were
directed to the British Consul at Maastricht, some to
the British Ambassador at Brussels, some to private
individuals in Antwerp.

But these details did not interfere with the young
men's social activities on board, or with their
popularity.  Wherever Halkett and Gray walked, they
walked surrounded by maidens and pursued by
approving glances of relatives and parents.

But the two German gentlemen who kept their cabin
by day and prowled sometimes by night were like
Mr. Kipling's cat; when they walked they walked by their
wild lone.  Only the chaste moon was supposed to
notice them.  But always either Halkett or Gray
was watching them, sometimes dressed in the jaunty
uniform of a deck steward, or in the clothing of a
common sailor, or in the gorgeous raiment of a ship's
officer.  The two Germans never noticed them as they
walked in the dark by their wild lone.

And always while one of the young men watched
on deck, the other ransacked the stateroom and luggage
of the gentlemen from Germany—but ransacked in vain.

As the Zeeduyne steamed into the Scheldt, several
thousand miles away, in the city of Washington, the
French Ambassador telegraphed in cipher to his
Government that the secret plans and formula for the
Harkness shell, which had been acquired by England
from the United States Government, had been stolen
on the eve of delivery to the British Ambassador; that
French secret agents were to inspect the arrival of all
Dutch, Belgian, and German steamers; that all agents
in the French service resident or stationed near the
north or northeastern frontier of France were to
watch the arrival of all strangers from Holland or
Belgium, and, if possible, follow and observe any
individual who might be likely to have been involved in
such a robbery.

Immediately, from the Military Intelligence Department
in Paris orders were telegraphed and letters sent
to thousands of individuals of every description and
station in life, to be on the alert.

Among others who received such letters was a
denationalized individual named Wildresse, who kept a
cabaret in the little town of Ausone.

The cabaret was called the Café de Biribi.  Wildresse
insisted that the name had been his own choice.  But
it was at the request of the Government that his cabaret
bore the ominous title as an ever-present reminder to
Wildresse that his personal liberty and the liberty of
his worthless son and heir depended on his good
behavior and his alacrity in furnishing the French
Government with whatever information it demanded.

The letter sent to Monsieur Wildresse read as
follows:

MONSIEUR:

Undescribed individuals carrying important document
stolen from the United States Government may appear in
your vicinity.

Observe diligently, but with discretion, the arrival of
any strangers at your café.  If suspicions warrant, lay a
complaint before local police authorities.  Use every
caution.  The fugitives probably are German, but may be
American.  Inform the girl Philippa of what is required.
And remember that Biribi is preferable to Noumea.

When Wildresse received this letter he went into the
bedroom of the girl Philippa, who was standing before
her looking glass busily rouging her cheeks and painting
her lips.  She wore no corset, her immature figure
requiring none.

"If they come our way, Philippa," growled Wildresse,
"play the baby—do you hear?  Eyes wide and artless,
virginal candor alternating with indifference.  In other
words, be yourself."

"That is not difficult," said the girl Philippa,
powdering her nose.  "When I lose my innocence then it
will mean real acting."

Wildresse glared at her out of his little black eyes.

"When you lose it, eh?" he repeated.  "Well, when
you do, I'll break your neck.  Do you understand
that?"

The girl continued to powder her nose.

"Who would marry me?" she remarked indifferently.
"Also, now it is too late for me to become a religieuse
like—"

"You'll carry on the business!" he growled.
"That's what you'll do—with Jacques, when the Sbirs
de Biribi let him loose.  As for marrying, you can
think it over when you are thirty.  You'll have a dot
by that time, if the damned Government lets me alone.
And a woman with a dot need not worry about
marriage."

The girl was now busy with her beautiful chestnut
hair; Wildresse's pock-marked features softened.

"Allons," he said in his harsh voice, "lilies grow
prettiest on dunghills.  Also, you are like me—serious,
not silly.  I have no fears.  Besides, you are where I
have my eye on you."

"If I am what I am it is because I prefer it, not
on account of your eye," she said listlessly.

"Is that so!" he roared.  "All the same, continue to
prefer virtue and good conduct, and I'll continue to
use my two eyes, nom de Dieu!  And if any strangers
who look like Germans come into the café—any
strangers at all, no matter what they look like—keep
your eyes on them, do you hear?"

"I hear," said the girl Philippa.

The web of fate had settled over her at last.




About that time the steamer Zeeduyne was docking
at Antwerp.

Two hours later two German gentlemen in a hurry
registered at the Hôtel St. Antoine in the Place Verte,
and were informed that they were expected immediately
in room 23.

A page conducted them to the corridor and indicated
the room; they thanked him and sent him back for
their luggage which he had, it seemed, neglected to
bring from the lobby.

Then both German gentlemen went to the door of
room 23, knocked, and were admitted; and the door
was rather violently closed and locked.

The next instant there came a crash, a heavy fall,
dull sounds of feet scuffling behind the locked door, a
series of jarring, creaking noises, then silence.

A chambermaid came into the corridor to listen, but
the silence was profound, and presently she went away.

When the boy came back with the hand luggage
and knocked at 23, Halkett opened the door a little
way and, tipping the lad with a five-franc piece, bade
him leave the luggage outside the door for the present.

Later, Gray cautiously opened the door and drew
in the luggage.

Ten minutes later both young men came leisurely
out of the room, locking the door on the outside.  They
each carried hand luggage.  Halkett lighted a
cigarette.

At the desk Gray requested that the gentlemen in
No. 23 should not be disturbed that night, as they were
lying down and in need of repose.  Which was true.

Then both young men departed in a cab.  At the
railroad station, however, an unusually generous
stranger offered Gray a motor cycle for nothing.  So
he strapped his bag to it, nodded a smiling adieu to
Halkett, and departed.

Halkett bought a ticket to Maastricht, Holland,
which he had no idea of using, and presently came out
of the station and walked eastward rather rapidly.  A
man who also had bought a ticket for Maastricht rose
from his seat in the waiting room and walked stealthily
after him, making a signal to another man.

This second man immediately stepped into a station
telephone booth and called up room 23 at the Hôtel
St. Antoine, where two German gentlemen, badly
battered, were now conferring with a third German
gentleman who had paid no attention to instructions
from the hotel office but had gone to room 23, knocked
until out of patience, and had then summoned the
maître d'hôtel, who unlocked the door with a master-key.

Which operation revealed two Teutons flat on their
backs, very carefully tied up with rope and artistically
gagged.

This unbattered gentleman now conversed over the
telephone with the man at the railroad station.

A few moments later he and the two battered ones
left the hotel hastily in a taxicab, joined the man at
the railroad station, and drove rapidly eastward.




And before forty-eight hours had elapsed, each one
of these four men operating in pairs, had attempted
to kill the young man named Halkett.  Twice he got
away.  The third time two of them succeeded in locating
him in the little town of Diekirch, a town which
Halkett was becoming more and more anxious to leave,
as he finally began to realize what a hornet's nest he
and his friend Gray had succeeded in stirring up.

And all the while the invisible net of destiny in which
he now found himself entangled was every minute
enmeshing in its widening spread new people whose fate
was to be linked with his, and who had never even heard
of him.  Among them was the girl Philippa.




PROLOGUE




A narrow-gauge railroad track runs through
the woods from Diekirch, connecting the two
main lines; and on the deserted wooden platform
beside this track stood Halkett, his suitcase in
one hand, the other hand in his side pocket, awaiting
the shuttle train with an impatience born of deepest
anxiety.

The young man's anxiety was presently justified, for,
as he sauntered to and fro, uneasily scanning the track
and the unbroken woods around him, always keeping
his right hand in his coat pocket, two men crept out
from behind separate trees in the forest directly behind
the platform, and he turned around only in time to
obtain a foreshortened and disquieting view of the
muzzle of a revolver.

"Hands up—" began the man behind the weapon;
but as he was in the very act of saying it, a jet of
ammonia entered his mouth through the second button
of Halkett's waistcoat, and he reeled backward off the
platform, his revolver exploding toward the sky, and
fell into the grass, jerking and kicking about like an
unhealthy cat in a spasm.

Already Halkett and the other man had clinched;
the former raining blows on the latter's Teutonic
countenance, which proceeding so dazed, diverted, and
bewildered him that he could not seem to find the
revolver bulging in his side pocket.

It was an automatic, and Halkett finally got hold of
it and hurled it into the woods.

Then he continued the terrible beating which he
was administering.

"Get out!" he said in German to the battered man,
still battering him.  "Get out, or I'll kill you!"

He hit him another cracking blow, turned and wrested
the other pistol from the writhing man on the grass,
whirled around, and went at the battered one again.

"I've had enough of this!" he breathed, heavily.  "I
tell you I'll kill you if you bother me again!  I could
do it now—but it's too much like murder if you're not
in uniform!"

The man on the grass had managed to evade suffocation;
he got up now and staggered off toward the
woods, and Halkett drove his companion after him
at the point of his own revolver.

"Keep clear of me!" he said.  "If you do any more
telephoning or telegraphing it will end in murder.  I've
had just about enough, and if any more of your friends
continue to push this matter after I enter France, just
as surely as I warn you now, I'll defend my own life
by taking theirs.  You can telephone that to them if
you want to!"

As he stood on the edge of the wooden platform,
revolver lifted, facing the woods where his two assailants
had already disappeared, the toy-like whistle of
an approaching train broke the hot, July stillness.

Before it stopped, he hurled the remaining revolver
into the woods across the track, then, as the train drew
up and a guard descended to open a compartment door
for him, he cast a last keen glance at the forest behind
him.

Nothing stirred there, not even a leaf.

But before the train had been under way five minutes
a bullet shattered the glass of the window beside which
he had been seated; and he spent the remainder of
the journey flat on his back smoking cigarettes and
wondering whether he was going to win through to the
French frontier, to Paris, to Calais, to London, or
whether they'd get him at last and, what was of infinitely
greater importance, a long, thin envelope which
he carried stitched inside his undershirt.

That was really what mattered, not what might
become of a stray Englishman.  He knew it; he realized
it without any illusion whatever.  It was the contents
of this envelope that mattered, not his life.

Yet, so far, he had managed to avoid taking life in
defense of his envelope.  In fact, he traveled unarmed.
Now, if matters continued during his journey through
France as they had begun and continued while he was
crossing Holland and the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg,
he would be obliged to take life or lose his own.

And yet, if he did kill somebody, that meant arrest
and investigation by the police of France.  And such
an investigation might be fatal to the success of his
undertaking—quite as fatal, in fact, as though he
himself were killed.

The main thing was to get that envelope and its
contents to London.

His instructions were not to mail it, but to take it
in person, or to send it, if necessary, by another
messenger through other channels.

One thing became more and more evident to him; the
time had now arrived when certain people unknown to
him by sight had decided to kill him as the only way out
of the affair.

Would they actually go so far as to kill him in
France, with the chance of the French police seizing
that envelope before they could seize it and clear out
with it to Berlin?  Would they hazard the risk of
France obtaining cognizance of a matter which so
vitally concerned Germany, rather than permit that
information to reach England?

Halkett lay on his back and smoked and did not know.

But he was slowly coming to the conclusion that
one thing was now imperative: the envelope must not
be found upon his person if he were killed.

But what on earth to do with it until it could be
safely transferred to the proper person he had not
the slightest idea.

That evening, as he changed trains at the frontier,
in the lamp-lit dimness of the station platform he was
fired at twice, and not hit.

A loud outcry naturally ensued; a stampede of
passengers who tried to escape, a rush of others who
desired to see what had happened—much hubbub and
confusion, much shouting in several languages.

But nobody could be found who had fired two shots
from a revolver, and nobody admitted that they had
been shot at.

And so, as nobody had been hit, the gendarmes,
guards, and railway officials were in a quandary.

And the train rolled out of the station with Halkett
aboard, a prey to deepest anxiety concerning his long
thin envelope.




CHAPTER I




Somebody at Warner's elbow spoke to him in
French.  He turned his head leisurely: a
well-dressed young fellow, evidently an Englishman,
was striving to maintain a place beside him in the
noisy, market day crowd.

"Pardon, Monsieur, are you English?"

"American," replied Warner briefly, and without
enthusiasm.

"My name is Halkett," said the other, with a quick
smile.  "I'm English, and I'm in trouble.  Could you
spare me a moment?"

To Warner the man did not look the typical British
dead-beat, nor had he any of the earmarks and
mannerisms of the Continental beach-comber.  Yet he was,
probably, some species or other of that wearisome and
itinerant genus.

"I'm listening," said the young American resignedly.
"Continue your story."

"There's such a row going on here—couldn't we
find a quieter place?"

"I can hear you perfectly well, I tell you!"

Halkett said:

"If I try to talk to you here I'll be overheard,
and that won't do.  I'm very sorry to inconvenience
you, but really I'm in a fix.  What a noise these
people are making!  Do you mind coming somewhere else?"

"Say what you desire to say here," returned Warner
bluntly.  "And perhaps it might save time if you begin
with the last chapter; I think I can guess the rest of
the story."

The features of the American expressed boredom to
the point of unfriendly indifference.  The Englishman
looked at him, perplexed for a moment, then his
sun-bronzed face lighted up with another quick smile.

"You're quite mistaken," he said.  "I don't expect
the classic remittance from England, and I don't require
the celebrated twenty-franc loan until it arrives.  You
take me for that sort, I see, but I'm not.  I don't need
money.  May I tell you what I do need—rather
desperately?"

"Yes, if you choose."

"I need a friend."

"Money is easier to pick up," remarked Warner drily.

"I know that.  May I ask my favor of you all the same?"

"Go ahead."

"Thanks, I will.  But can't we get out of this crowd?
What is going on in this town anyway?"

"Market day.  It's like this once a month in Ausone.
Otherwise the town is as dead as any other French
provincial town."

Shoulder to shoulder they threaded their way
through the crowded market square, amid the clatter
of sabots, the lowing of cattle, the incessant bleating
of sheep.  Ducks quacked from crates in wagons, geese
craned white necks and hissed above the heads of the
moving throngs; hogs squealed and grunted; fowls
hanging by their legs from the red fists of sturdy
peasant women squawked and flapped.

Cheap-Jack shows of all sorts encumbered the square
and adjacent streets and alleys—gingerbread booths,
shooting ranges, photograph galleries, moving-picture
shows, theaters for ten sous.  Through the lowing,
bleating, and cockcrowing, the drumming and squeaking
of Punch and Judy, and the brassy dissonance of
half a dozen bands, mournful and incessant strains
from several merry-go-rounds continued audible.

But the steady clatter of sabots on stony pavements,
and the ceaseless undertone of voices, swelling,
subsiding, dominated the uproar, softening the
complaint of kine and feathered fowl to a softly
cheerful harmony suggestive of summer breezes and green
fields.

On the dusty Boulevard d'Athos—the typical solitary
promenade of such provincial towns—there were,
as usual, very few people—the inevitable nurses here
and there, wheeling prams; a discouraged, red-trousered
and sou-less soldier or two sprawling on benches under
the chestnut trees; rarely a passing pedestrian, more
often a prowling dog.

At the head of the Boulevard d'Athos, where the
rue d'Auros crosses, Warner halted under the shade
of the chestnuts, for the July sun was very hot.  His
unconvinced grey eyes now rested inquiringly on the
young Englishman who had called himself Halkett.  He
said:

"What species of trouble are you in?"

Halkett shook his head.

"I can't tell you what the trouble is; I may only
ask you to help me a bit—"  The quick smile
characteristic of him glimmered in his eyes again—a
winning smile, hinting of latent recklessness.  "I have my
nerve with me, you see—as you Americans have it," he
added.  "You're thinking something of that sort, I
fancy."

Warner smiled too, rather faintly, but remained
silent.

"This is what I want you to do," continued Halkett.
"I've a long thin envelope in my pocket.  I'd like to
have you take it from me and slip it into your breast
pocket and then button your coat.  Is that too much
to ask?"

"What!"

"That's all I want you to do.  Then if you wouldn't
mind giving me your name and address?  And that is
really all I ask."

Said the American, amused and surprised:

"That airy request of yours requires a trifle more
explanation than you seem inclined to offer."

"I know it does.  I can't offer it.  Only—you won't
get into trouble if you keep that envelope buttoned
tightly under your coat until I come for it again."

"But I'm not going to do that!"

"Why?"

"Why the devil should I?  I don't propose to wander
about France carrying papers concerning which I know
nothing—to oblige a young man about whom I know
even less."

"I quite see that," admitted Halkett seriously.  "I
shouldn't feel inclined to do such a thing either."

"Can't you tell me what is the nature of these
papers?—Or something—some explanation——"

"I'm sorry."

"And why do you propose to trust me with them?"
continued Warner, curiously.  "How do you know I am
honest?  How do you know I won't examine your packet
as soon as you clear out?"

Halkett looked up with his quick and winning smile:

"I'll take that risk."

"Why?  You don't know me."

"I had a good look at you in the market square
before I spoke to you."

"Oh.  You think you are a psychologist?"

"Of sorts.  It's a part of my business in life."

"Suppose," said Warner, smiling, "you explain a
little more clearly to me exactly what is your actual
business in life."

"Very glad to.  I write."

"Books?"

"No; just—stories."

"Fiction?"

"As one might say, facts rather than fiction."

"You are a realist?" suggested Warner with slight
irony.

"I try to be.  But do you know, there is more
romance in realism than in fairy tales?"

Warner, considerably diverted, nodded:

"I know.  You belong to the modern school, I take it."

"Very modern.  So modern, in fact, that my work
concerns tomorrow rather than today."

Warner nodded again:

"I see.  You are a futurist—opportunist.  There
are a lot of clever men working on those lines in
England....  Still—" he glanced amusedly at Halkett
"—that scarcely explains your rather unusual request.
Why should I take charge of an envelope for you?"

"My dear fellow, I can't answer that....  Still—I
may say this much; I'm hard put to it—rather
bewildered—had a rotten time of it in the Grand Duchy
and in Belgium—so to speak—"

"What do you mean by a rotten time?"

"Rows."

"I don't understand.  You'll have to be more
explicit."

"Well—it had to do with this envelope I carry.
Some chaps of sorts wanted to get it away from me.
Do you see? ... I had a lively time, and I rather
expect to have another before I get home—if I ever
get there."

Warner looked at him out of clear, sophisticated eyes:

"See here, my ingenuous British friend," he said,
"play square with me, if you play at all."

"I shan't play otherwise."

"Very well, then; why are you afraid to carry that
envelope?"

"Because," said Halkett, coolly, "if I'm knocked on
the head and that envelope is found in my clothing and
is stolen, the loss of my life would be the lesser loss to
my friends."

"Is anybody trying to kill you?"

Halkett shrugged his shoulders; but there seemed
to be neither swagger nor bravado in his careless
gesture of assent.  He said:

"Listen; here's my case in brief.  I saw you in the
crowd yonder, and I made up my mind concerning you.
I have to think quickly sometimes; I took a good look
at you and—"  He waved one hand.  "You look like a
soldier.  I don't know whether you are or not.  But I
am ready to trust you.  That's all."

"Do you mean to say that you are in any real
personal danger?"

"Yes.  But that doesn't count.  I can look out for
myself.  What worries me is this envelope.  Couldn't
you take charge of it?  I'd be very grateful."

"How long do you expect me to carry it about?"

"I don't know.  I don't know whether anything is
likely to happen to me today in this town—or tomorrow
on the train—or in Paris—I have no means of
knowing.  I merely want to get to Paris, if I can, and
send a friend back here for that envelope."

"I thought you were to return for it yourself."

"Maybe.  Maybe I'll send you a letter by a friend—just
a line for him to give you, saying it's all right."

"Mr. Halkett, you have rather a disconcerting way
of expressing unlimited confidence in me—"

"Yes, I trust you."

"But why?"

"You look right."

"That's no reason!"

"My dear chap, I'm in a corner, and instinct rules,
not reason!  You see, I—I'm rather afraid they may
get me before I can clear out."

"Who'll get you?" demanded Warner impatiently.

"That's the worst of it; I don't know these fellows
by sight.  The same chaps never try it on twice."

Warner said quietly:

"What is this very dramatic mess you're in?  Can't
you give me a hint?"

"I'm sorry."

"Shall I give you a hint?"

"If you like."

"Are the police after you?"

"No."

"You're sure of that?"

"Quite sure.  I don't blame you for asking.  It looks
that way.  But it isn't."

"But you are being followed across Europe by people
who want this envelope of yours?"

"Oh, yes."

"You expect personal violence from them?"

Halkett nodded and gazed absently down the almost
deserted boulevard.

"Then why don't you appeal to the police—if your
conscience is clear?" demanded Warner bluntly.

Halkett's quick smile broke out.

"My dear chap," he said, "I'd do so if I were in
England.  I can't, as matters stand.  The French
police are no use to me."

"Why don't you go to your consulate?"

"I did.  The Consul is away on his vacation.  And
I didn't like the looks of the vice-consul."

"What?"

"No.  I didn't like his name, either."

"What do you mean?"

"His name is Schmidt.  I—didn't care for it."

Warner laughed, and Halkett looked up quickly,
smiling.

"I'm queer.  I admit it.  But you ought to have come
to some conclusion concerning me by this time.  Do you
think me a rotter, or a criminal, or a lunatic, or a
fugitive from justice?  Or will you chance it that I'm
all right, and will you stand by me?"

Warner laughed again:

"I'll take a chance on you," he said.  "Give me your
envelope, you amazing Britisher!"






CHAPTER II




Halkett cast a rapid glance around him;
apparently he saw nothing to disturb him.
Then he whipped out from his pocket a long,
very thin envelope and passed it to Warner, who
immediately slipped it into the breast pocket of his
coat.

"That's very decent of you," said Halkett in a low
voice.  His attractive face had grown serious and a
trifle pale.  "I shan't forget this," he said.

Warner laughed.

"You're a very convincing Englishman," he said.
"I can't believe you're not all right."

"I'm right enough.  But you are all white.  What is
your name?"

"I had better write it out for you."

"No.  If things go wrong with me, I don't want your
name and address discovered in my pockets.  Tell it
to me; I'll remember."

Warner looked at him rather gravely for a moment,
then:

"James Warner is my name.  I'm a painter.  My
present address is La Pêche d'Or at Saïs."

"By any chance," asked Halkett, "are you the military
painter, James Warner, whose pictures we know
very well in England?"

"I don't know how well my pictures are known in
England.  I usually paint military subjects."

"I knew you were right!" exclaimed Halkett.  "Any
man who paints the way you paint must be right!
Fancy my actually knowing the man who did 'Lights
Out' and 'The Last Salute'!"

Warner laughed, coloring a little.

"Did you really like those pictures?"

"Everybody liked them.  I fancy every officer in
our army owns a colored print of one or more of
your pictures.  And to think I should run across you
in this God-forsaken French town!  And to think it
should be you who is willing to stand by me at this
pinch!  Well—I judged you rightly, you see."

Warner smiled, then his features altered.

"Listen, Halkett," he said, dropping instinctively the
last trace of formality with a man who, honest or
otherwise, was plainly of his own caste.  "I have tried to
size you up and I can't.  You say you are a writer,
but you look to me more like a soldier.  Anyway, I've
concluded that you're straight.  And, that being my
conviction, can't I do more for you than carry an
envelope about for you?"

"That's very decent of you, Warner.  No, thanks,
there is nothing else you could do."

"I thought you said you are likely to get into a row?"

"I am.  But I don't know when or where.  Besides,
I wouldn't drag you into anything like that."

"Where are you stopping in Ausone?"

"At the Boule d'Argent.  I got in only an hour
before I met you."

"Do you still believe you are being followed?"

"I have been followed so far.  Maybe I've lost them.
I hope so."

Warner said:

"I came into town to buy canvases and colors.
That's how I happen to be in Ausone.  It's only an
hour's drive to Saïs.  Why don't you come back with
me?  Saïs is a pretty hamlet.  Few people have ever
heard of it.  The Golden Peach is an excellent inn.
Why don't you run down and lie snug for a while?  It's
the last place on earth anybody would think of looking
for a man who's done—what I suppose you've done."

Halkett, who had been listening with a detached
smile, jerked his head around and looked at Warner.

"What do you suppose I've done?" he asked coolly.

"I think you're a British officer who has been abroad
after military information—and that you've got it—in
this envelope."

Halkett's expressionless face and fixed eyes did not
alter.  But he said quietly:

"You are about the only American in France who
might have been likely to think that.  Isn't it the
devil's own luck that I should pick you for my friend
in need?"

Warner shrugged:

"You need not answer that implied question of mine,
Halkett.  My theory concerning you suits me.  Anyway,
I believe you are in trouble.  And I think you'd
better come back to Saïs with me."

"Thinking what you think, do you still mean to
stand by me?"

"Certainly.  I don't know what's in your damned
envelope, do I?  Very well; I don't wish to know.  Shall
we stroll back to the Boule d'Argent?"

"Right-o!  What a devilish decent chap you are,
Warner!"

"Oh, no; I'm a gambler by disposition.  This business
amuses me!"

"Are you stopping at the Boule d'Argent, too?"
asked Halkett after a moment.

"I lunched there and left my stack of toiles and my
sack of colors there.  Also, I have a dogcart and a
horse in the stables."

They turned away together, side by side, crossed
the boulevard, traversed the deserted square in front
of the beautiful old church of Sainte Cassilda, and
entered the stony rue d'Auros, which led directly into
the market square.

The ancient town of Ausone certainly seemed to be
very much en fête, and the rue d'Auros—the main
business thoroughfare—was crowded with townspeople,
country folk, and soldiers on leave, clustering not only
all over the sidewalks, but in the middle of the streets
and squares, filling the terraces of the cafés and the
courts of the two hotels, the Boule d'Argent and the
Hôtel des Voyageurs.

Sunlight filtered through the double rank of chestnut
trees in full leaf; the shade was even denser and cooler
by the stone bridge where, between stone walls, the
little stony river flowed, crystal clear.  Here women
and young girls, in holiday attire, sat on the benches,
knitting or chatting with their friends; children played
along the stone embankment, where beds of brilliant
flowers bloomed; the red trousers of soldiers and the
glittering brass helmets of firemen added a gayety to
the color and movement.

"They're a jolly people, these French," remarked
Halkett.

"They're very agreeable to live among."

"You've lived in France for some time?"

"Yes," said Warner.  "My headquarters are in
Paris, but every summer I take a class of American
art students—girls—to Saïs for outdoor instruction.
I've half a dozen there now, plugging away at Plein Air."

"Do you like to teach?"

"Well, not particularly.  It interferes with my own
work.  But I have to do it.  Painting pictures doesn't
keep the kettle boiling."

"I see."

"I don't really mind it.  Saïs is a charming place;
I've known it for years.  Besides, a friend of mine lives
there—an American woman, Madame de Moidrey.  Her
sister, Miss Brooks, is one of the young girls in my
class.  So it makes it agreeable; and Madame de
Moidrey is very hospitable."

Halkett smiled.

"Painters," he said, "have, proverbially, a pretty
good time in life."

"Soldiers do, too; don't they?"

Halkett's smile became fixed.

"I've heard so.  The main thing about a profession
is to choose one which will take you out of doors."

"Yours does.  You can sit under a tree and write
your stories, can't you?"

The Englishman laughed:

"Of course I can.  That's the beauty of realism; all
you have to do is to walk about outdoors and jot down
a faithful description of everything you see."

They had reached the little stone quai under the
chestnut and lime trees; the cool ripple of the river
mingled with the laughter of young girls and the gay
voices of children at play made a fresh and cheerful
sound in the July sunshine.

They leaned against the mossy river wall and looked
out under the trees across the square which surged
with people.  Flags fluttered from booths and white
tents; the blare of bands, the tumult of wooden shoes,
the noises of domestic creatures, and human voices all
mingled with the unceasing music from the merry-go-rounds.

Across the esplanade there was a crowd around the
Café de Biribi—people constantly passing to and
fro—and strains of lively music leaked out from within.

After a moment Warner suggested that they go
over and have something light and cool to drink.

"I've never been in there," he remarked, as they
started, "but I've always intended to go.  It's kept by
a rascal named Wildresse—a sporting man, fight
promoter, and an ex-gambler.  You've heard of the
Cabaret Wildresse in Paris, haven't you?"

"I think I have," replied Halkett.  "It was an all
night place on the Grand Boulevard, wasn't it?"

"Yes; opposite the Grand Hôtel.  This is the same
proprietor.  He's an American—a shady sort of
sport—and he certainly must have been a pretty bad lot,
because the police made him leave Paris six years
ago—what for, I don't know—but they fired him out, and
he started his cabaret business here in Ausone.  You
hear of it everywhere.  People come even from Nancy
and Liége and Louvain to dance, and dine here—certain
sorts of people, I mean.  The cuisine is celebrated.
There are cockfights and other illegal attractions."

The Cabaret Biribi formed the corner of the square.
It was a detached stucco structure surrounded by green
trees and pretty shrubbery; and in the rear the grounds
ran down to the river, where a dozen rowboats were
moored along that still, glassy reach of water which
extends for several miles south of Ausone between
meadows and pleasantly wooded banks.

They found the Cabaret Biribi crowded when they
went in; a lively young person was capering on the
little stage at the end of the dancing floor, and singing
while capering; soldiers and civilians, with their own
or other people's sweethearts, sat at the zinc tables,
consuming light beer and wine and syrups; a rather
agreeable stringed orchestra played intermittently.

Waiters scurried about with miraculously balanced
trays on high; old man Wildresse roamed furtively in
the background, his gorilla arms behind his back, his
blunt fingers interlocked, keeping a sly and ratty eye
on waiters and guests, and sometimes on the young
woman cashier who lounged listlessly upon her high
chair behind the wire cage, one rather lank leg crossed
over the other, and her foot swinging in idle time to
the music.

The moment that Warner and Halkett appeared in the
doorway, looking about them to find a table, Wildresse
crossed the floor and said to his cashier in a whisper:

"It's one of those men.  Schmidt's description might
fit either.  If they don't make eyes at you and ask you
to dance and drink with them, come over and join
them anyway.  And I want you to pump them dry.  Do
you hear?"

"Yes, I hear."

Warner looked across the room at her again when
he and Halkett were seated.  She had considerable
paint on her cheeks, and her lips seemed too red to
be natural.  Otherwise she was tragically young, thin,
excepting her throat and cheeks—a grey-eyed, listless
young thing with a mass of chestnut hair crowning
her delicately shaped head.

She made change languidly for waiter and guest;
acknowledged the salutes of those entering and leaving
without more than a politely detached interest; smiled
at the jests of facetious customers with mechanical
civility when importuned; and, when momentarily idle,
swung her long, slim foot in time to the music and rested
her painted cheek on one hand.

Her indifferent grey eyes, sweeping the hall, presently
rested on Warner; and remained on him with a
sort of idle insolence until his own shifted.

Halkett was saying:

"You know that girl—the cashier, I mean—is
extraordinarily pretty.  Have you noticed her, Warner?"

Warner turned again:

"I've been looking at her.  She's rather thickly
tinted, isn't she?"

"Yes.  But in spite of the paint.  She has a charmingly
shaped head.  Some day she'll have a figure."

"Oh, yes; figures and maturity come late to that
type....  If you'll notice, Halkett, those hands of
hers are really exquisite.  So are her features—the
nose is delicate, the eyes beautifully drawn—she's all
in good drawing—even her mouth, which is a little too
full.  As an amateur, don't you agree with me?"

"Very much so.  She's a distinct type."

"Yes—there's a certain appeal about her....  It's
odd, isn't it—the inexplicable something about some
women that attracts.  It doesn't depend on beauty at all."

Halkett sipped his Moselle wine.

"No, it doesn't depend on beauty, on intelligence, on
character, or on morals.  It's in spite of them—in
defiance, sometimes.  Now, take that thin girl over
there; her lips and cheeks are painted; she has the
indifferent, disenchanted, detached glance of the too
early wise.  The chances are that she isn't respectable.
And in spite of all that, Warner—well—look at her."

"I see.  A man could paint a troubling portrait of
her—a sermon on canvas."

"Just as she sits there," nodded Halkett.

"Just as she sits there, chin on palm, one lank leg
crossed over the other, and her slim foot dangling....
And the average painter would make her seem
all wrong, Halkett; and I might, too, except for those
clear grey eyes and their childish indifference to the
devil's world outside their ken."  He inspected her for
a moment more, then: "Yes, in spite of rouge and
other obvious elementals, I should paint her as she
really is, Halkett; and no man in his heart would dare
doubt her after I'd finished."

"That's not realism," remarked Halkett, laughing.

"It's the vital essence of it.  You know I'm something
of a gambler.  Well, if I painted that girl as she
sits there now, in this noisy, messy, crowded cabaret,
with the artificial tint on lip and cheek—if I painted
her just as she appears to us, and in all the insolently
youthful relaxation of her attitude—I'd be gambling
all the while with myself that the soul inside her is as
clean as a flame; and I'd paint that conviction into her
portrait with every brush stroke!  What do you think
of that view of her?"

"As you Americans say, you're some poet," observed
Halkett, laughingly.

"A poet is an advanced psychologist.  He begins
where scientific deduction ends."

"That's what makes your military pictures so convincing,"
said Halkett, with his quick smile.  "It's not
only the correctness of details and the spirited drawing
and color, but you do see into the very souls of the
men you paint, and their innermost characters are
there, revealed in the supreme crisis of the moment."  He
smiled quietly.  "I'll believe it if you say that
young girl over there is quite all right."

"I'd paint her that way, anyhow."

The singing on the stage had ceased from troubling,
and the stringed orchestra was playing one of the
latest and most inane of dance steps.  A clumsy
piou-piou got up with his fresh-cheeked partner; other
couples rose from the sloppy tables, and in
another moment the dancing floor was uncomfortably
crowded.

It was a noisy place; a group of summer touring
students from Louvain, across the border, were singing
"La Brabançonne"—a very patriotic and commendable
attempt, but it scarcely harmonized with the dance
music.  Perspiring waiters rushed hither and thither,
their trays piled high; the dancers trotted and spun
around and galloped about over the waxed floor; the
young girl behind her wire wicket swung her narrow
foot to and fro and gazed imperturbably out across
the tumult.

"Philippa!" cried one of the Louvain students,
hammering on the table with his beer glass.  "Come out
from behind your guichet and dance with me!"

The girl's grey eyes turned superciliously toward
the speaker, but she neither answered nor moved her
head.

The young man blew a kiss toward her and attempted
to climb upon the zinc table, but old man Wildresse,
who was prowling near, tapped him on the shoulder.

"Pas de bêtise!" he growled.  "Soyez sage!  Restez
tranquille, nom de Dieu!"

"I merely desired the honor of dancing with your
charming cashier—"

"Allons!  Assez!  It's sufficient to ask her, isn't it?
A woman dances with whom she chooses."

And, grumbling, he walked on with his heavy sidling
step, hands clasped behind him, his big, hard, smoothly
shaven face lowered and partly turned, as though eternally
listening for somebody just at his heels.  Always
sidling nearer to the table where Warner and Halkett
were seated, he paused, presently, and looked down
at them, shot a glance across at the girl, Philippa,
caught her eye, nodded significantly.  Then, addressing
Warner and his new friend:

"Well, gentlemen," he said in English, "are you
amusing yourselves in the Café Biribi?"

"Sufficiently," nodded Warner.

Wildresse peeped stealthily over his shoulder, as
though expecting to surprise a listener.  Then his very
small black eyes stole toward Halkett, and he furtively
examined him.

"Jour de fête," he remarked in his harshly resonant
voice.  "Grand doings in town tonight.  Do you
gentlemen dine here this evening?"

"I think not," said Warner.

"I am sorry.  It will be gay.  There are dance
partners to be had for a polite bow.  You should see my
little caissière yonder!"  He made a grunting sound
and kissed his blunt fingers to the ceiling.  "M-m-m!"
he growled.  "She can dance!  But I don't permit her
to dance very often.  Only a special client now and
then——"

"May we consider ourselves special clients?" inquired
Warner, amused.

"Oh, I don't say yes and I don't say no."  He jerked
his round, shaven head.  "It all depends on her.  She
dances with whom she pleases.  And if the Emperor
of China asked her, nevertheless she should be free to
please herself."

"She's very pretty," said Halkett.

"Others have said so before you in the Cabaret de
Biribi."

"Why do you call your cabaret the Café Biribi?"
asked Warner.

"Eh?  By God, I call it Biribi because I'm not
ashamed of the name."

Halkett looked up into his wicked black eyes, and
Wildresse wagged his finger at him.

"Supposition," he said, "that your son is a good boy—a
little lively, but a good boy—and he comes of age
and he goes with his class for two years—three years
now, and to hell with it!

"Bon!  Supposition, also, that his sergeant is a
tyrant, his captain an ass, his colonel an imbecile!
Bon!  Given a little natural ardor—a trifle of animal
spirits, and the lad is up before the council—bang!—and
he gets his in the battalions of Biribi!"

His voice had become a sort of ominous growl.

"As for me," he said heavily, "I mock at their
council and their blockhead colonel!  I accept their
challenge; I do not conceal that my son is serving in a
disciplinary battalion; I salute all the battalions of
Biribi—where there are better men in the ranks than
there are in many a regiment of the line, by God!  And
I honor those battalions by naming my cabaret
'Biribi.'  The Government gets no change out of me!"

The man asserted too much, swaggered too obviously;
and Halkett, not suspicious but always cautious,
kept his inquiring eyes fixed on him.

Warner said with a smile:

"You have the courage of your convictions, Monsieur
Wildresse."

"As for that," growled Wildresse, casting another
stealthy glance behind him, "I've got courage.
Courage?  Who hasn't?  Everybody's got courage.  It's
brains the world lacks.  Excuse me, gentlemen—affairs
of business—and if you want to dance with my little
cashier, there is no harm in asking her."  And he
shuffled away, his heavy head bent sideways, his hands
tightly clasped behind him.

"There's an evil type," remarked Halkett.  "What
a brute it is!"

Warner said:

"With his cropped head and his smooth, pasty face,
and those unpleasant black eyes of his, he looks like an
ex-convict.  It doesn't astonish me that he has a son
serving in the disciplinary battalions of Africa."

"Does it astonish you that he is the employer of
that girl behind the counter?" asked Halkett.

Warner turned to look at her again:

"It's interesting, isn't it?  She seems to be another
breed."

"Yes.  Now, what do you make of her?"

Warner hesitated, then looked up with a laugh.

"Halkett," he said, "I'm going over to ask her to
dance."

"All right; I'll hold the table," said the Englishman,
amused.  And Warner rose, skirted the dancers,
and walked around to the cashier's desk, aware all
the while that the girl's indifferent grey eyes were
following his movements.




CHAPTER III




Warner tucked his walking stick and straw
hat under one arm and, sauntering over to
the cashier's desk, made a very nice and
thoroughly Continental bow to the girl behind it.

Her impartial and uninterested gaze rested on him;
after a moment she inclined her head, leisurely and in
silence.

He said in French:

"Would Mademoiselle do me the honor of dancing
this dance with me?"

She replied in a sweet but indifferent voice:

"Monsieur is too amiable.  But he sees that I am
caissière of the establishment."

"Yet even the fixed stars of heaven dance sometimes
to the music of the spheres."

She smiled slightly:

"When one is merely a fixture de cabaret, one dances
only to the music of the Sbires!  You must ask
Monsieur Wildresse if I may dance with you."

"He suggested that I ask you."

"Very well, if it's a matter of business——"

Warner laughed.

"Don't you ever dance for pleasure?" he asked in
English.

She replied in English:

"Is it your theory that it would give me pleasure to
dance with you?"

"It is," he said, still laughing.  "But by demonstration
alone are theories proven."

The girl hesitated, her grey eyes resting on him.
Then she turned her head, drew a pencil from her chestnut
hair, rapped with it on the counter.  A head waiter
came speeding to her.

"Aristide, I'm going to dance," she said in the same
sweetly indifferent voice.  "Have the goodness to sit in
my chair until I return or Mélanie arrives."

She slid to the floor from her high seat, came out,
through the wire gate, and began to unpin her cambric
apron.

The closer view revealed to him her thinness in her
black gown.  She was not so tall as he had thought
her, and she was younger; but he had been right about
her cheeks and lips.  Both were outrageously painted.

She handed her daintily embroidered apron to the
waiter, laid one hand lightly on Warner's arm; he led
her to the edge of the dancing floor, clasped her waist
and swung her with him out into the noisy whirl
beyond.

Thin, almost immature in her angular slenderness, the
girl in motion became enchantingly graceful.  Supple
as a sapling in the summer wind, her hand rested
feather-light in his; her long, narrow feet seemed like
shadows close above the floor, never touching it.

The orchestra ceased playing after a few minutes,
but old man Wildresse, who had been watching them,
growled, "Go on!" and the music recommenced amid
plaudits and shouts of general approval.

Once, as they passed the students' table, Warner
heard the voice of old Wildresse in menacing dispute
with the student who had first shouted out an invitation
to Philippa.

"She dances with whom she chooses!" roared Wildresse.
"Do you understand, Monsieur?  By God, if
the Grand Turk himself asked her she should not dance
with him unless she wished to!"

Warner said to her jestingly:

"Did the Grand Turk ever ask you, Philippa?"

The girl did not smile.

"Perhaps I am dancing with him now.  One never
knows—in a cabaret."

When the music ceased she was breathing only a
trifle faster, and her cheeks under the paint glowed
softly pink.

"Could you join us?" he asked.  "Is it permitted?"

"I'd like to....  Yes."

So he took her back to the table, where Halkett
rose and paid his respects gracefully; and they seated
themselves and ordered a grenadine for her.

Old Wildresse, sidling by, paused with a non-committal
grunt:

"Eh bien?  On s'amuse?  Dis, petit galopin!"

"I'm thirsty," said the girl Philippa.

"And your caisse?"

"Tell them to find Mélanie," she retorted indifferently.

"Bon!  A jour de fête, too!  How long are you going
to be?"  But as she glanced up he winked at her.

She shrugged her shoulders, leaned forward, chose
a straw, and plunged it into the crimson depths of her
iced grenadine.

Old Wildresse looked at her a moment, then he also
shrugged his shoulders and went shuffling away, always
apparently distrustful of that invisible something just
behind his back.

Halkett said:

"Mr. Warner and I have been discussing an imaginary
portrait of you."

"What?"  The clear, grey eyes turned questioningly
to him, to Warner.

The latter nodded:

"I happen to be a painter.  Mr. Halkett and I have
agreed that it would be an interesting experiment to
paint your portrait—as you really are."

The girl seemed slightly puzzled.

"As I really am?" she repeated.  "But, Messieurs,
am I not what you see before you?"

The music began again; the Louvain student, a little
tipsy but very decorous, arose, bowed to the girl
Philippa, bowed to Halkett and to Warner, and asked
for the honor of a dance with her.

"Merci, Monsieur—another time, perhaps," she
replied indifferently.

The boy seemed disposed to linger, but he was not
quarrelsome, and finally Halkett got up and led him
away.

From moment to moment Warner, glancing across
during his tête-à-tête with the girl Philippa, could see
the Louvain student continually shaking hands with
Halkett who seemed horribly bored.

A little later still the entire Louvain delegation
insisted on entertaining Halkett with beer and song; and
the resigned but polite Englishman, now seated at their
table, was being taught to sing "La Brabançonne,"
between draughts of Belgian beer.

The girl Philippa played with the stem of her glass
and stirred the ice in it with her broken wheat straw.
The healthy color in her face had now faded to an
indoor pallor again under the rouge.

"So you are a painter," she said, her grey eyes fixed
absently on her glass.  "Are you a distinguished
painter, Monsieur?"

He laughed:

"You'll have to ask others that question, Philippa."

"Why?  Don't you know whether you are distinguished?"

"I've had some success," he admitted, amused.

She thought a moment, then leaned forward toward
the Louvain table.

"Mr. Halkett," she called in English.  "Is Mr. Warner
a distinguished American painter?"

Halkett laughed.

"One of the most celebrated American painters of the
day!"

The Louvain students, understanding, rose as a man,
waved their glasses, and cheered for Warner, the
"grand peintre Américain."  Which embarrassed and
annoyed him so that his face grew brighter than the
paint on Philippa's lips.

"I'm sorry," she said, noticing his annoyance.  "I
did not mean to make you conspicuous."

Everybody in the café was now looking at him; on
every side he gazed into amused and smiling faces, saw
glasses lifted, heard the cries of easily aroused Gallic
enthusiasm.

"Vive le grand peintre Américain!  Vive l'Amérique
du Nord!"

"This is tiresome!" exclaimed Philippa.  "Let us
walk down to the river and sit in one of our boats.  I
should really like to talk to you sensibly—unless you
are too much annoyed with me."

She beckoned a waiter to bring her apron; and she
put it on.

"When you are ready, Monsieur," she said serenely.

So they rose; Warner paid the bill, and, with a
whimsical smile at Halkett, walked out beside Philippa
through one of the rear doors, and immediately found
himself in brightest sunshine, amid green trees and
flower beds.

Here, under the pitiless sky, the girl's face became
ghastly under its rouged mask—the more shocking,
perhaps, because her natural skin, if pale, appeared to be
smooth and clear; and the tragic youth of her seemed
to appeal to all out of doors from the senseless abuse
it was enduring.

To see her there in the freshness of the open breeze,
sunshine and shadow dappling the green under foot,
the blue overhead untroubled by a cloud, gave Warner
a slightly sick sensation.

"The air is pleasant," she remarked, unconscious of
the effect she had on him.

He nodded.  They walked down the grassy slope to
the river bank, where rows of boats lay moored.  A few
were already in use out on the calm stream; young men
in their shirt sleeves splashed valiantly at the oars;
young women looked on under sunshades of flamboyant
tints.

There was a white punt there called the Lys.
Philippa stepped into it, drew a key from her apron
pocket, unlocked the padlock.  Then, lifting the pole
from the grass, she turned and invited Warner with a
gesture.

He had not bargained for this; but he tossed the
chain aboard, stepped in, and offered to take the pole.

But Philippa evidently desired to do the punting
herself; so he sat back, watching her sometimes and
sometimes looking at the foliage, where they glided
swiftly along under overhanging branches and through
still, glimmering reaches of green water, set with
scented rushes where dragon flies glittered and midges
danced in clouds, and the slim green frogs floated like
water sprites, partly submerged, looking at them out
of golden goblin eyes that never blinked.

"The town is en fête," remarked Philippa presently.
"Why should I not be too?"

Warner laughed:

"Do you call this a fête?"

"For me, yes." ... After a moment, turning from
her pole: "Do you not find it agreeable?"

"Certainly.  What little river is this?"

"The Récollette."

"It flows by Saïs, too.  I did not recognize it for the
same.  The Récollette is swifter and shallower below
Saïs."

"You know Saïs, then?"

"I live there in summer."

"Oh.  And in winter?"

"Paris."

An unconscious sigh of relief escaped her, that it
was not necessary to play the spy with this man.  It
was the other man who interested Wildresse.

The girl poled on in silence for a while, then deftly
guided the Lys into the cool green shadow of a huge
oak which overhung the water, the lower branches
touching it.

"The sun is warm," she observed, driving in the pole
and tying the white punt so that it could swing with
the current.

She came and seated herself by Warner, smiled
frankly.

"Do you know," she said, "I've never before done this
for pleasure."

"What haven't you done for pleasure?" he inquired,
perplexed.

"This—what I am doing."

"You mean you never before went out punting with
a customer?"

"Not for the pleasure of it—only for business
reasons."

He hesitated to understand, refused to, because, for
all her careless freedom and her paint, he could not
believe her to be merely a fille de cabaret.

"Business reasons," he repeated.  "What is your
business?"

"Cashier, of course."

"Well, does your business ever take you boating
with customers?  Is it part of your business to dance
with a customer and drink grenadine with him?"

"Yes, but you wouldn't understand——"  And suddenly
she comprehended his misunderstanding of her
and blushed deeply.

"I am not a cocotte.  Did you think I meant that?"

"I know you are not.  I didn't know what you meant."

There was a silence; the color in her cheeks cooled
under the rouge.

"It happened this way," she said quietly.  "I didn't
want to make it a matter of business with you.  Even
in the beginning I didn't....  You please me....
After all, the town is en fête....  After all, a girl has
a right to please herself once in her life....  And
business is a very lonely thing for the young....
Why shouldn't I amuse myself for an hour with a client
who pleases me?"

"Are you doing it?"

"Yes.  I never before knew a distinguished painter—only
noisy boys from the schools, whose hair is uncut,
whose conversation is blague, and whose trousers are
too baggy to suit me.  They smoke soldier's tobacco,
and their subjects of discussion are not always
convenable."

He said, curiously:

"As for that, you must hear much that is not
convenable in the cabaret."

"Oh, yes.  I don't notice it when it is not addressed
to me....  Please tell me what you paint—if I am
permitted to ask."

"Soldiers."

"Only soldiers?"

"Portraits, sometimes, and landscapes out of
doors—anything that appeals to me.  Do pictures interest
you?"

"I used to go to the Louvre and the Luxembourg
when I was a child.  It was interesting.  Did you say
that you would like to make a portrait of me?"

"I said that if I ever did make a portrait of you I'd
paint you as you really are."

Her perplexed gaze had the disconcerting directness
of a child's.

"I don't understand," she said.

"Shall I explain?"

"If you would be so kind."

"You won't be offended?"

She regarded him silently; her brows became slightly
contracted.

"Such a man as you would not willingly offend, I
think."

"No, of course not.  I didn't mean that sort of thing.
But you might not like what I have to say."

"If I merit what you say about me, it doesn't matter
whether I like it or not, does it?  Tell me."

He laughed:

"Well, then, if I were going to paint you, I'd first
ask you to wash your cheeks."

She sat silent, humiliated, the painful color deepening
and waning under the rouge.

"And," he continued pleasantly, "after your face
had been well scrubbed, I'd paint you in your black
gown, cuffs and apron of a caissière, just as I first saw
you there behind the desk, one foot swinging, and your
cheek resting on your hand.

"But behind your eyes, which looked out so tranquilly
across the tumult of the cabaret, I'd paint a
soul as clean as a flame....  I'm wondering whether
I'd make any mistake in painting you that way,
Philippa?"

The girl Philippa had fixed her grey eyes on him
with fascinated but troubled intensity.  They remained
so for a while after he had finished speaking.

Presently, and partly to herself, she said:

"Pour ça—no.  So far.  But it has never before
occurred to me that I look like a cocotte."

She turned, and, resting one arm on the gunwale,
gazed down into the limpid green water.

"Have you a fresh handkerchief?" she asked, not
turning toward him.

"Yes—but——"

"Please!  I must wash my face."

She bent swiftly, dipped both hands into the water,
and scrubbed her lips and cheeks.  Then, extending her
arm behind her for the handkerchief, she dried her skin,
sat up again, and faced him with childish resignation.
A few freckles had become visible; her lips were no
longer vivid, and there now remained only the faintest
tint of color under her clear, cool skin.

"You see," she said, "I'm not attractive unless I
help nature.  One naturally desires to be thought
attractive."

"On the contrary, you are exceedingly attractive!"

"Are you sincere?"

"Perfectly."

"But I have several freckles near my nose.  And I
am pale."

"You are entirely attractive," he repeated, laughing.

"With my freckles!  You are joking.  Also, I have
no pink in my cheeks now."  She shrugged.  "However—if
you like me this way——"  She shrugged again,
as though that settled everything.

Another punt passed them; she looked after it
absently.  Presently she said, still watching the receding
boat:

"Do you think you'll ever come again to the Café
Biribi?"

"I'll come expressly to see you, Philippa," he
replied.

To his surprise the girl blushed vividly and looked
away from him; and he hastily took a different tone,
somewhat astonished that such a girl should not have
learned long ago how to take the irresponsible badinage
of men.  Certainly she must have had plenty of
opportunity for such schooling.

"When I'm in Ausone again," he said seriously, "I'll
bring with me a canvas and brushes.  And if Monsieur
Wildresse doesn't mind I'll make a little study of you.
Shall I, Philippa?"

"Would you care to?"

"Very much.  Do you think Monsieur Wildresse
would permit it?"

"I do what I choose."

"Oh!"

She misunderstood his amused exclamation, and she
flushed up.

"My conduct has been good—so far," she explained.
"Everybody knows it.  The prix de la rosière is not yet
beyond me.  If a girl determines to behave otherwise,
who can stop her, and what?  Not her parents—if she
has any; not bolts and keys.  No; it is understood
between Monsieur Wildresse and me that I do what I
choose.  And, Monsieur, so far I have not
chosen—indiscreetly——"  She looked up calmly.  "——In
spite of my painted cheeks which annoyed you——"

"I didn't mean——"

"I understand.  You think that it is more comme il
faut to exhibit one's freckles to the world than to paint
them out."

"It's a thousand times better!  If you only knew
how pretty you are—just as you are now—with your
soft, girlish skin and your chestnut hair and your
enchanting grey eyes——"

"Monsieur——"

The girl's rising color and her low-voiced
exclamation warned him again that detached and quite
impersonal praises from him were not understood.

"Philippa," he explained with bored but smiling
reassurance, "I'm merely telling you what a really pretty
girl you are; I'm not paying court to you.  Didn't you
understand?"

The grey eyes were lifted frankly to his; questioned
him in silence.

"In America a man may say as much to a girl and
mean nothing more—important," he explained.  "I'm
not trying to make love to you, Philippa.  Were you
afraid I was?"

She said slowly:

"I was not exactly—afraid."

"I don't do that sort of thing," he continued
pleasantly.  "I don't make love to anybody.  I'm too busy
a man.  Also, I would not offend you by talking to you
about love."

She looked down at her folded hands.  Since she had
been with him nothing had seemed very real to her,
nothing very clear, except that for the first time in her
brief life she was interested in a man on whom she
was supposed to be spying.

The Gallic and partly morbid traditions she had
picked up in such a girlhood as had been hers were
now making for her an important personal episode out
of their encounter, and were lending a fictitious and
perhaps a touching value to every word he uttered.

But more important and most significant of anything
to her was her own natural inclination for him.  For
her he already possessed immortal distinction; he was
her first man.

She was remembering that she had gone to him after
exchanging a glance with Wildresse, when he had first
asked her to dance.  But she had needed no further
persuasion to sit with him at his table; she had even
forgotten her miserable rôle when she asked him to go
out to the river with her.  The significance of all this,
according to her Gallic tradition, was now confronting
her, emphasizing the fact that she was still with him.

As she sat there, her hands clasped in her lap, the
sunlit reality of it all seemed brightly confused as in
a dream—a vivid dream which casts a deeper enchantment
over slumber, holding the sleeper fascinated under
the tense concentration of the happy spell.
Subconsciously she seemed to be aware that, according to
tradition, this conduct of hers must be merely preliminary
to something further; that, in sequence, other
episodes were preparing—were becoming inevitable.
And she thought of what he had said about making love.

Folding and unfolding her hands, and looking down
at them rather fixedly, she said:

"Apropos of love—I have never been angry because
men told me they were in love with me....  Men love;
it is natural; they cannot help it.  So, if you had said
so, I should not have been angry.  No, not at all,
Monsieur."

"Philippa," he said smilingly, "when a girl and a
man happen to be alone together, love isn't the only
entertaining subject for conversation, is it?"

"It's the subject I've always had to listen to from
men.  Perhaps that is why I thought—when you spoke
so amiably of my—my——"

"Beauty," added Warner frankly, "—because it
is beauty, Philippa.  But I meant only to express the
pleasure that it gave to a painter—yes, and to a man
who can admire without offense, and say so quite as
honestly."

The girl slowly raised her eyes.

"You speak very pleasantly to me," she said.  "Are
other American men like you?"

"You ought to know.  Aren't you American?"

"I don't know what I am."

"Why, I thought—your name was Philippa Wildresse."

"I am called that."

"Then Monsieur Wildresse isn't a relation?"

"No.  I wear his name for lack of any other....
He found me somewhere, he says....  In Paris, I
believe....  That is all he will tell me."

"Evidently," said Warner in his pleasant, sympathetic
voice, "you have had an education somewhere."

"He sent me to school in England until I was sixteen....
After that I became cashier for him."

"He gave you his name, and he supports you....
Is he kind to you?"

"He has never struck me."

"Does he protect you?"

"He uses me in business....  I am too valuable to
misuse."

The girl looked down at her folded hands.  And even
Warner divined what ultimate chances she stood in the
Cabaret de Biribi.

"When I'm in Ausone again, I'll come to see you,"
he said pleasantly.  "—Not to make love to you,
Philippa," he added with a smile, "but just because
we have become such good friends out here in the Lys."

"Yes," she said, "friends.  I shall be glad to see you.
I shall always try to understand you—whatever you
say to me."

"That's as it should be!" he exclaimed heartily.
"Give me your hand on it, Philippa."

She laid her hand in his gravely.  They exchanged
a slight pressure.  Then he glanced at his watch, rose,
and picked up the pole.

"I've got to drive to Saïs in time for dinner," he
remarked.  "I'm sorry, because I'd like to stay out here
with you."

"I'm sorry, too," she said.

The next moment the punt shot out into the sunny
stream.








CHAPTER IV




Warner and the girl Philippa reëntered
the Cabaret de Biribi together the uproar
had become almost deafening.  Confetti was
thrown at them immediately, and they advanced all
a-flutter with brilliant tatters.

The orchestra was playing, almost everybody was
dancing, groups at tables along the edge of the floor
sang, clinked glasses, and threw confetti without
discrimination.  The whole place—tables, floor,
chandeliers, and people—streamed with multi-colored paper
ribbons.  Waiters swept it in heaps from the dancing
floor.

Philippa entered the cashier's enclosure and dismissed
the woman in charge.  Seated once more on her high
chair she opened her reticule and produced a small
mirror.  Then she leaned far over her counter toward
Warner.

"Is it permitted me to powder my nose?" she whispered
with childlike seriousness; but she laughed when
he did, and, still laughing, made him a gay little gesture
of adieu with her powder puff.

He stood looking at her for a moment, where she
sat on her high chair behind the cage, intently occupied
with her mirror, oblivious to the tumult around her.
Then, the smile still lingering on his features, he turned
to look for his new acquaintance, Halkett.




Old man Wildresse sidled up to the cashier's desk,
opened the wicket, and went inside.  Philippa, still
using her tiny mirror, was examining a freckle very
seriously.

"Eh, bien?" he growled.  "Rien?"

"Nothing!"

"Drop that glass and talk!" he said harshly.

She turned and looked at him.

"I tell you it was silly to suspect such a man!" she
said impatiently.  "In my heart I feel humiliated that
you should have set me to spy on him——"

"What's that!"

"No, I've had enough!  I don't like the rôle; I never
liked it!  Are there no police in France——"

"Little idiot!" he said.  "Will you hold your tongue?"

"It is a disgusting métier——"

"Damnation!  Hold your tongue!" he repeated.
"We've got to do what the Government tells us to do,
haven't we?"

"Not I!  Never again——"

"Yes, you will!  Do you hear?  Yes, you will, or I'll
twist your neck!  Now, I'm going to keep my eye on
that other gentleman.  Granted that the man you
pumped is all right, I'm not so sure about the other,
who seems to be an Englishman.  I'm going over to
stand near him.  By and by I'll address him.  And if
I wink at you, leave your caisse with Mélanie, come
over, and sit at their table again——"

"No!"

"Yes, you will!"

"No!"

"Yes, you will.  And you'll also contrive it so the
Englishman asks you to dance.  Do you hear what I
say?  And you'll find out where he comes from, and
when he arrived in Ausone, and where he is going, and
whatever else you can worm out of him!"  He glared
at her.  "Disobey if you dare," he added.

She was silent.

After a moment he continued in a softer voice:

"Do you want to see me in prison and my son in
New Caledonia?  Very well, then; do what the
Government tells you to do."

"I—I've done enough—filthy work——" she
stammered.  "Why must I?  I have never done anything
wrong——"

"Did you hear what I said?  Do you want to see
Jacques in Noumea?"

"No," she said sullenly.

"Then do what I tell you, or, by God, they'll ship
him there and me too!"

And he clasped his hands behind his back, peered
sideways at her, shrugged, and went shuffling out of
the enclosure.

Groups at various tables were singing and shouting;
the floor seethed with sweating dancers.  On the
edge of this vortex the girl Philippa, from her high
chair, looked darkly across the tumult toward the
table where Halkett sat.

Something seemed to be happening there; she could
see Wildresse gesticulating vigorously; she saw Warner
making his way toward his friend, who was seated
alone at a table, a lighted cigarette balanced between
his fingers and one arm thrown carelessly around the
back of the chair on which he sat.

He was looking coolly but steadily at three men who
occupied the table next to him; Wildresse now stood
between the two tables, and his emphatic gesticulations
were apparently directed toward these three men;
but in the uproar, and although he also appeared to
be shouting, what he was saying remained inaudible.

Warner went over and seated himself beside Halkett;
and now he could distinguish the harsh voice of the
Patron raised in irritation:

"No politics!  I'll not suffer political disputes in my
cabaret!" he bawled.  "Quarrels arise from such
controversies.  I'll have no quarrels in my place.  Now,
Messieurs, un peu de complaisance!"

One of the men he was exhorting leaned wide in his
seat and looked insolently across at Halkett.

"It was the Englishman's fault," he retorted
threateningly.  "I and my friends here had been speaking
of the assassination of the Archduke Francis Ferdinand
in Serajevo.  We were conversing peaceably and
privately among ourselves, when that Englishman laughed
at us——"

"You are mistaken," said Halkett quietly.

"Did you not laugh?" cried the second of the men at
the next table.

"Yes, but not at what you were saying.  I'm sorry
if you thought so——"

The man half rose in his chair, exclaiming:

"Why shouldn't I think it natural for an Englishman
to laugh at the murder of an Austrian arch-duke——"

"Stop that discussion!" cried Wildresse, angrily
jerking his heavy head from Halkett to the three men
at the other table.  "Let it rest where it is, I tell you!
The English gentleman says he did not laugh at what
you were saying.  Nom de Dieu!  Nobody well brought
up laughs at murder!"  And to Halkett and Warner:
"Be amiable enough, gentlemen, to carry this misunderstanding
no further.  I've had sufficient trouble with
the police in my time."

Warner laid one hand lightly on Halkett's arm.

"All right," he said to Wildresse; "no trouble shall
originate with us."  And, to Halkett, in a lowered
voice: "Have you an idea that those men over there
are trying to force a quarrel?"

"Of course."

"Have you ever seen them before?"

"Not one of them."

Warner's lips scarcely moved as he said:

"Is it the matter of the envelope?"

"I think so.  And, Warner, I don't intend to drag
you into any——"

"Wait.  Are you armed?"

Halkett shook his head.

"That's no good," he said.  "I can't afford to do
anything conspicuous.  If I'm involved with the authorities
I'm done for, and I might just as well be knocked
on the head."  After a moment he added: "I think
perhaps you'd better say good-by to me now,
Warner——"

"Why?"

"Because, if they manage to force a quarrel, I don't
mean to have you involved——"

"Do you really expect me to run away?" asked Warner,
laughing.

Halkett looked up at him with a faint smile:

"I'm under very heavy obligations to you already——"

"You are coming to Saïs with me."

"Thanks so much, but——"

"Come on, Halkett.  I'm not going to leave you here."

"My dear chap, I'll wriggle out somehow.  I've done
it before.  After all, they may not mean mischief."

Warner turned and looked across at the three men.
Two were whispering together; the third, arms folded,
was staring truculently at Halkett out of his light blue
eyes.

Warner turned his head and said quietly to Halkett:

"I take two of them to be South Germans or Austrians.
The other might be Alsatian.  Do any of these
possible nationalities worry you?"

"Exactly," said Halkett coolly.

"In other words, any trouble you may expect is
likely to come from Germans?"

"That's about it."

Warner lighted a cigarette.

"Shall we try a quiet getaway?" he asked.

"No; I'll look out for myself.  Clear out, Warner,
there's a good fellow——"

"Don't ask me to do a thing that you wouldn't do,"
retorted Warner sharply.  "Come on; I'm going to
drive you to Saïs."

Halkett flushed.

"I shan't forget how decent you've been," he said.
They summoned the waiter, paid the reckoning, rose,
and walked leisurely toward the door.

At the caissière's desk they turned aside to say
good-night to Philippa.

The girl looked up from her accounts, pencil poised,
gazing at Warner.

"Au revoir, Philippa," he said, smilingly.

The girl's serious features relaxed; she nodded to
him gayly, turned, still smiling, to include Halkett.
And instantly a swift change altered her face; she half
rose from her chair, arm outstretched.

"What is that man doing behind you!" she cried
out—too late to avert what she saw coming.  For the
man close behind Halkett had dexterously passed a silk
handkerchief across his throat from behind and had
jerked him backward; and, like lightning, two other
men appeared on either side of him, tore his coat wide,
and thrust their hands into his breast pockets.

Warner pivoted on his heel and swung hard on the
man with the silk handkerchief, driving him head-on
into the table behind, which fell with a crash of
glassware.  Halkett, off his balance, fell on top of the
table, dragging with him one of the men whose hand
had become entangled in his breast pocket.

The people who had been seated at the table were
hurled right and left among the neighboring tables; a
howl of anger and protest burst from the crowd; there
came a shout of "Cochon!"—a rush to see what had
happened; people mounted on chairs, waiters arrived,
running.  Out of the mêlée Halkett wriggled and rose,
coughing, his features still crimson from partial
strangulation.  Warner caught his arm in a grip of iron and
whisked him out of the door.  The next instant they
were engulfed in the crowds thronging the market
square.

Warner, thoroughly aroused and excited, still maintained
his grip on Halkett's arm.

"Did you ever see anything like it?" he said in a
low voice.  "It came like a bolt from the sky.  That
was the Coup du Père François.  Did they get
anything from you?"

Halkett spoke with difficulty, pressing his throat with
his fingers and trying to smile.

"What they got," he said, "was meant for them to
get—time-tables and a ticket to Paris.  I don't intend
to travel that way——"  A fit of coughing shook him.
"——For a moment I thought they'd actually broken
my neck.  What did you do to that fellow with his
noose?"

"He fell on the table behind you.  Everybody was
piled up with the crockery.  You wriggled out like a
lizard."  He turned cautiously and looked back over his
shoulder.  "Do you think we have been followed?"

"I can't see that we are."

They entered the rue d'Auros and turned into the
Hôtel Boule d'Argent.  Warner sent a chasseur to
the stables for his horse and dogcart; Halkett hastened
to collect his luggage.
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