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    Where mass desire surges against entrenched power, a single public figure’s rise tests how far persuasion, ambition, and conscience can carry a movement before the machinery of politics reshapes it, drawing crowds into its orbit, unsettling the comfortable bargains of the elite, and exposing the intimate pressure points where ideals meet compromise, where strategy overtakes sincerity, and where the promise of speaking for the people must withstand the relentless calculations of party brokers, proprietors of influence, and the restless scrutiny of a public whose hopes and fears can elevate a champion as swiftly as they can turn away.

A People’s Man is a political novel by the British writer E. Phillips Oppenheim, published in the 1910s during a period of intense social debate and constitutional unease in Britain. Known for fast-moving tales of intrigue, diplomacy, and high society, Oppenheim here turns his practiced eye toward the domestic arena of parliamentary maneuver and public agitation. The setting is the early twentieth century, when modern mass politics was reshaping the relationship between leaders and the led. Readers encounter a world of committee rooms and crowded halls, where rhetoric, loyalty, and calculation contend for advantage amid shifting alliances and the steady thrum of national concerns.

Without leaning on espionage gadgets or battlefield spectacle, the book builds its suspense from the everyday mechanics of influence: newspaper columns, backroom conversations, and orchestrated appearances that ignite or soothe the temper of the streets. At its center is the ascent of a figure who claims the language of the people and must learn the costs of carrying it into the corridors of formal power. Oppenheim’s narrative favors momentum and scene over introspection, guiding readers through a sequence of encounters and tests that clarify the stakes while preserving the tensions that make political fortune such a precarious pursuit.

Beneath its brisk surface, the novel grapples with enduring questions: What distinguishes a democratic mandate from a demagogue’s moment? How do class interests, industrial unrest, and the appeal of reform intersect with the pragmatics of governance? The story probes the ethics of leadership in a climate where promises are commodities and loyalty is transactional, exploring the subtle pressures that come from patrons, the press, and rival factions. It also considers the vulnerability of public opinion to spectacle and fear, and the difficulty of marrying conviction to policy when each step toward power demands trade-offs that threaten the very idealism that made the rise possible.

Stylistically, A People’s Man delivers the immediacy that made Oppenheim a mainstay of popular fiction: scenes move quickly, dialogue steers conflicts forward, and the plot hinges on decisive meetings and well-timed revelations rather than extended interior analysis. The mood is charged but controlled, alternating between the glamour of drawing-room influence and the urgency of public gatherings. Readers can expect polished pacing, a clear throughline of intrigue, and a narrative architecture that builds pressure incrementally, inviting the audience to read political calculation as a form of suspense. The result is a fluent, accessible experience that privileges drama without sacrificing coherence.

Although firmly rooted in the early twentieth century, the book’s concerns resonate with contemporary debates about populism, media, and the strain on institutions when promises outpace practical governance. Its portrait of how messages are crafted, amplified, and contested offers a recognizable anatomy of political theater, while its attention to personal motives—ambition, loyalty, fear of irrelevance—adds a human dimension to public life. For modern readers, it poses timely questions about responsibility and representation: what leaders owe to those they claim to serve, how far movements can be steered without betrayal, and whether reform can endure the compromises that power invariably demands.

Approached as both period piece and political mirror, A People’s Man invites readers to inhabit a world where the fate of a program, and of a persona, depends on nimble reading of the crowd and unblinking negotiation with entrenched interests. It offers the satisfactions of a classic popular novel—clean propulsion, social texture, and strategic surprise—while opening a window onto the anxieties of a society discovering the force of mass politics. Readers drawn to political fiction, historical atmospheres, or the evolution of modern leadership will find in Oppenheim’s tale a lively, thought-provoking guide to the costs and temptations of speaking for the people.
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    Set against the unsettled political atmosphere of early twentieth-century Britain, the story opens in the crowded streets and workshops of London, where a gifted orator emerges from the ranks of the working class. Watching long hours, low wages, and precarious lives harden those around him, he turns anger into disciplined argument. Organizing meetings and committees, he articulates practical demands for fair pay and representation. His speeches are plain, forceful, and carefully focused on bread-and-butter reforms rather than abstract doctrine. As his following grows, admirers begin to call him a people’s man, while opponents dismiss him as an upstart agitator with dangerous ambitions.

A wave of industrial unrest propels him to national notice. A strike, narrowly contained, gives him a platform to address the wider country. The press divides: some papers praise his calm during crisis; others accuse him of courting upheaval. Invitations follow to private salons where magnates and ministers test him with questions and subtle offers. He learns the vocabulary of power, sees how facts are arranged to suit policy, and senses a path opening through Parliament rather than barricades. Old colleagues warn against compromise, yet he begins to understand that access can matter as much as volume—and that both can be used.

A by-election provides the opportunity for formal influence. After a vigorous campaign rooted in local grievances, he enters the House of Commons as an independent voice aligned with labor interests but beholden to none. He is courted by party managers seeking numbers and headlines, and resisted by benchers wary of new loyalties. Inside the chamber, procedure tests his patience; outside, meetings require constant reassurance. A small circle gathers around him: steadfast union men from his past and a socially prominent supporter who admires his seriousness. Between the whip’s office and the union hall, he holds to a disciplined, incremental agenda.

Events abroad and tensions at home tighten the stakes. The government wrestles with national preparedness, munitions, and prices, while factories strain under demand. He mediates between workers wanting guarantees and administrators pleading necessity. Visits to slums and depots sharpen his sense of cost and urgency, reminding him that slogans fracture under pressure. He begins to frame a compact: wages linked to productivity, oversight to reassure the rank and file, and safeguards to keep production steady. In committee rooms and depot yards he argues for trust built through clear rules, believing a durable settlement must serve both the shop floor and the state.

With greater visibility comes risk. Quiet approaches are made by industrialists seeking predictability, by editors seeking exclusives, and by watchers whose allegiances are not declared. Rumors and clippings are arranged into narratives meant to nudge his choices. Offers of funds for organizing arrive with conditions attached. A private letter is hinted at in a hostile column. He tightens his circle and chooses each word as if recorded. The possibility of entrapment—financial, personal, or political—becomes part of his daily calculations. Still, he presses forward, convinced that transparency and steady aims can outlast intrigues designed to blur his purpose.

He sets out a program from the despatch box and on the platform: a living wage indexed to prices, safe housing tied to municipal loans, and experiments in industrial councils to share information and reduce stoppages. The proposals are precise enough to test, modest enough to pass, yet ambitious in their potential to change habits. Debates are fierce. Critics call him a demagogue; purists call him a compromiser. He studies standing orders, learns the rhythms of questions and adjournments, and adapts to the slow craft of legislating. Little victories—an inquiry convened, a clause accepted—hint at a path from protest to policy.

A public meeting turns unsettled when tempers flare and a confrontation spirals into harm. Grief and accusation follow, and he feels the weight of expectation sharpen into blame. An opponent uses the moment to suggest that his appeals to order mask a reckless appetite for influence. Within his camp, a trusted associate’s misjudgment—or betrayal—exposes private plans to hostile eyes. The resulting breach with supporters forces him inward. He revisits first principles, asking what can be conceded without breaking faith. When he re-emerges, his language is plainer, his targets more specific, and his insistence on accountability—his own and others’—more pronounced.

At the height of the crisis, the government seeks broad support to steady the nation. An offer is made that would bring him into closer partnership with those he has long pressed from outside. The terms promise leverage for his program while binding him to decisions that cannot please all sides. A decisive vote looms, and he must speak both to Parliament and to the people who sent him there. Personal ties complicate the moment, as admiration and distrust intersect with policy. Counsel from seasoned figures and appeals from the street converge, funneling toward a choice that will define his standing.

The closing movement gathers politics, loyalty, and conscience into a final test. Without detailing the outcome, the narrative emphasizes responsibility over pose, and service over spectacle. It suggests that reform achieved through steady pressure can prove more lasting than victories seized in anger, and that the dignity of labor and the stability of the state need not be enemies. The people’s man remains measured by those who trusted him first, and by the institutions he sought to change from within. The book’s essential message affirms principled leadership, disciplined compromise, and the belief that public duty can honor private conviction.
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    Set in the anxious years immediately before the First World War, the novel unfolds chiefly in London’s parliamentary and journalistic milieu while drawing energy from Britain’s industrial districts—South Wales, the Clyde, Lancashire, and the great ports. Westminster debates, clubland conversations, editorial offices, and mass meetings provide the texture of place, juxtaposing elite salons and working-class halls. The time frame mirrors 1909–1914, when constitutional crises, militant labor unrest, and the accelerating growth of socialist and trade-union politics unsettled Edwardian complacency. Urbanization, a sensational press, and new forms of political organization sharpened class antagonisms, while the state’s readiness to deploy police and troops in disputes dramatized the contested legitimacy of authority.

Central to the book’s world is the Great Unrest (1910–1914), a surge of industrial conflict across coal, rail, docks, and transport. Union membership, roughly 2.5 million in 1906, rose to more than 4 million by 1914, and strikes moved from local pay disputes to national tests of power. The Liberal governments of H. H. Asquith navigated escalating confrontations as syndicalist ideas circulated in workshops and depots. The novel mirrors this atmosphere of mass agitation by portraying a charismatic socialist organizer and the strategic choices facing labor—confrontation, negotiation, or absorption into parliamentary routines—illustrating how public order, wages, and the control of essential services became instruments in a broader contest over democratic power.

Specific flashpoints of the Great Unrest shaped political consciousness. In the South Wales coalfield, the Tonypandy disturbances (1910–1911) pitted miners against combined police and military forces amid wage disputes; Winston Churchill, then Home Secretary, authorized troop deployments, an enduring controversy. In August 1911, a national railway strike halted traffic, while the Liverpool transport strike saw violent clashes, including the 13 August “Bloody Sunday” on St George’s Plateau. The 1912 national coal strike, Britain’s first, mobilized over a million miners for a statutory minimum wage. The novel’s depictions of strike leadership, state coercion, and the tactical calculus of mass action draw directly on the urgency and scale of these confrontations.

The ascent of the Labour Party and the legal framework of union politics profoundly informed the period. Founded as the Labour Representation Committee in 1900, Labour won 29 seats in 1906, 40 in January 1910, and 42 in December 1910. The Taff Vale decision (1901) had exposed unions to crippling liabilities, while the Osborne Judgment (1909) barred unions from funding political activity. Parliament reversed the latter with the Trade Union Act (1913), restoring political levies via contracting-in. The novel reflects these structural battles through its preoccupation with funding, party discipline, and the capacity of labor to break dependence on Liberal patronage, thereby dramatizing the precarious finances behind radical independence.

A constitutional struggle over the 1909 People’s Budget precipitated the Parliament Act of 1911. David Lloyd George’s budget taxed land and high incomes to finance social reforms; the House of Lords rejected it, prompting two general elections in 1910 and a showdown over the Lords’ veto. The Parliament Act (1911) curtailed that veto, enabling measures such as the National Insurance Act (1911), which introduced health and unemployment insurance for millions of workers. These battles entrenched the language of a “people’s” claim on the state. The novel explores the tension between constitutional reform and extra-parliamentary pressure, testing whether gradualist legislation can meet the scale and speed of working-class demands.

The Dublin Lockout (August 1913–January 1914) crystallized employer-labor confrontation in the British Isles. Led by James Larkin and James Connolly, some 20,000 workers organized with the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union faced a coordinated lockout by employers led by William Martin Murphy. Violent clashes, baton charges by the Dublin Metropolitan Police, and widespread hunger defined the dispute; British trade unionists offered solidarity, though strike funds faltered. While ultimately a defeat for the union, the Lockout broadcast the costs of union-busting and the vulnerability of casual labor. The novel echoes the Lockout’s lessons in its scrutiny of employer cartels, police power, and the fragility of working-class organization.

Simultaneous constitutional peril surrounded Irish Home Rule and the approach of war. The Third Home Rule Bill (1912) triggered the Ulster Covenant (28 September 1912), signed by over 470,000 unionists, and the formation of the Ulster Volunteer Force (1913), armed via the Larne gun-running (April 1914). The Curragh “incident” (March 1914) exposed the British Army’s reluctance to enforce Home Rule in Ulster. Then Sarajevo (28 June 1914) and Britain’s entry into war (4 August 1914) shifted priorities under the Defence of the Realm Act (1914). The novel registers how international crisis could co-opt or divide radicals, forcing choices between class internationalism, constitutional compromise, and patriotic mobilization.

As a social and political critique, the book exposes the limits of Edwardian liberalism, the manipulative capacities of wealth and media, and the precarious autonomy of mass movements. It indicts casualized labor, urban poverty, and the state’s readiness to police dissent, while questioning whether parliamentary reform can outpace industrial capitalism’s dislocations. By staging the moral and strategic temptations offered to a “people’s” tribune, it critiques elite co-optation and the conversion of popular energy into safe legislative channels. The work thus illuminates the era’s core dilemmas: class division, constitutional constraint, and the brittle legitimacy of a political order facing synchronized pressures from strikes, nationalisms, and impending war.
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"Maraton[1] has come! Maraton! Maraton is here!"

Across Soho, threading his way with devilish ingenuity through mazes of
narrow streets, scattering with his hooter little groups of gibbering,
swarthy foreigners, Aaron Thurnbrein, bent double over his ancient
bicycle, sped on his way towards the Commercial Road and eastwards.
With narrow cheeks smeared with dust, yellow teeth showing behind his
parted lips, through which the muttered words came with uneven
vehemence, ragged clothes, a ragged handkerchief around his neck, a
greasy cap upon his head—this messenger, charged with great tidings,
proclaimed himself, by his visible existence, one of the submerged
clinging to his last spar, fighting still with hands which beat the air,
yet carrying the undaunted light of battle in his blazing eyes,
deep-sunken, almost cavernous, the last refuge, perhaps, of that ebbing
life. Drops of perspiration were upon his forehead, his breath came
hard and painfully. Before he had reached his destination, one could
almost hear the rattle in his throat. He even staggered as at last he
dropped from his bicycle and, wheeling it across a broad pavement, left
it reclining against a box of apples exposed in front of a small
greengrocer's shop.

The neighbourhood was ugly and dirty, the shop was ugly and dirty. The
interior into which he passed was dark, odoriferous, bare of stock,
poverty-smitten. A woman, lean, hard-featured, with thin grey hair
disordered and unkempt, looked up quickly at his coming and as quickly
down again. Her face was perhaps too lifeless to express any emotion
whatsoever, but there might have been a shade of disappointment in the
swift withdrawal of her gaze. A customer would have been next door to a
miracle, but hope dies hard.

"You!" she muttered. "What are you bothering about?"

"I want David," Aaron Thurnbrein panted. "I have news! Is he behind?"

The woman moved away to let him pass.

"He is behind," she answered, in a dull, lifeless tone. "Since you took
him with you to Bermondsey[2], he does no work. What does it matter? We
starve a little sooner. Take him to another meeting, if you will. I'd
rather you taught him how to steal. There's rest in the prisons, at
least."

Aaron Thurnbrein brushed past her, inattentive, unlistening. She was
not amongst those who counted. He pushed open an ill-fitting door,
whose broken glass top was stuffed with brown paper. The room within
was almost horrible in its meagreness. The floor was uncarpeted, the
wall unpapered. In a three-legged chair drawn up to the table, with
paper before him and a pencil in his hand, sat David Ross. He looked up
at the panting intruder, only to glower.

"What do you want, boy?" he asked pettishly. "I am at work. I need
these figures. I am to speak to-night at Poplar."

"Put them away!" Aaron Thurnbrein cried. "Soon you and I will be needed
no more. A greater than we have known is here—here in London!"

The older man looked up, for a moment, as though puzzled. Then a light
broke suddenly across his face, a light which seemed somehow to become
reflected in the face of the starveling youth.

"Maraton!" he almost shrieked.

"Maraton!" the other echoed. "He is here in London!"

The face of the older man twitched with excitement.

"But they will arrest him!"

"If they dared," Aaron Thurnbrein declared harshly, "a million of us
would tear him out of prison. But they will not. Maraton is too
clever. America has not even asked for extradition[5]. For our sakes he
keeps within the law. He is here in London! He is stripped for the
fight!"

David Ross rose heavily to his feet. One saw then that he was not
really old. Starvation and ill-health had branded him with premature
age. He was not thin but the flesh hung about him in folds. His cheeks
were puffy; his long, hairy eyebrows drooped down from his massive
forehead. There was the look about him of a strong man gone to seed.

"They will be all around him like flies over a carcass!" he muttered.

"Mr. Foley—Foley—the Prime Minister—sent for him directly he
arrived," Aaron Thurnbrein announced. "He is to see him to-night at his
own house in Downing Street[6]. It makes no difference."

"Who can tell?" the other remarked despondently. "The pages of history
are littered with the bodies of strong men who have opened their lips to
the poisoned spoon[4]."

Aaron Thurnbrein spat upon the floor.

"There is but one Maraton[1q]," he cried fervently. "There has been but one
since the world was shaped. He is come, and the first step towards our
deliverance is at hand."

The older man, whose trembling fingers still rested upon the sheets of
paper, looked at his visitor curiously.

"You are a Jew," he muttered. "Why do you worship Maraton? He is not
of your race."

The young man's gesture was almost sublime.

"Jew or Christian—what does it matter?" he demanded. "I am a Jew.
What has my religion done for me? Nothing! I am a free man in my
thoughts. I am one of the oppressed. Men or women, Jews or Christians,
infidels or believers—what does it matter? We are those who have been
broken upon the wheel. Deliverance for us will come too late. We fight
for those who will follow. It is Maraton who points towards the light.
It is Maraton whose hand shall press the levers which shall set the
kingdoms rocking. I tell you that our own country, even, may bite the
dust—a conqueror's hand lay heavy upon her throat; and yet, no matter.
Through the valley of fire and blood and pestilence—one must pass
through these to the great white land."

"Amen!" David Ross cried fervently. "The gift is upon you to-day,


Aaron. Amen!"



The two stood together for a moment, speechless, carried away out of
themselves. Then the door was suddenly opened. The woman stood there,
sour and withered; behind her, a hard-featured man, official,
malevolent.

"We are for the streets!" the woman exclaimed harshly. "He's got the
order."

"Three pounds thirteen or out you go," the man announced, pushing his
way forward. "Here's the paper."

David Ross looked at him as one awakened from a dream.

"Evicted!"

"And d—d well time, too!" the newcomer continued. "You've had all the
chance in the world. How do you expect to make a living, fiddling about
here all day with pencil and paper, and talking Socialist rot[3] at night?
Leave that chair alone and be off, both of you."

They glanced despairingly towards Aaron Thurnbrein. He thrust his hands
into his pockets and exposed them with a little helpless gesture. The
coins he produced were of copper. The official looked at them and
around the place with a grin of Contempt.

"Cut it short," he ordered. "Clear out."

"There's my bicycle," Aaron Thurnbrein said slowly.

They all looked at him—the woman and the man with nervous anxiety, the
official with a flicker of interest Aaron Thurnbrein drew a little sigh.
The bicycle bad been earned by years of strenuous toil. It was almost a
necessity of his existence.

"Aaron's bicycle," David Ross muttered. "No, no! That must not be.


Let us go to the streets."



But the woman did not move. Already the young man had wheeled it into
the shop.

"Take it," he insisted. "What does it matter? Maraton is here!"

Away again, this time on foot, along the sun-baked pavements, through
courts and alleys into a narrow, busy street in the neighbourhood of
Shoreditch. He stopped at last before a factory and looked tentatively
up at the windows. Through the opened panes came the constant click of
sewing machines, the smell of cloth, the vision of many heads bent over
their work. He stood where he was for a time and watched. The place
was like a hive of industry. Row after row of girls were there, seated
side by side, round-shouldered, bending over their machines, looking
neither to the right nor to the left, struggling to keep up to time to
make sure of the wage which was life or death to them. It was nothing
to them that above the halo of smoke the sky was blue; or that away
beyond the murky horizon, the sun, which here in the narrow street
seemed to have drawn all life from the air, was shining on yellow
cornfields bending before the west wind. Here there was simply an
intolerable heat, a smell of fish and a smell of cloth.

Aaron Thurnbrein crossed the street, entered the unimposing doorway and
knocked at the door which led into the busy but unassuming offices. A
small boy threw open a little glass window and looked at him doubtfully.

"I don't know that you can see Miss Thurnbrein even for a minute," he
declared, in answer to Aaron's confident enquiry. "It's our busiest
time. What do you want?"

"I am her brother," Aaron announced. "It is most important."

The boy slipped from a worn stool and disappeared. Presently the door
of the little waiting-room was suddenly opened, and a girl entered.

"Aaron!" she exclaimed. "Has anything happened?"

Once more he raised his head, once more the light that flickered in his
face transformed him into some semblance of a virile man.

"Maraton is here! Maraton has arrived!"

The light flashed, too, for a moment in her face, only she, even before
it came, was beautiful.

"At last!" she cried. "At last! Have you seen him, Aaron? Tell me
quickly, what is he like?"

"Not yet," Aaron replied. "To-night they say that he goes first to
visit the Prime Minister. He will come to us afterwards."

"It is great news," she murmured. "If only one could see him!"

The office boy reappeared.

"Guvnor says why aren't you at your work, Miss Thurnbrein," he remarked,
as he climbed on to his stool. "You won't get through before closing
time, as it is."

She turned reluctantly away. There was something in her face from which
even Aaron could scarcely remove his eyes.

"I must go," she declared. "We are busy here, and so many of the girls
are away—down with the heat, I suppose. Thank you for coming, Aaron."

"I would like," he answered, "to walk the streets of London one by one,
and stand at the corners and shout to the passers-by that Maraton has
come. Only I wonder if they would understand. I wonder!"

He passed out into the street and the girl returned to her work. After
a few yards he felt suddenly giddy. There was a little enclosure across
the road, called by courtesy a playground—a few benches, a dusty space,
and some swings. He threw himself into a corner of one of the benches
and closed his eyes. He was worn out, physically exhausted. Yet all
the time the sense of something wonderful kept him from collapse.
Maraton had come!
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Westward, the late June twilight deepened into a violet and moonless
darkness. The lights in St. James's Park glittered like motionless
fireflies; a faint wind rustled amongst the drooping leaves of the
trees. Up here the atmosphere was different. It seemed a long way from
Shoreditch.

Outside the principal of the official residences in Downing Street,
there was a tented passage-way and a strip of drugget across the
pavement. Within, the large reception rooms were crowded with men and
women. There was music, and many forms of entertainment were in
progress; the popping of champagne corks; the constant murmur of
cheerful conversation. The Prime Minister was giving a great political
reception, and men and women of every degree and almost every
nationality were talking and mingling together. The gathering was
necessarily not select, but it was composed of people who counted. The
Countess of Grenside, who was the Prime Minister's sister and the head
of his household, saw to that.

They stood together at the head of the staircase, a couple curiously
unlike not only in appearance but in disposition and tastes. Lady
Grenside was tall and fair, almost florid in complexion, remarkably
well-preserved, with a splendid presence and figure. She had been one
of the beauties of her day, and even now, in the sixth year of her
widowhood, was accounted a remarkably handsome woman. Mr. Foley, her
brother, was also tall, but gaunt and thin, with a pronounced stoop.
His grey imperial gave him an almost foreign appearance. He had the
forehead of a philosopher but the mouth of a humourist. His eyes,
shrewd and penetrating—he wore no glasses although he was nearly sixty
years of age—were perhaps his best feature.

"Tell me, my dear Stephen," she asked, as the tide of incoming guests
finally ceased and they found themselves at liberty, "why are you
looking so disturbed? It seems to me that every one has arrived who
ought to come, and judging by the noise they are making, every one is
thoroughly enjoying themselves. Why are people so noisy nowadays, I
wonder?"

Mr. Foley smiled.

"What an observant person you are! To tell you the truth, there was
just one guest whom I was particularly anxious to see here to-night. He
promised to come, but so far I am afraid that he has not arrived."

"Not that awful man Maraton?"

He nodded.

"No use calling him names, Catharine," he continued grimly. "Maraton is
one of the most important problems we have to face within the next few
weeks. I suppose there is no chance of his having slipped in without
our having noticed him?"

Lady Grenside shook her head.

"I should imagine not. I am quite sure that I haven't shaken hands
to-night with any one who reminded me in the least of what this man must
be. Very likely Elisabeth will discover him if he is here. She has
just gone off on one of her tours of inspection."

Mr. Foley shrugged his shoulders. He was, after all, a philosopher.

"I am afraid Elisabeth won't get very far," he remarked. "Carton was in
her train, and Ellison and Aubrey weren't far behind. She is really
quite wonderful. I never in all my life saw any one look so beautiful
as she does to-night."

Lady Grenside made a little grimace as she laid her fingers upon her
brother's arm and pointed towards an empty settee close at hand.

"Beautiful, yes," she sighed, "but oh, so difficult!"

Almost at that moment, Elisabeth had paused on her way through the
furthest of the three crowded rooms—and Maraton, happening
simultaneously to glance in her direction, their eyes met. They were
both above the average height, so they looked at one another over the
heads of many people, and in both their faces was something of the same
expression—the faint interest born of a relieved monotony. The girl
deliberately turned towards him. He was an unknown guest and alone.
There were times when her duties came quite easily.

"I am afraid that you are not amusing yourself," she remarked, with some
faint yet kindly note of condescension in her tone.

"You are very kind," he answered, his eyebrows slightly lifted. "I
certainly am not. But then I did not come here to amuse myself."

"Indeed? A sense of duty brought you, perhaps?"

"A sense of duty, beyond a doubt," the man assented politely.

She felt like passing on—but she also felt like staying, so she stayed.

"Cannot I help you towards the further accomplishment of your duty,
then?" she enquired.

He looked at her and the grim severity of his face was lightened by a
smile.

"You could help me more easily to forget it," he replied.

She opened her lips, hesitated and closed them again. Already she had
recognised the fact that this was not a man to be snubbed. Neither had
she, notwithstanding her momentary irritation, any real desire to do so.

"You do not know many people here?"

"I know no one," he confessed.

"I am Elisabeth Landon," she told him. "Mr. Foley is my uncle. My
mother and I live with him and always help him to entertain."

"Hence your interest in a lonely stranger," he remarked. "Please have
no qualms about me. I am always interested when I am permitted to watch
my fellow creatures, especially when the types are novel to me."

She looked at him searchingly for a moment. As yet she had not
succeeded in placing him. His features were large but well-shaped, his
cheek-bones a little high, his forehead massive, his deep-set eyes
bright and marvellously penetrating. He had a mouth long and firm, with
a slightly humorous twist at the corners. His hair was black and
plentiful. He might have been of any age between thirty-five and forty.
His limbs and body were powerful; his head was set with the poise of an
emperor. His clothes were correct and well worn, he was entirely at his
ease. Yet Elisabeth, who was an observant person, looked at him and
wondered. He would have been more at home, she thought, out in the
storms of life than in her uncle's drawing-rooms. Yet what was he? He
lacked the trimness of the soldier; of the debonair smartness of the
modern fighting man there was no trace whatsoever in his speech or
appearance. The politicians who were likely to be present she knew.
What was there left? An explorer, perhaps, or a colonial. Her
curiosity became imperious.

"You have not told me your name," she reminded him.

"My name is Maraton," he replied, a little grimly.

"You—Maraton!"

There was a brief silence—not without a certain dramatic significance
to the girl who stood there with slightly parted lips. The smooth
serenity of her forehead was broken by a frown; her beautiful blue eyes
were troubled. She seemed somehow to have dilated, to have drawn
herself up. Her air of politeness, half gracious, half condescending,
had vanished. It was as though in spirit she were preparing for battle.

"You seem to have heard of me," he remarked drily.

"Who has not heard of you!" she answered in a low tone. "I am sorry.


You have made me break my word."



"I?"

She was recovering herself now. A certain icy aloofness seemed to have
crept into her manner. Her head was held at a different angle. Even
the words seemed to leave her lips differently. Her tone was one of
measured indignation.

"Yes, you! When Mr. Foley told me that he had asked you to come here
to-night, I vowed that I would not speak to you."

"A perfectly reasonable decision," he agreed, without the slightest
change of expression, "but am I really to be blamed for this unfortunate
incident? You cannot say that I thrust myself upon your notice."

His eyebrows were ever so slightly uplifted. She was not absolutely
sure that there was not something very suggestive of amusement in his
deep-set eyes. She bit her lip. Naturally he was not a gentleman!

"I thought that you were a neglected guest," she explained coldly. "I
do not understand how it is that you have managed to remain
undiscovered."

He shook his head doubtfully.

"I made my entrance with the others. I saw a very charming lady at the
head of the stairs—your mother, I believe—who gave me her fingers and
called me Mr. Martin. Your uncle shook hands with me, looking over my
head to welcome some one behind. I passed on with the rest. The fault
remains, beyond a doubt, with your majordomo and my uncommon name."

"Since I have discovered you, then," she declared, "you had better let
me take you to my uncle. He has been looking everywhere for you for the
last hour. We will go this way."

She laid the extreme tips of her fingers upon his coat sleeve. He
glanced down at them for a moment. Her reluctance was evident.

"Perhaps," he suggested coolly, "we should make faster progress if I
were to follow you."

She took no further notice of him for some time. Then very suddenly she
drew him to one side out of the throng, into an almost empty anteroom—a
dismal little apartment lined with shelves full of blue books and
Parliamentary records.

"I am content to obey my guide," he remarked, "but why this abrupt
flight?"

She hesitated. Then she raised her eyes and looked at him. Perhaps
some instinct told her that the truth was best.

"Because Mr. Culvain was in that crowd," she told him. "Mr. Culvain
has been looking for you everywhere. It is only to see you that he came
here this evening. My uncle is anxious to talk with you first."

"I am flattered," he murmured, smiling.

"I think that you should be," she asserted. "Personally, I do not
understand my uncle's attitude."

"With regard to me?"

"With regard to you."

"You think, perhaps, that I should not be permitted here at all as a
guest?"

"I do think that," she replied, looking steadily into his eyes. "I
think more than that. I think that your place is in Sing Sing prison."

The corners of his mouth twitched. His amusement maddened her; her eyes
flashed. Underneath her white satin gown her bosom was rising and
falling quickly.

He became suddenly grave.

"Do you take life seriously, Lady Elisabeth?" he asked.

"Certainly," she answered firmly. "I do not think that human life is a
thing to be trifled with. I agree with the Times."

"In what it said about me?"

"Yes!

"And what was that? It is neglectful of me, I know, but I never see the


Times."



"It held you entirely responsible for the death of those poor men in


Chicago," she told him. "It named you as their murderer."



"A very sensible paper, the Times," he agreed. "The responsibility was
entirely mine."

She looked at him for a moment in horror.

"You can dare to admit that here—to me?"

"Why not?" he answered calmly. "So long as it is my conviction, why not
proclaim it? I love the truth. It is the one virtue which has never
been denied me."

Her eyes flashed. She made no effort whatever to conceal her
detestation.

"And they let you go—those Americans?" she cried. "I do not
understand!"

"There are probably many other considerations in connection with the
affair which you do not understand," he observed. "However—they had
their opportunity. I walked the streets openly, I travelled to New York
openly, I took my steamer ticket to England under my own name. The
papers, I believe, chronicled every stage of my journey."

"It was disgraceful!" she declared. "The people in office over there
are cowards."

"Not at all," he objected. "They were very well advised. They acted
with shrewd common sense. America is no better prepared for a
revolution than England is."

"Do you imagine," she demanded, her voice trembling, "that you will be
permitted to repeat in this country your American exploits?"

Maraton smiled a little sadly.

"Need we discuss these things, Lady Elisabeth?"

"Yes, we need!" she replied promptly. "This is my one opportunity. You
and I will probably never exchange another word so long as we live. I
have read your book—every word of it. I have read it several times.
In that book you have shown just as much of yourself as you chose, and
no more. Although I have hated the idea that I might ever have to speak
to you, now that you are here, now that it has come to pass, I am going
to ask you a question."

He sighed.

"People ask me so many questions!"

"Tell me this," she continued, without heeding his interruption. "Do
you, in your heart, believe that you are justified in going about the
world preaching your hateful doctrines, seeking out the toilers only to
fill them with discontent and to set them against their employers,
preaching everywhere bloodshed and anarchy, inflaming the minds of
people who in ordinary times are contented, even happy? You have made
yourself feared and hated in every country of the world. You have
brought America almost to the verge of revolution. And now, just when
England needs peace most, when affairs on the Continent are so
threatening and every one connected with the Government of the country
is passing through a time of the gravest anxiety, you intend, they say,
to start a campaign here. You say that you love the truth. Answer me
this question truthfully, then. Do you believe that you are justified?"

He had listened to her at first with a slight, tolerant smile upon his
lips, a smile which faded gradually away. He was sombre, almost stern,
when she had finished. He seemed in some curious way to have assumed a
larger shape, to have become more imposing. His attitude had a strange
and indefinable influence upon her.

She was suddenly conscious of her youth and inexperience—bitterly and
rebelliously conscious of them—before he had even opened his lips. Her
own words sounded crude and unconvincing.

"I am not one of the flamboyant orators of the Socialist party, Lady
Elisabeth," he said, "nor am I one of those who are able to see much joy
or very much hopefulness in life under present conditions. For every
word I have spoken and every line I have written, I accept the full and
complete responsibility."

"Those men who were murdered in Chicago, murdered at your instigation
because they tried to break the strike—what of them?"

He looked at her as one might have looked at a child.

"Their lives were a necessary sacrifice in a good cause," he declared.
"Does one think now of the sea of blood through which France once purged
herself? Believe me, young lady, there is nothing in the world more to
be avoided than this sentimental and exaggerated reverence for life. It
is born of a false ideal, artistically and actually. Life is a
sacrifice to be offered in a just cause when necessary.

"I imagine that this is your uncle."

Mr. Foley was standing upon the threshold of the room, his hand
outstretched, his thin, long face full of conviction.

"My niece has succeeded in discovering you, then, Mr. Maraton," he
said. "I am glad."

Maraton smiled as he shook hands.

"I have certainly had the pleasure of making your niece's acquaintance,"
he admitted. "We have had quite an interesting discussion."

Elisabeth turned away without looking towards him.

"I will leave Mr. Maraton to you, uncle," she said. "He will tell you
that I have been very candid indeed. We were coming face to face with
Mr. Culvain, so I brought him in here."

She did not glance again in Maraton's direction, nor did she offer him
any form of farewell salutation. Mr. Foley frowned slightly as he
glanced after her. Maraton, too, watched her leave the room. She
paused for a moment on the threshold to gather up her train, a graceful
but at the same time imperious gesture. She left them without a
backward look. Mr. Foley turned quickly towards his companion and was
relieved at the expression which he found in his face.

"My niece is a little earnest in her views," he remarked, "too much so,
I am afraid, for a practical politician. She is quite well-informed and
a great help to me at times."

"I found her altogether charming," Maraton said quietly. "She has, too,
the unusual gift of honesty."

Mr. Foley was once more a little uneasy. It was impossible for him to
forget Elisabeth's outspoken verdict upon this man and all his works.

"The young are never tolerant," he murmured.

"And quite rightly," Maraton observed. "There is nothing more to be
envied in youth than its magnificent certainty. It knows! . . . I
am flattered, Mr. Foley, that you should have received me in your house
to-night. Your niece's attitude towards me, even if a trifle crude, is,
I am afraid, the general one amongst your class in this country."

"To be frank with you, I agree," Mr. Foley assented. "I, personally,
Mr. Maraton, am trying to be a dissenter. It is for that reason that I
begged you to come here to-night and discuss the matter with me before
you committed yourself to any definite plan of action in this country."

"Your message was a surprise to me," Maraton admitted calmly. "At the
same time, it was a summons which I could not disregard. As you see, I
am here."

Mr. Foley drew a key from his pocket and led the way across the room
towards a closed door.

"I want to make sure that we are not disturbed. I am going to take you
through to my study, if I may."

They passed into a small inner room, plainly but comfortably furnished.

"My own den," Mr. Foley explained, closing the door behind him with an
air of relief. "Will you smoke, Mr. Maraton, or drink anything?"

"Neither, thank you," Maraton answered. "I am here to listen. I am
curious to hear what there is that you can have to say to me."

CHAPTER III
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Mr. Foley pointed to an easy-chair. Maraton, however, did not at once
respond to his gesture of invitation. He was standing, tense and
silent, with head upraised, listening. From the street outside came a
strange, rumbling sound.

"You permit?" he asked, stepping to the window and drawing the curtain a
few inches on one side. "There is something familiar about that sound.
I heard it last in Chicago."

Mr. Foley rose slowly from the easy-chair into which he had thrown
himself, and stood by his visitor's side. Outside, the pavements were
lined by policemen, standing like sentries about half-a-dozen yards
apart. The tented entrance to the house was guarded by a solid phalanx
of men in uniform. A mounted inspector was riding slowly up and down in
the middle of the road. At the entrance to the street, barely fifty
yards away, a moving mass of people, white-faced, almost spectral, were
passing slowly beneath the pale gas-lamps.

"The people!" Maraton murmured, with a curious note in his tone, half of
reverence, half of pity.

"The mob!" Mr. Foley echoed bitterly. "They brawl before the houses of
those who do their best to serve them. They bark always at our heels.
Perhaps to-night it is you whom they have come to honour. Your
bodyguard, eh, Mr. Maraton?"

"If they have discovered that I am here, it is not unlikely," Maraton
admitted calmly.

Mr. Foley dropped the curtain which he had taken from his companion's
fingers. Moving back into the room, he turned on more light. Then he
resumed his seat.

"Mr. Maraton," he began, "we met only once before, I think. That was
four years ago this summer. Answer me honestly—do you see any change
in me?"

Maraton leaned a little forward. His face showed some concern, as he
answered:

"You are not in the best of health just now, I fear, Mr. Foley."

"I am as well as I shall ever be," was the quiet reply. "What you see
in my face is just the record of these last four years, the outward
evidence of four years of ceaseless trouble and anxiety. I will not
call myself yet a broken man, but the time is not far off."

Maraton remained silent. His attitude was still sympathetic, but he
seemed determined to carry out his role of listener.

"If the political history of these four years is ever truthfully
written," Mr. Foley continued, "the world will be amazed at the calm
indifference of the people threatened day by day with national disaster.
We who have been behind the scenes have kept a stiff upper lip before
the world, but I tell you frankly, Mr. Maraton, that no Cabinet who
ever undertook the government of this country has gone through what we
have gone through. Three times we have been on the brink of war—twice
on our own account and once on account of those whom we are bound to
consider our allies. The other national disaster we have had to face,
you know of. Still, here we are safe up to to-night. There is nothing
in the whole world we need now so much as rest—just a few months'
freedom from anxiety. Until last week we had dared to hope for it.
Now, breathless still from our last escape, we are face to face suddenly
with all the possibilities of your coming."
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