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        A grateful nation's thanks are due


            To Arethusa and to you—-


            To her who dauntless at your side


            Pneumonia and Flue defied


            With phials of formaldehyde!


      




      

        

          II


        




        

          Chief of Police were you, by gosh!


              Gol ding it! how you bumped the Boche!


              Handed 'em one with club and gun


              Until the Hun was on the run:


              And that's the way the war was won.


        


      




      

        

          III


        




        

          Easthampton's pride! My homage take


              For Fairest Philadelphia's sake.


              Retire in company with Bill;


              Rest by the Racquet's window sill


              And, undisturbed, consume your pill.


        


      




      

        

          ENVOI


        




        

          When Cousin Feenix started west


              And landed east, he did his best;


              And so I've done my prettiest


              To make this rhyme long overdue;


              For Arethusa and for you.


        


      




      

        

          R. W. C.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        IN SECRET


      




      

        

          CHAPTER I




          CUP AND LIP


        




        

          The case in question concerned a letter in a yellow envelope, which was dumped along with other incoming mail upon one of the many long tables where hundreds of women and scores of men sat opening and reading thousands of letters for the Bureau of P. C.—whatever that may mean.


        




        

          In due course of routine a girl picked up and slit open the yellow envelope, studied the enclosed letter for a few moments, returned it to its envelope, wrote a few words on a slip of paper, attached the slip to the yellow envelope, and passed it along to the D. A. C.—whoever he or she may be.




          The D. A. C., in course of time, opened this letter for the second time, inspected it, returned it to the envelope, added a memorandum, and sent it on up to the A. C.—whatever A. C. may signify.




          Seated at his desk, the A. C. perused the memoranda, glanced over the letter and the attached memoranda, added his terse comment to the other slips, pinned them to the envelope, and routed it through certain channels which ultimately carried the letter into a room where six silent and preoccupied people sat busy at six separate tables.




          Fate had taken charge of that yellow envelope from the moment it was mailed in Mexico; Chance now laid it on a yellow oak table before a yellow-haired girl; Destiny squinted over her shoulder as she drew the letter from its triply violated envelope and spread it out on the table before her.




          A rich, warm flush mounted to her cheeks as she examined the document. Her chance to distinguish herself had arrived at last. She divined it instantly. She did not doubt it. She was a remarkable girl.




          The room remained very still. The five other cipher experts of the P. I. Service were huddled over their tables, pencil in hand, absorbed in their several ungodly complications and laborious calculations. But they possessed no Rosetta Stone to aid them in deciphering hieroglyphics; toad-like, they carried the precious stone in their heads, M. D.!




          No indiscreet sound interrupted their mental gymnastics, save only the stealthy scrape of a pen, the subdued rustle of writing paper, the flutter of a code-book's leaves thumbed furtively.




          The yellow-haired girl presently rose from her chair, carrying in her hand the yellow letter and its yellow envelope with yellow slips attached; and this harmonious combination of colour passed noiselessly into a smaller adjoining office, where a solemn young man sat biting an unlighted cigar and gazing with preternatural sagacity at nothing at all.




          Possibly his pretty affianced was the object of his deep revery—he had her photograph in his desk—perhaps official cogitation as D. C. of the E. C. D.—if you understand what I mean?—may have been responsible for his owlish abstraction.




          Because he did not notice the advent of the yellow haired girl until she said in her soft, attractive voice:




          "May I interrupt you a moment, Mr. Vaux?"




          Then he glanced up.




          "Surely, surely," he said. "Hum—hum!—please be seated, Miss Erith!


          Hum! Surely!"




          She laid the sheets of the letter and the yellow envelope upon the desk before him and seated herself in a chair at his elbow. She was VERY pretty. But engaged men never notice such details.




          "I'm afraid we are in trouble," she remarked.




          He read placidly the various memoranda written on the yellow slips of paper, scrutinised! the cancelled stamps, postmarks, superscription. But when his gaze fell upon the body of the letter his complacent expression altered to one of disgust!




          "What's this, Miss Erith?"




          "Code-cipher, I'm afraid."




          "The deuce!"




          Miss Erith smiled. She was one of those girls who always look as though they had not been long out of a bathtub. She had hazel eyes, a winsome smile, and hair like warm gold. Her figure was youthfully straight and supple—But that would not interest an engaged man.




          The D. C. glanced at her inquiringly.




          "Surely, surely," he muttered, "hum—hum!—" and tried to fix his mind on the letter.




          In fact, she was one of those girls who unintentionally and innocently render masculine minds uneasy through some delicate, indefinable attraction which defies analysis.




          "Surely," murmured the D. C., "surely! Hum—hum!"




          A subtle freshness like the breath of spring in a young orchard seemed to linger about her. She was exquisitely fashioned to trouble men, but she didn't wish to do such a—




          Vaux, who was in love with another girl, took another uneasy look at her, sideways, then picked up his unlighted cigar and browsed upon it.




          "Yes," he said nervously, "this is one of those accursed code-ciphers. They always route them through to me. Why don't they notify the five—"




          "Are you going to turn THIS over to the Postal Inspection Service?"




          "What do you think about it, Miss Erith? You see it's one of those hopeless arbitrary ciphers for which there is no earthly solution except by discovering and securing the code book and working it out that way."7




          She said calmly, but with heightened colour:




          "A copy of that book is, presumably, in possession of the man to whom this letter is addressed."




          "Surely—surely. Hum—hum! What's his name, Miss Erith?"—glancing down at the yellow envelope. "Oh, yes—Herman Lauffer—hum!"




          He opened a big book containing the names of enemy aliens and perused it, frowinng. The name of Herman Lauffer was not listed. He consulted other volumes containing supplementary lists of suspects and undesirables—lists furnished daily by certain services unnecessary to mention.




          "Here he is!" exclaimed Vaux; "—Herman Lauffer, picture-framer and gilder! That's his number on Madison Avenue!"—pointing to the type-written paragraph. "You see he's probably already under surveillance-one of the several services is doubtless keeping tabs on him. I think I'd better call up the—"




          "Please!—Mr. Vaux!" she pleaded.




          He had already touched the telephone receiver to unhook it. Miss


          Erith looked at him appealingly; her eyes were very, very hazel.




          "Couldn't we handle it?" she asked.


        


      




      

        

          "WE?"


        




        

          "You and I!"




          "But that's not our affair, Miss Erith—"




          "Make it so! Oh, please do. Won't you?"




          Vaux's arm fell to the desk top. He sat thinking for a few minutes. Then he picked up a pencil in an absent-minded manner and began to trace little circles, squares, and crosses on his pad, stringing them along line after line as though at hazard and apparently thinking of anything except what he was doing.




          The paper on which he seemed to be so idly employed lay on his desk directly under Miss Erith's eyes; and after a while the girl began to laugh softly to herself.




          "Thank you, Mr. Vaux," she said. "This is the opportunity I have longed for."




          Vaux looked up at her as though he did not understand. But the girl laid one finger on the lines of circles, squares, dashes and crosses, and, still laughing, read them off, translating what he had written:




          "You are a very clever girl. I've decided to turn this case over to you. After all, your business is to decipher cipher, and you can't do it without the book."




          They both laughed.




          "I don't see how you ever solved that," he said, delighted to tease her.




          "How insulting!—when you know it is one of the oldest and most familiar of codes—the 1-2-3 and a-b-c combination!"




          "Rather rude of you to read it over my shoulder, Miss Erith. It isn't done—"




          "You meant to see if I could! You know you did!"




          "Did I?"




          "Of course! That old 'Seal of Solomon' cipher is perfectly transparent."




          "Really? But how about THIS!"—touching the sheets of the Lauffer letter—"how are you going to read this sequence of Arabic numerals?"




          "I haven't the slightest idea," said the girl, candidly.




          "But you request the job of trying to find the key?" he suggested ironically.




          "There is no key. You know it."




          "I mean the code book."




          "I would like to try to find it."




          "How are you going to go about it?"




          "I don't know yet."




          Vaux smiled. "All right; go ahead, my dear Miss Erith. You're officially detailed for this delightful job. Do it your own way, but do it—"




          "Thank you so much!"




          "—In twenty-four hours," he added grimly. "Otherwise I'll turn it over to the P.I."




          "Oh! That IS brutal of you!"




          "Sorry. But if you can't get the code-book in twenty-four hours I'll have to call in the Service that can."




          The girl bit her lip and held out her hand for the letter.




          "I can't let it go out of my office," he remarked. "You know that,


          Miss Erith."




          "I merely wish to copy it," she said reproachfully. Her eyes were hazel.




          "I ought not to let you take a copy out of this office," he muttered.




          "But you will, won't you?"




          "All right. Use that machine over there. Hum—hum!"




          For twenty minutes the girl was busy typing before the copy was finally ready. Then, comparing it and finding her copy accurate, she returned the original to Mr. Vaux, and rose with that disturbing grace peculiar to her every movement.




          "Where may I telephone you when you're not here?" she inquired diffidently, resting one slim, white hand on his desk.




          "At the Racquet Club. Are you going out?"




          "Yes."




          "What! You abandon me without my permission?"




          She nodded with one of those winsome smiles which incline young men to revery. Then she turned and walked toward the cloak room.




          The D. C. was deeply in love with somebody else, yet he found it hard to concentrate his mind for a while, and he chewed his unlighted cigar into a pulp. Alas! Men are that way. Not sometimes. Always.




          Finally he shoved aside the pile of letters which he had been trying to read, unhooked the telephone receiver, called a number, got it, and inquired for a gentleman named Cassidy.




          To the voice that answered he gave the name, business and address of Herman Lauffer, and added a request that undue liberties be taken with any out going letters mailed and presumably composed and written by Mr. Lauffer's own fair hand.




          "Much obliged, Mr. Vaux," cooed Cassidy, in a voice so suave that


          Vaux noticed its unusual blandness and asked if that particular


          Service already had "anything on Lauffer."




          "Not soon but yet!" replied Mr. Cassidy facetiously, "thanks


          ENTIRELY to your kind tip, Mr. Vaux."




          And Vaux, suspicious of such urbane pleasantries, rang off and resumed his mutilated cigar.




          "Now, what the devil does Cassidy know about Herman Lauffer," he mused, "and why the devil hasn't his Bureau informed us?" After long pondering he found no answer. Besides, he kept thinking at moments about Miss Erith, which confused him and diverted his mind from the business on hand.




          So, in his perplexity, he switched on the electric foot-warmer, spread his fur overcoat over his knees, uncorked a small bottle and swallowed a precautionary formaldehyde tablet, unlocked a drawer of his desk, fished out a photograph, and gazed intently upon it.




          It was the photograph of his Philadelphia affianced. Her first name was Arethusa. To him there was a nameless fragrance about her name. And sweetly, subtly, gradually the lovely phantasm of Miss Evelyn Erith faded, vanished into the thin and frigid atmosphere of his office.




          That was his antidote to Miss Erith—the intent inspection of his fiancee's very beautiful features as inadequately reproduced by an expensive and fashionable Philadelphia photographer.




          It did the business for Miss Erith every time.




          The evening was becoming one of the coldest ever recorded in New York. The thermometer had dropped to 8 degrees below zero and was still falling. Fifth Avenue glittered, sheathed in frost; traffic police on post stamped and swung their arms to keep from freezing; dry snow underfoot squeaked when trodden on; crossings were greasy with glare ice.




          It was, also, one of those meatless, wheatless, heatless nights when the privation which had hitherto amused New York suddenly became an ugly menace. There was no coal to be had and only green wood. The poor quietly died, as usual; the well-to-do ventured a hod and a stick or two in open grates, or sat huddled under rugs over oil or electric stoves; or migrated to comfortable hotels. And bachelors took to their clubs. That is where Clifford Vaux went from his chilly bachelor lodgings. He fled in a taxi, buried cheek-deep in his fur collar, hating all cold, all coal companies, and all Kaisers.




          In the Racquet Club he found many friends similarly self-dispossessed, similarly obsessed by discomfort and hatred. But there seemed to be some steam heat there, and several open fires; and when the wheatless, meatless meal was ended and the usual coteries drifted to their usual corners, Mr. Vaux found himself seated at a table with a glass of something or other at his elbow, which steamed slightly and had a long spoon in it; and he presently heard himself saying to three other gentlemen: "Four hearts."




          His voice sounded agreeably in his own ears; the gentle glow of a lignum-vitae wood fire smote his attenuated shins; he balanced his cards in one hand, a long cigar in the other, exhaled a satisfactory whiff of aromatic smoke, and smiled comfortably upon the table.




          "Four hearts," he repeated affably. "Does anybody—"




          The voice of Doom interrupted him:




          "Mr. Vaux, sir—"




          The young man turned in his easy-chair and beheld behind him a club servant, all over silver buttons.




          "The telephone, Mr. Vaux," continued that sepulchral voice.




          "All right," said the young man. "Bill, will you take my cards?"—he laid his hand, face down, rose and left the pleasant warmth of the card-room with a premonitory shiver.




          "Well?" he inquired, without cordiality, picking up the receiver.




          "Mr. Vaux?" came a distinct voice which he did not recognise.




          "Yes," he snapped, "who is it?"




          "Miss Erith."




          "Oh—er—surely—surely! GOOD-evening, Miss Erith!"




          "Good-evening, Mr. Vaux. Are you, by any happy chance, quite free this evening?"




          "Well—I'm rather busy—unless it is important—hum—hum!—in line of duty, you know—"




          "You may judge. I'm going to try to secure that code-book to-night."




          "Oh! Have you called in the—"




          "No!"




          "Haven't you communicated with—"




          "No!"




          "Why not?"




          "Because there's too much confusion already—too much petty jealousy and working at cross-purposes. I have been thinking over the entire problem. You yourself know how many people have escaped through jealous or over-zealous officers making premature arrests. We have six different secret-service agencies, each independent of the other and each responsible to its own independent chief, all operating for the Government in New York City. You know what these agencies are—the United States Secret Service, the Department of Justice Bureau of Investigation, the Army Intelligence Service, Naval Intelligence Service, Neutrality Squads of the Customs, and the Postal Inspection. Then there's the State Service and the police and several other services. And there is no proper co-ordination, no single head for all these agencies. The result is a ghastly confusion and shameful inefficiency.




          "This affair which I am investigating is a delicate one, as you know. Any blundering might lose us the key to what may be a very dangerous conspiracy. So I prefer to operate entirely within the jurisdiction of our own Service—"




          "What you propose to do is OUTSIDE of our province!" he interrupted.




          "I'm not so sure. Are you?"




          "Well—hum—hum!—what is it you propose to do to-night?"




          "I should like to consult my Chief of Division."




          "Meaning me?"




          "Of course."




          "When?"




          "Now!"




          "Where are you just now, Miss Erith?"




          "At home. Could you come to me?"




          Vaux shivered again.




          "Where d-do you live?" he asked, with chattering teeth.




          She gave him the number of a private house on 83d Street just off Madison Avenue. And as he listened he began to shiver all over in the anticipated service of his country.




          "Very well," he said, "I'll take a taxi. But this has Valley Forge stung to death, you know."




          She said:




          "I took the liberty of sending my car to the Racquet Club for you.


          It should be there now. There's a foot-warmer in it."




          "Thank you so much," he replied with a burst of shivers. "I'll b-b-be right up."




          As he left the telephone the doorman informed him that an automobile was waiting for him.




          So, swearing under his frosty breath, he went to the cloak-room, got into his fur coat, walked back to the card-room and gazed wrathfully upon the festivities.




          "What did my hand do, Bill?" he inquired glumly, when at last the scorer picked up his pad and the dealer politely shoved the pack toward his neighbour for cutting.




          "You ruined me with your four silly hearts," replied the man who had taken his cards. "Did you think you were playing coon-can?"




          "Sorry, Bill. Sit in for me, there's a good chap. I'm not likely to be back to-night—hang it!"




          Perfunctory regrets were offered by the others, already engrossed in their new hands; Vaux glanced unhappily at the tall, steaming glass, which had been untouched when he left, but which was now merely half full. Then, with another lingering look at the cheerful fire, he sighed, buttoned his fur coat, placed his hat firmly upon his carefully parted hair, and walked out to perish bravely for his native land.




          On the sidewalk a raccoon-furred chauffeur stepped up with all the abandon of a Kadiak bear:




          "Mr. Vaux, sir?"




          "Yes."




          "Miss Erith's car."




          "Thanks," grunted Vaux, climbing into the pretty coupe and cuddling his shanks under a big mink robe, where, presently, he discovered a foot-warmer, and embraced it vigorously between his patent-leather shoes.




          It had now become the coldest night on record in New York City.


          Fortunately he didn't know that; he merely sat there and hated Fate.




          Up the street and into Fifth Avenue glided the car and sped northward through the cold, silvery lustre of the arc-lights hanging like globes of moonlit ice from their frozen stalks of bronze.




          The noble avenue was almost deserted; nobody cared to face such terrible cold. Few motors were abroad, few omnibuses, and scarcely a wayfarer. Every sound rang metallic in the black and bitter air; the windows of the coupe clouded from his breath; the panels creaked.




          At the Plaza he peered fearfully out upon the deserted Circle, where the bronze lady of the fountain, who is supposed to represent Plenty, loomed high in the electric glow, with her magic basket piled high with icicles.




          "Yes, plenty of ice," sneered Vaux. "I wish she'd bring us a hod or two of coal."




          The wintry landscape of the Park discouraged him profoundly.




          "A man's an ass to linger anywhere north of the equator," he grumbled. "Dickybirds have more sense." And again he thought of the wood fire in the club and the partly empty but steaming glass, and the aroma it had wafted toward him; and the temperature it must have imparted to "Bill."




          He was immersed in arctic gloom when at length the car stopped. A butler admitted him to a brown-stone house, the steps of which had been thoughtfully strewn with furnace cinders.




          "Miss Erith?"




          "Yes, sir."




          "Announce Mr. Vaux, partly frozen."




          "The library, if you please, sir," murmured the butler, taking hat and coat.




          So Vaux went up stairs with the liveliness of a crippled spider, and Miss Erith came from a glowing fireside to welcome him, giving him a firm and slender hand.




          "You ARE cold," she said. "I'm so sorry to have disturbed you this evening."




          He said:




          "Hum—hum—very kind—m'sure—hum—hum!"




          There were two deep armchairs before the blaze; Miss Erith took one,


          Vaux collapsed upon the other.




          She was disturbingly pretty in her evening gown. There were cigarettes on a little table at his elbow, and he lighted one at her suggestion and puffed feebly.




          "Which?" she inquired smilingly.




          He understood: "Irish, please."




          "Hot?"




          "Thank you, yes,"




          When the butler had brought it, the young man began to regret the


          Racquet Club less violently.




          "It's horribly cold out," he said. "There's scarcely a soul on the streets."




          She nodded brightly:




          "It's a wonderful night for what we have to do. And I don't mind the cold very much."




          "Are you proposing to go OUT?" he asked, alarmed.




          "Why, yes. You don't mind, do you?"




          "Am I to go, too?"




          "Certainly. You gave me only twenty-four hours, and I can't do it alone in that time."




          He said nothing, but his thoughts concentrated upon a single unprintable word.




          "What have you done with the original Lauffer letter, Mr. Vaux?" she inquired rather nervously.




          "The usual. No invisible ink had been used; nothing microscopic. There was nothing on the letter or envelope, either, except what we saw."




          The girl nodded. On a large table behind her chair lay a portfolio.


          She turned, drew it toward her, and lifted it into her lap.




          "What have you discovered?" he inquired politely, basking in the grateful warmth of the fire.




          "Nothing. The cipher is, as I feared, purely arbitrary. It's exasperating, isn't it?"




          He nodded, toasting his shins.




          "You see," she continued, opening the portfolio, "here is my copy of this wretched cipher letter. I have transferred it to one sheet. It's nothing but a string of Arabic numbers interspersed with meaningless words. These numbers most probably represent, in the order in which they are written, first the number of the page of some book, then the line on which the word is to be found—say, the tenth line from the top, or maybe from the bottom—and then the position of the word—second from the left or perhaps from the right."




          "It's utterly impossible to solve that unless you have the book," he remarked; "therefore, why speculate, Miss Erith?"




          "I'm going to try to find the book."




          "How?"




          "By breaking into the shop of Herman Lauffer."




          "House-breaking? Robbery?"




          "Yes."




          Vaux smiled incredulously:




          "Granted that you get into Lauffer's shop without being arrested, what then?"




          "I shall have this cipher with me. There are not likely to be many books in the shop of a gilder and maker of picture frames. I shall, by referring to this letter, search what books I find there for a single coherent sentence. When I discover such a sentence I shall know that I have the right book."




          The young man smoked reflectively and gazed into the burning coals.




          "So you propose to break into his shop to-night and steal the book?"




          "There seems to be nothing else to do, Mr. Vaux."




          "Of course," he remarked sarcastically, "we could turn this matter over to the proper authorities—"




          "I WON'T! PLEASE don't!"




          "Why not?"




          "Because I have concluded that it IS part of our work. And I've begun already. I went to see Lauffer. I took a photograph to be framed."




          "What does he look like?"




          "A mink—an otter—one of those sharp-muzzled little animals!—Two tiny eyes, rather close together, a long nose that wrinkles when he talks, as though he were sniffing at you; a ragged, black moustache, like the furry muzzle-bristles of some wild thing—that is a sketch of Herman Lauffer."




          "A pretty man," commented Vaux, much amused.




          "He's little and fat of abdomen, but he looks powerful."




          "Prettier and prettier!"




          They both laughed. A pleasant steam arose from the tall glass at his elbow.




          "Well," she said, "I have to change my gown—"




          "Good Lord! Are we going now?" he remonstrated.




          "Yes. I don't believe there will be a soul on the streets."




          "But I don't wish to go at all," he explained. "I'm very happy here, discussing things."




          "I know it. But you wouldn't let me go all alone, would you, Mr.


          Vaux?"




          "I don't want you to go anywhere."




          "But I'm GOING!"




          "Here's where I perish," groaned Vaux, rising as the girl passed him with her pretty, humorous smile, moving lithely, swiftly as some graceful wild thing passing confidently through its own domain.




          Vaux gazed meditatively upon the coals, glass in one hand, cigarette in the other. Patriotism is a tough career.




          "This is worse than inhuman," he thought. "If I go out on such an errand to-night I sure am doing my bitter bit. … Probably some policeman will shoot me—unless I freeze to death. This is a vastly unpleasant affair…. Vastly!"




          He was still caressing the fire with his regard when Miss Erith came back.




          She wore a fur coat buttoned to the throat, a fur toque, fur gloves.


          As he rose she naively displayed a jimmy and two flashlights.




          "I see," he said, "very nice, very handy! But we don't need these to convict us."




          She laughed and handed him the instruments; and he pocketed them and followed her downstairs.




          Her car was waiting, engine running; she spoke to the Kadiak chauffeur, got in, and Vaux followed.




          "You know," he said, pulling the mink robe over her and himself, "you're behaving very badly to your superior officer."




          "I'm so excited, so interested! I hope I'm not lacking in deference to my honoured Chief of Division. Am I, Mr. Vaux?"




          "You certainly hustle me around some! This is a crazy thing we're doing."




          "Oh, I'm sorry!"




          "You're an autocrat. You're a lady-Nero! Tell me, Miss Erith, were you ever afraid of anything on earth?"




          "Yes."




          "What?"




          "Lightning and caterpillars."




          "Those are probably the only really dangerous things I never feared," he said. "You seem to be young and human and feminine. Are you?"




          "Oh, very."




          "Then why aren't you afraid of being shot for a burglar, and why do you go so gaily about grand larceny?"




          The girl's light laughter was friendly and fearless.




          "Do you live alone?" he inquired after a moment's silence.




          "Yes. My parents are not living."




          "You are rather an unusual girl, Miss Erith."




          "Why?"




          "Well, girls of your sort are seldom as much in earnest about their war work as you seem to be," he remarked with gentle irony.




          "How about the nurses and drivers in France?"




          "Oh, of course. I mean nice girls, like yourself, who do near-war work here in New York—"




          "You ARE brutal!" she exclaimed. "I am mad to go to France! It is a sacrifice—a renunciation for me to remain in New York. I understand nursing and I know how to drive a car; but I have stayed here because my knowledge of ciphers seemed to fit me for this work."




          "I was teasing you," he said gently.




          "I know it. But there is SO much truth in what you say about near-war work. I hate that sort of woman…. Why do you laugh?"




          "Because you're just a child. But you are full of ability and possibility, Miss Erith."




          "I wish my ability might land me in France!"




          "Surely, surely," he murmured.




          "Do you think it will, Mr. Vaux?"




          "Maybe it will," he said, not believing it. He added: "I think, however, your undoubted ability is going to land us both in jail."




          At which pessimistic prognosis they both began to laugh. She was very lovely when she laughed.




          "I hope they'll give us the same cell," she said. "Don't you?"




          "Surely," he replied gaily.




          Once he remembered the photograph of Arethusa in his desk at headquarters, and thought that perhaps he might need it before the evening was over.




          "Surely, surely," he muttered to himself, "hum—hum!"




          Her coupe stopped in Fifty-sixth Street near Madison Avenue.




          "The car will wait here," remarked the girl, as Vaux helped her to descend. "Lauffer's shop is just around the corner." She took his arm to steady herself on the icy sidewalk. He liked it.




          In the bitter darkness there was not a soul to be seen on the street; no tramcars were approaching on Madison Avenue, although far up on the crest of Lenox Hill the receding lights of one were just vanishing.




          "Do you see any policemen?" she asked in a low voice.




          "Not one. They're all frozen to death, I suppose, as we will be in a few minutes."




          They turned into Madison Avenue past the Hotel Essex. There was not a soul to be seen. Even the silver-laced porter had retired from the freezing vestibule. A few moments later Miss Erith paused before a shop on the ground floor of an old-fashioned brownstone residence which had been altered for business.




          Over the shop-window was a sign: "H. Lauffer, Frames and Gilding." The curtains of the shop-windows were lowered. No light burned inside.




          Over Lauffer's shop was the empty show-window of another shop—on the second floor—the sort of place that milliners and tea-shop keepers delight in—but inside the blank show-window was pasted the sign "To Let."




          Above this shop were three floors, evidently apartments. The windows were not lighted.




          "Lauffer lives on the fourth floor," said Miss Erith. "Will you please give me the jimmy, Vaux?"




          He fished it out of his overcoat pocket and looked uneasily up and down the deserted avenue while the girl stepped calmly into the open entryway. There were two doors, a glass one opening on the stairs leading to the upper floors, and the shop door on the left.




          She stooped over for a rapid survey, then with incredible swiftness jimmied the shop door.




          The noise of the illegal operations awoke the icy and silent avenue with a loud, splitting crash! The door swung gently inward.




          "Quick!" she said. And he followed her guiltily inside.




          The shop was quite warm. A stove in the rear room still emitted heat and a dull red light. On the stove was a pot of glue, or some other substance used by gilders and frame makers. Steam curled languidly from it; also a smell not quite as languid.




          Vaux handed her an electric torch, then flashed his own. The next moment she found a push button and switched on the lights in the shop. Then they extinguished their torches.




          Stacks of frames in raw wood, frames in "compo," samples gilded and in natural finish littered the untidy place. A few process "mezzotints" hung on the walls. There was a counter on which lay twine, shears and wrapping paper, and a copy of the most recent telephone directory. It was the only book in sight, and Miss Erith opened it and spread her copy of the cipher-letter beside it. Then she began to turn the pages according to the numbers written in her copy of the cipher letter.




          Meanwhile, Vaux was prowling. There were no books in the rear room; of this he was presently assured. He came back into the front shop and began to rummage. A few trade catalogues rewarded him and he solemnly laid them on the counter.




          "The telephone directory is NOT the key," said Miss Erith, pushing it aside. A few moments were sufficient to convince them that the key did not lie within any of the trade catalogues either.




          "Have you searched very carefully?" she asked.




          "There's not another book in the bally shop."




          "Well, then, Lauffer must have it in his apartment upstairs."




          "Which apartment is it?"




          "The fourth floor. His name is under a bell on a brass plate in the entry. I noticed it when I came in." She turned off the electric light; they went to the door, reconnoitred cautiously, saw nobody on the avenue. However, a tramcar was passing, and they waited; then Vaux flashed his torch on the bell-plate.




          Under the bell marked "Fourth Floor" was engraved Herman Lauffer's name.




          "You know," remonstrated Vaux, "we have no warrant for this sort of thing, and it means serious trouble if we're caught."




          "I know it. But what other way is there?" she inquired naively. "You allowed me only twenty-four hours, and I WON'T back out!"




          "What procedure do you propose now?" he asked, grimly amused, and beginning to feel rather reckless himself, and enjoying the feeling. "What do you wish to do?" he repeated. "I'm game."




          "I have an automatic pistol," she remarked seriously, tapping her fur-coat pocket, "—and a pair of handcuffs—the sort that open and lock when you strike a man on the wrist with them. You know the kind?"




          "Surely. You mean to commit assault and robbery in the first degree upon the body of the aforesaid Herman?"




          "I-is that it?" she faltered.




          "It is."




          She hesitated:




          "That is rather dreadful, isn't it?"




          "Somewhat. It involves almost anything short of life imprisonment.


          But I don't mind."




          "We couldn't get a search-warrant, could we?"




          "We have found nothing, so far, in that cipher letter to encourage us in applying for any such warrant," he said cruelly.




          "Wouldn't the excuse that Lauffer is an enemy alien and not registered aid us in securing a warrant?" she insisted.




          "He is not an alien. I investigated that after you left this afternoon. His parents were German but he was born in Chicago. However, he is a Hun, all right—I don't doubt that…. What do you propose to do now?"




          She looked at him appealingly:




          "Won't you allow me more than twenty-four hours?"




          "I'm sorry."




          "Why won't you?"




          "Because I can't dawdle over this affair."




          The girl smiled at him in her attractive, resolute way:




          "Unless we find that book we can't decipher this letter. The letter comes from Mexico,—from that German-infested Republic. It is written to a man of German parentage and it is written in cipher. The names of Luxburg, Caillaux, Bolo, Bernstorff are still fresh in our minds. Every day brings us word of some new attempt at sabotage in the United States. Isn't there ANY way, Mr. Vaux, for us to secure the key to this cipher letter?"




          "Not unless we go up and knock this man Lauffer on the head. Do you want to try it?"




          "Couldn't we knock rather gently on his head?"




          Vaux stifled a laugh. The girl was so pretty, the risk so tremendous, the entire proceeding so utterly outrageous that a delightful sense of exhilaration possessed him.




          "Where's that gun?" he said.




          She drew it out and handed it to him.




          "Is it loaded?"




          "Yes."




          "Where are the handcuffs?"




          She fished out the nickel-plated bracelets and he pocketed his torch. A pleasant thrill passed through the rather ethereal anatomy of Mr. Vaux.




          "All right," he said briskly. "Here's hoping for adjoining cells!"




          To jimmy the glass door was the swiftly cautious work of a moment or two. Then the dark stairs rose in front of them and Vaux took the lead. It was as cold as the pole in there, but Vaux's blood was racing now. And alas! the photograph of Arethusa was in his desk at the office!




          On the third floor he flashed his torch through an empty corridor and played it smartly over every closed door. On the fourth floor he took his torch in his left hand, his pistol in his right.




          "The door to the apartment is open!" she whispered.




          It was. A lamp on a table inside was still burning. They had a glimpse of a cheap carpet on the floor, cheap and gaudy furniture. Vaux extinguished and pocketed his torch, then, pistol lifted, he stepped noiselessly into the front room.




          It seemed to be a sort of sitting-room, and was in disorder; cushions from a lounge lay about the floor; several books were scattered near them; an upholstered chair had been ripped open and disembowelled, and its excelsior stuffing strewn broadcast.




          "This place looks as though it had been robbed!" whispered Vaux.


          "What the deuce do you suppose has happened?"




          They moved cautiously to the connecting-door of the room in the rear. The lamplight partly illuminated it, revealing it as a bedroom.




          Bedclothes trailed to the floor, which also was littered with dingy masculine apparel flung about at random. Pockets of trousers and of coats had been turned inside out, in what apparently had been a hasty and frantic search.




          The remainder of the room was in disorder, too; underwear had been pulled from dresser and bureau; the built-in wardrobe doors swung ajar and the clothing lay scattered about, every pocket turned inside out.




          "For heaven's sake," muttered Vaux, "what do you suppose this means?"




          "Look!" she whispered, clutching his arm and pointing to the fireplace at their feet.




          On the white-tiled hearth in front of the unlighted gas-logs lay the stump of a cigar.




          From it curled a thin thread of smoke.




          They stared at the smoking stub on the hearth, gazed fearfully around the dimly lighted bedroom, and peered into the dark dining-room beyond.




          Suddenly Miss Erith's hand tightened on his sleeve.




          "Hark!" she motioned.




          He heard it, too—a scuffling noise of heavy feet behind a closed door somewhere beyond the darkened dining-room.




          "There's somebody in the kitchenette!" she whispered.




          Vaux produced his pistol; they stole forward into the dining-room; halted by the table.




          "Flash that door," he said in a low voice.




          Her electric torch played over the closed kitchen door for an instant, then, at a whispered word from him, she shut it off and the dining-room was plunged again into darkness.




          And then, before Vaux or Miss Erith had concluded what next was to be done, the kitchen door opened; and, against the dangling lighted bulb within, loomed a burly figure wearing hat and overcoat and a big bass voice rumbled through the apartment:




          "All right, all right, keep your shirt on and I'll get your coat and vest for you—"




          Then Miss Erith flashed her torch full in the man's face, blinding him. And Vaux covered him with levelled pistol.




          Even then the man made a swift motion toward his pocket, but at Vaux's briskly cheerful warning he checked himself and sullenly and very slowly raised both empty hands.




          "All right, all right," he grumbled. "It's on me this time. Go on; what's the idea?"




          "W-well, upon my word!" stammered Vaux, "it's Cassidy!"




          "F'r the love o' God," growled Cassidy, "is that YOU, Mr. Vaux!" He lowered his arms sheepishly, reached out and switched on the ceiling light over the dining-room table. "Well, f'r—" he began; and, seeing Miss Erith, subsided.




          "What are you doing here?" demanded Vaux, disgusted with this glaring example of interference from another service.




          "What am I doing?" repeated Cassidy with a sarcastic glance at Miss Erith. "Faith, I'm pinching a German gentleman we've been watching these three months and more. Is that what you're up to, too?"




          "Herman Lauffer?"




          "That's the lad, sir. He's in the kitchen yonder, dressing f'r to take a little walk. I gotta get his coat and vest. And what are you doing here, sir?"




          "How did YOU get in?" asked Miss Erith, flushed with chagrin and disappointment.




          "With keys, ma'am."




          "Oh, Lord!" said Vaux, "we jimmied the door. What do you think of that, Cassidy?"




          "Did you so?" grinned Cassidy, now secure in his triumphant priority and inclined to become friendly.




          "I never dreamed that your division was watching Lauffer," continued Vaux, still red with vexation. "It's a wonder we didn't spoil the whole affair between us."




          "It is that!" agreed Cassidy with a wider grin. "And you can take it from me, Mr. Vaux, we never knew that the Postal Inspection was on to this fellow at all at all until you called me to stop outgoing letters."




          "What have you on him?" inquired Vaux.




          Cassidy laughed:




          "Oh, listen then! Would you believe this fellow was tryin' the old diagonal trick? Sure it was easy; I saw him mail a letter this afternoon and I got it. I'd been waiting three months for him to do something like that. But he's a fox—he is that, Mr. Vaux! Do you want to see the letter? I have it on me—"




          He fished it out of his inside pocket and spread it on the dining table under the light.




          "You know the game," he remarked, laying a thick forefinger on the diagonal line bisecting the page. "All I had to do was to test the letter by drawing that line across it from corner to corner. Read the words that the line cuts through. Can you beat it?"




          Vaux and Miss Erith bent over the letter, read the apparently innocent message it contained, then read the words through which the diagonal line had been drawn.




          Then Cassidy triumphantly read aloud the secret and treacherous information which the letter contained:


        


      




      

        

          "SEVEN UNITED STATES TRANSPORTS TO-DAY NEW YORK (BY THE) NORTHERN ROUTE. INFORM OUR U-BOATS. URGENCY REQUIRES INSTANT MEASURES. TEN MORE ARE TO SAIL FROM HERE NEXT WEEK."


        




        

          "The dirty Boche!" added Cassidy. "Dugan has left for Mexico to look up this brother of his and I'm lookin' up this snake, so I guess there's no harm done so far."




          "New York.




          "January 3rd. 1916.




          "My dear Brother:




          "For seven long weeks I have awaited a letter from you. The United-States mails from Mexico seem to be interrupted. Imagine my transports of joy when at last I hear from you today. You and I, dear brother, are the only ones left of our family—you in Vera Cruz. I in New-York—you in a hot Southern climate, I in a Northern, amid snow and ice, where the tardy sun does not route me from my bed till late in the morning.




          "However, I inform you with pleasure that I am well. I rejoice that our good health is mutual. After all, the dear old U. S. suits me. Of course railroads or boats could carry me to a warm climate, in case urgency required it. But I am quite well now, and my health requires merely prudence. However, if I am again ill at any instant, I shall leave for Florida, where all tho proper measures can be taken to combat my rheumatism,




          "Ten days ago I was in bed, and unable to do more than move my left arm. But the doctors are confident that my malady is not going to return. If it does threaten to return I shall sail for Jacksonville at once, and from there go to Miami, and not return here until the warm and balmy weather of next spring has lasted at least a week. Affectionataly your brother.




          "Herman."




          He pocketed the letter and went into the bedroom to get a coat and vest for the prisoner. Miss Erith looked at Vaux.




          "Cassidy seems to know nothing about the code-cipher," she whispered. "I think he rummaged on general principles, not in search of any code-book."




          She looked around the dining-room. The doors of the yellow oak sideboard were open, but no book was there among the plated knives and forks and the cheap dishes.




          Cassidy came back with the garments he had been looking for—an overcoat, coat and vest—and he carried them into the kitchenette, whither presently Vaux followed him.




          Cassidy had just unlocked the handcuffs from the powerful wrists of a dark, stocky, sullen man who stood in his shirt-sleeves near a small deal table.




          "Lauffer?" inquired Vaux, dryly.




          "It sure is, ain't it, Herman?" replied Cassidy facetiously. "Now, then, me Dutch bucko, climb into your jeans, if YOU please—there's a good little Boche!"




          Vaux gazed curiously at the spy, who returned his inspection coolly enough while he wrinkled his nose at him, and his beady eyes roamed over him.




          When the prisoner had buttoned his vest and coat, Cassidy snapped on the bracelets again, whistling cheerily under his breath.




          As they started to leave the kitchenette, Vaux, who brought up the rear, caught sight of a large, thick book lying on the pantry shelf. It was labelled "Perfect Cook-Book," but he picked it up, shoved it into his overcoat pocket en passant, and followed Cassidy and his prisoner into the dining-room.




          Here Cassidy turned humorously to him and to Miss Erith.




          "I've cleaned up the place," he remarked, "but you're welcome to stay here and rummage if you want to. I'm sending one of our men back to take possession as soon as I lock up this bird."




          "All right. Good luck," nodded Vaux.




          Cassidy tipped his derby to Miss Erith, bestowed a friendly grin on


          Vaux.




          "Come along, old sport!" he said genially to Lauffer; and he walked away with his handcuffed prisoner, whistling "Garryowen."




          "Wait!" motioned Vaux to Miss Erith. He went to the stairs, listened to the progress of agent and prey, heard the street-door clash, then hastened back to the lighted dining-room, pulling the "Perfect Cook-Book" from his pocket.




          "I found that in the kitchenette," he remarked, laying it before her on the table. "Maybe that's the key?"




          "A cook-book!" She smiled, opened it. "Why—why, it's a


          DICTIONARY!" she exclaimed excitedly.




          "A dictionary!"




          "Yes! Look! Stormonth's English Dictionary!"




          "By ginger!" he said. "I believe it's the code-book! Where is your cipher letter, Miss Erith!"




          The girl produced it with hands that trembled a trifle, spread it out under the light. Then she drew from her pocket a little pad and a pencil.




          "Quick," she said, "look for page 17!"




          "Yes, I have it!"




          "First column!"




          "Yes."




          "Now try the twentieth word from the top!"




          He counted downward very carefully.




          "It is the word 'anagraph,'" he said; and she wrote it down.




          "Also, we had better try the twentieth word counting from the bottom of the page up," she said. "It might possibly be that."




          "The twentieth word, counting from the bottom of the column upward, is the word 'an,'" he said. She wrote it.




          "Now," she continued, "try page 15, second column, third word from


          TOP!"




          "'Ambrosia' is the word."




          "Try the third word from the BOTTOM."




          "'American.'"




          She pointed to the four words which she had written. Counting from the TOP of the page downward the first two words were "Anagraph ambrosia." But counting from the BOTTOM upward the two words formed the phrase: "AN AMERICAN."




          "Try page 730, first column, seventh word from the bottom," she said, controlling her excitement with an effort.




          "The word is 'who.'"




          "Page 212, second column, first word!"




          "'For.'"




          "Page 507, first column, seventh word!"




          "'Reasons.'"




          "We have the key!" she exclaimed. "Look at what I've written!—'An American who for reasons!' And here, in the cipher letter, it goes on—'of the most'—Do you see?"




          "It certainly looks like the key," he said. "But we'd better try another word or two."




          "Try page 717, first column, ninth word."




          "The word is 'vital.'"




          "Page 274, second column, second word."




          "'Importance!'"




          "It is the key! Here is what I have written: 'An American who for reasons, of the most vital importance!' Quick. We don't want a Secret Service man to find us here, Mr. Vaux! He'd object to our removing this book from Lauffer's apartment. Put it into your pocket and run!" And the pretty Miss Erith turned and took to her heels with Vaux after her.




          Through the disordered apartment and down the stairs they sped, out into the icy darkness and around the corner, where her car stood, engine running, and a blanket over the hood.




          As soon as the chauffeur espied them he whisked off the blanket;


          Miss Erith said: "Home!" and jumped in, and Vaux followed.




          Deep under the fur robe they burrowed, shivering more from sheer excitement than from cold, and the car flew across to Fifth Avenue and then northward along deserted sidewalks and a wintry park, where naked trees and shrubs stood stark as iron in the lustre of the white electric lamps.




          "That time the Secret Service made a mess of it," he said with a nervous laugh. "Did you notice Cassidy's grin of triumph?"




          "Poor Cassidy," she said.




          "I don't know. He butted in."




          "All the services are working at cross-purposes. It's a pity."




          "Well, Cassidy got his man. That's practically all he came for. Evidently he never heard of a code-book in connection with Lauffer's activities. That diagonal cipher caught him."




          "What luck," she murmured, "that you noticed that cook-book in the pantry! And what common sense you displayed in smuggling it!"




          "I didn't suppose it was THE book; I just took a chance."




          "To take a chance is the best way to make good, isn't it?" she said, laughing. "Oh, I am so thrilled, Mr. Vaux! I shall sit up all night over my darling cipher and my fascinating code-book-dictionary."




          "Will you be down in the morning?" he inquired.




          "Of course. Then to-morrow evening, if you will come to my house, I shall expect to show you the entire letter neatly deciphered."




          "Fine!" he exclaimed as the car stopped before her door.




          She insisted on sending him home in her car, and he was very grateful; so when he had seen her safely inside her house with the cook-book-dictionary clasped in her arms and a most enchanting smile on her pretty face, he made his adieux, descended the steps, and her car whirled him swiftly homeward through the arctic night.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER II


      




      

        

          THE SLIP


        




        

          When Clifford Vaux arrived at a certain huge building now mostly devoted to Government work connected with the war, he found upon his desk a dictionary camouflaged to represent a cook-book; and also Miss Erith's complete report. And he lost no time in opening and reading the latter document:


        


      




      

        

          "CLIFFORD VAUX, ESQ.,


        




        

          "D. C. of the E. C. D.,




          "P. I. Service. (Confidential)




          "Sir:




          "I home the honour to report that the matter with which you have entrusted me is now entirely cleared up.




          "This short preliminary memorandum is merely to refresh your memory concerning the particular case herewith submitted in detail.




          "In re Herman Laufer:




          "The code-book, as you recollect, is Stormonth's English Dictionary,


          XIII Edition, published by Wm. Blackwood & Sons, Edinburgh and


          London, MDCCCXCVI. This book I herewith return to you.




          "The entire cipher is, as we guessed, arbitrary and stupidly capricious. Phonetic spelling is indulged in occasionally—I should almost say humorously—were it not a Teuton mind which evolved the phonetic combinations which represent proper names not found in that dictionary—names like Holzminden and New York, for example.




          "As for the symbols and numbers, they are not at all obscure.


          Reference to the dictionary makes the cipher perfectly clear.




          "In Stormonth's Dictionary you will notice that each page has two columns; each column a varying number of paragraphs; some of the paragraphs contain more than one word to be defined.




          "In the cipher letter the first number of any of the groups of figures which are connected by dashes (—) and separated by vertical (|) represents the page in Stormonth's Dictionary on which the word is to be found.




          "The second number represents the column (1 or 2) in which the word is to be found.




          "The third number indicates the position of the word, counting from the bottom of the page upward, in the proper column.




          "Roman numerals which sometimes follow, enclosed in a circle, give the position of the word in the paragraph, if it does not, as usual, begin the paragraph.




          "The phonetic spelling of Holzminden is marked by an asterisk when first employed. Afterward only the asterisk (*) is used, instead of the cumbersome phonetic symbol.




          "Minus and plus signs are namely used to subtract or to add letters or to connect syllables. Reference to the code-book makes all this clear enough.




          "In the description of the escaped prisoner, Roman numerals give his age; Roman and Arabic his height in feet and inches.




          "Arabic numerals enclosed in circles represent capital letters as they occur in the middle of a page in the dictionary—as S, for example, is printed in the middle of the page; and all words beginning with S follow in proper sequence.




          "With the code-book at your elbow the cipher will prove to be perfectly simple. Without the code it is impossible for any human being to solve such a cipher, as you very well know.




          "I herewith append the cipher letter, the method of translation, and the complete message.




          "Respectfully,


        


      




      

        

          "EVELYN ERITH: E. C. D."


        




        

          Complete Translation of Cipher Letter with Parenthetical Suggestions by Miss Erith.




          To


        


      




      

        

          B 60-02,


        




        

          An American, who for reasons of the most vital importance has been held as an English (civilian?) civic prisoner in the mixed civilian (concentration) camp at Holzminden, has escaped. It is now feared that he has made his way safely to New York. (Memo: Please note the very ingenious use of phonetics to spell out New York. E. E.)




          (His) name (is) Kay McKay and he has been known as Kay McKay of Isla—a Scotch title—he having inherited from his grandfather (a) property in Scotland called Isla, which is but a poor domain (consisting of the river) Isla and the adjoining moors and a large white-washed manor (house) in very poor repair.




          After his escape from Holzminden it was at first believed that McKay had been drowned in (the River) Weser. Later it was ascertained that he sailed for an American port via a Scandinavian liner sometime (in) October.




          (This is his) description: Age 32; height 5 feet 8 1/2 inches; eyes brown; hair brown; nose straight; mouth regular; face oval; teeth white and even—no dental work; small light-brown moustache; no superficial identification marks.




          The bones in his left foot were broken many years ago, but have been properly set. Except for an hour or so every two or three months, he suffers no lameness.




          He speaks German without accent; French with an English accent.




          Until incarcerated (in Holzminden camp) he had never been intemperate. There, however, through orders from Berlin, he was tempted and encouraged in the use of intoxicants—other drink, indeed, being excluded from his allowance—so that after the second year he had become more or less addicted (to the use of alcohol).




          Unhappily, however, this policy, which had been so diligently and so thoroughly pursued in order to make him talkative and to surprise secrets from him when intoxicated (failed to produce the so properly expected results and) only succeeded in making of the young man a hopeless drunkard.




          Sterner measures had been decided on, and, in fact, had already been applied, when the prisoner escaped by tunnelling.




          Now, it is most necessary to discover this McKay (man's whereabouts and to have him destroyed by our agents in New York). Only his death can restore to the (Imperial German) Government its perfect sense of security and its certainty of (ultimate) victory.




          The necessity (for his destruction) lies in the unfortunate and terrifying fact that he is cognisant of the Great Secret! He should have been executed at Holzminden within an hour (of his incarceration).




          This was the urgent advice of Von Tirpitz. But unfortunately High Command intervened with the expectation (of securing from the prisoner) further information (concerning others who, like himself, might possibly have become possessed in some measure of a clue to the Great Secret)? E. E.




          The result is bad. (That the prisoner has escaped without betraying a single word of information useful to us.) E. E.




          Therefore, find him and have him silenced without delay. The security of the Fatherland depends on this (man's immediate death).




          M 17. (Evidently the writer of the letter) E. E.




          For a long time Vaux sat studying cipher and translation. And at last he murmured:




          "Surely, surely. Fine—very fine…. Excellent work. But—WHAT is the Great Secret?"




          There was only one man in America who knew.




          And he had landed that morning from the Scandinavian steamer, Peer Gynt, and, at that very moment, was standing by the bar of the Hotel Astor, just sober enough to keep from telling everything he knew to the bartenders, and just drunk enough to talk too much in a place where the enemy always listens.




          He said to the indifferent bartender who had just served him:




          "'F you knew what I know 'bout Germany, you'd be won'ful man! I'M won'ful man. I know something! Going tell, too. Going see 'thorities this afternoon. Going tell 'em great secret!… Grea' milt'ry secret! Tell 'em all 'bout it! Grea' secresh! Nobody knows grea'-sekresh 'cep m'self! Whaddya thinka that? Gimme l'il Hollanschnapps n'water onna side!"




          Hours later he was, apparently, no drunker—as though he could not manage to get beyond a certain stage of intoxication, no matter how recklessly he drank.




          "'Nother Hollenschnapps," he said hazily. "Goin' see 'thorities 'bout grea' sekresh! Tell 'em all 'bout it. Anybody try stop me, knockem down. Thassa way…. N-n-nockem out!—stan' no nonsense! Ge' me?"




          Later he sauntered off on slightly unsteady legs to promenade himself in the lobby and Peacock Alley.




          Three men left the barroom when he left. They continued to keep him in view.




          Although he became no drunker, he grew politer after every drink—also whiter in the face—and the bluish, bruised look deepened under his eyes.




          But he was a Chesterfield in manners; he did not stare at any of the lively young persons in Peacock Alley, who seemed inclined to look pleasantly at him; he made room for them to pass, hat in hand.




          Several times he went to the telephone desk and courteously requested various numbers; and always one of the three men who had been keeping him in view stepped into the adjoining booth, but did not use the instrument.




          Several times he strolled through the crowded lobby to the desk and inquired whether there were any messages or visitors for Mr. Kay McKay; and the quiet, penetrating glances of the clerks on duty immediately discovered his state of intoxication but nothing else, except his extreme politeness and the tense whiteness of his face.




          Two of the three men who were keeping him in view tried, at various moments, to scrape acquaintance with him in the lobby, and at the bar; and without any success.




          The last man, who had again stepped into an adjoining booth while McKay was telephoning, succeeded, by inquiring for McKay at the desk and waiting there while he was being paged.




          The card on which this third man of the trio had written bore the name Stanley Brown; and when McKay hailed the page and perused the written name of his visitor he walked carefully back to the lobby—not too fast, because he seemed to realise that his legs, at that time, would not take kindly to speed.




          In the lobby the third man approached him:




          "Mr. McKay?"




          "Mr. Brown?"




          "A. I. O. agent," said Brown in a low voice. "You telephoned to


          Major Biddle, I believe."




          McKay inspected him with profound gravity:




          "How do," he said. "Ve' gla', m'sure. Ve' kind 'f'you come way up here see me. But I gotta see Major Biddle."




          "I understand. Major Biddle has asked me to meet you and bring you to him."




          "Oh. Ve' kind, 'm'sure. Gotta see Major. Confidential. Can' tell anybody 'cep Major."




          "The Major will meet us at the Pizza, this evening," explained Brown. "Meanwhile, if you will do me the honour of dining with me—"




          "Ve' kind. Pleasure, 'm'sure. Have li'l drink, Mr. Brown?"




          "Not here," murmured Brown. "I'm not in uniform, but I'm known."




          "Quite so. Unnerstan' perfec'ly. Won'do. No."




          "Had you thought of dressing for dinner?" inquired Mr. Brown carelessly.




          McKay nodded, went over to the desk and got his key. But when he returned to Brown he only laughed and shoved the key into his pocket.




          "Forgot," he explained. "Just came over. Haven't any clothes. Got these in Christiania. Ellis Island style. 'S'all I've got. Good overcoat though." He fumbled at his fur coat as he stood there, slightly swaying.




          "We'll get a drink where I'm not known," said Brown. "I'll find a taxi."




          "Ve' kind," murmured McKay, following him unsteadily to the swinging doors that opened on Long Acre, now so dimly lighted that it was scarcely recognisable.




          An icy blast greeted them from the darkness, refreshing McKay for a moment; but in the freezing taxi he sank back as though weary, pulling his beaver coat around him and closing his battered eyes.




          "Had a hard time," he muttered. "Feel done in. … Prisoner. .. .


          Gottaway. . . . Three months making Dutch border…. Hell. Tell


          Major all 'bout it. Great secret."




          "What secret is that?" asked Brown, peering at him intently through the dim light, where he swayed in the corner with every jolt of the taxi.




          "Sorry, m'dear fellow. Mussn' ask me that. Gotta tell Major n'no one else."




          "But I am the Major's confidential—"




          "Sorry. You'll 'scuse me, 'm'sure. Can't talk Misser Brow!—'gret 'ceedingly 'cessity reticence. Unnerstan'?"




          The taxi stopped before a vaguely lighted saloon on Fifty-ninth Street east of Fifth Avenue. McKay opened his eyes, looked around him in the bitter darkness, stumbled out into the snow on Brown's arm.




          "A quiet, cosy little cafe," said Brown, "where I don't mind joining you in something hot before dinner."




          "Thasso? Fine! Hot Scotch we' good 'n'cold day. We'll havva l'il drink keep us warm 'n'snug."




          A few respectable-looking men were drinking beer in the cafe as they entered a little room beyond, where a waiter came to them and took Brown's orders.




          Hours later McKay seemed to be no more intoxicated than he had been; no more loquacious or indiscreet. He had added nothing to what he had already disclosed, boasted no more volubly about the "great secret," as he called it.




          Now and then he recollected himself and inquired for the "Major," but a drink always sidetracked him.




          It was evident, too, that Brown was becoming uneasy and impatient to the verge of exasperation, and that he was finally coming to the conclusion that he could do nothing with the man McKay as far as pumping was concerned.




          Twice, on pretexts, he left McKay alone in the small room and went into the cafe, where his two companions of the Hotel Astor were seated at a table, discussing sardine sandwiches and dark brew.




          "I can't get a damned thing out of him," he said in a low voice. "Who the hell he is and where he comes from is past me. Had I better fix him and take his key?"




          "Yess," nodded one of the other men, "it iss perhaps better that we search now his luggage in his room."




          "I guess that's all we can hope for from this guy. Say! He's a clam.


          And he may be only a jazzer at that."




          "He comes on the Peer Gynt this morning. We shall not forget that alretty, nor how he iss calling at those telephones all afternoon."




          "He may be a nosey newspaper man—just a fresh souse," said Brown. "All the same I think I'll fix him and we'll go see what he's got in his room."




          The two men rose, paid their reckoning, and went out; Brown returned to the small room, where McKay sat at the table with his curly brown head buried in his arms.




          He did not look up immediately when Brown returned—time for the latter to dose the steaming tumbler at the man's elbow, and slip the little bottle back into his pocket.




          Then, thinking McKay might be asleep, he nudged him, and the young man lifted his marred and dissipated visage and extended one hand for his glass.




          They both drank.




          "Wheresa Major?" inquired McKay. "Gotta see him rightaway. Great secreksh—"




          "Take a nap. You're tired."




          "Yess'm all in," muttered the other. "Had a hard time—prisoner—three—three months hiding—" His head fell on his arms again.




          Brown rose from his chair, bent over him, remained poised above his shoulder for a few moments. Then he coolly took the key from McKay's overcoat pocket and very deftly continued the search, in spite of the drowsy restlessness of the other.




          But there were no papers, no keys, only a cheque-book and a wallet packed with new banknotes and some foreign gold and silver. Brown merely read the name written in the new cheque-book but did not take it or the money.




          Then, his business with McKay being finished, he went out, paid the reckoning, tipped the waiter generously, and said:




          "My friend wants to sleep for half an hour. Let him alone until I come back for him."




          Brown had been gone only a few moments when McKay lifted his head from his arms with a jerk, looked around him blindly, got to his feet and appeared in the cafe doorway, swaying on unsteady legs.




          "Gotta see the Major!" he said thickly. "'M'not qui' well. Gotta—"




          The waiter attempted to quiet him, but McKay continued on toward the door, muttering that he had to find the Major and that he was not feeling well.




          They let him go out into the freezing darkness. Between the saloon and the Plaza Circle he fell twice on the ice, but contrived to find his feet again and lurch on through the deserted street and square.




          The black cold that held the city in its iron grip had driven men and vehicles from the streets. On Fifth Avenue scarcely a moving light was to be seen; under the fuel-conservation order, club, hotel and private mansion were unlighted at that hour. The vast marble mass of the Plaza Hotel loomed enormous against the sky; the New Netherlands, the Savoy, the Metropolitan Club, the great Vanderbilt mansion, were darkened. Only a few ice-dimmed lamps clustered around the Plaza fountain, where the bronze goddess, with her basket of ice, made a graceful and shadowy figure under the stars.




          The young man was feeling very ill now. His fur overcoat had become unbuttoned and the bitter wind that blew across the Park seemed to benumb his body and fetter his limbs so that he could barely keep his feet.




          He had managed to cross Fifth Avenue, somehow; but now he stumbled against the stone balustrade which surrounds the fountain, and he rested there, striving to keep his feet.




          Blindness, then deafness possessed him. Stupefied, instinct still aided him automatically in his customary habit of fighting; he strove to beat back the mounting waves of lethargy; half-conscious, he still fought for consciousness.




          After a while his hat fell off. He was on his knees now, huddled under his overcoat, his left shoulder resting against the balustrade. Twice one arm moved as though seeking something. It was the mind's last protest against the betrayal of the body. Then the body became still, although the soul still lingered within it.




          But now it had become a question of minutes—not many minutes. Fate had knocked him out; Destiny was counting him out—had nearly finished counting. Then Chance stepped into the squared circle of Life. And Kay McKay was in a very bad way indeed when a coupe, speeding northward through the bitter night, suddenly veered westward, ran in to the curb, and stopped; and Miss Erith's chauffeur turned in his seat at the wheel to peer back through the glass at his mistress, whose signal he had just obeyed.




          Then he scrambled out of his seat and came around to the door, just as Miss Erith opened it and hurriedly descended.




          "Wayland," she said, "there's somebody over there on the sidewalk.


          Can't you see?—there by the marble railing?—by the fountain!


          Whoever it is will freeze to death. Please go over and see what is


          the matter."




          The heavily-furred chauffeur ran across the snowy oval. Miss Erith saw him lean over the shadowy, prostrate figure, shake it; then she hurried over too, and saw a man, crouching, fallen forward on his face beside the snowy balustrade.




          Down on her knees in the snow beside him dropped Miss Erith, calling on Wayland to light a match.




          "Is he dead, Miss?"




          "No. Listen to him breathe! He's ill. Can't you hear the dreadful sounds he makes? Try to lift him, if you can. He's freezing here!"




          "I'm thinkin' he's just drunk an' snorin,' Miss."




          "What of it? He's freezing, too. Carry him to the carl"




          Wayland leaned down, put both big arms under the shoulders of the unconscious man, and dragged him, upright, holding him by main strength.




          "He's drunk, all right, Miss," the chauffeur remarked with a sniff of disgust.




          That he had been drinking was evident enough to Miss Erith now. She picked up his hat; a straggling yellow light from the ice-bound lamps fell on McKay's battered features.




          "Get him into the car," she said, "he'll die out here in this cold."




          The big chauffeur half-carried, half-dragged the inanimate man to the car and lifted him in. Miss Erith followed.




          "The Samaritan Hospital—that's the nearest," she said hastily.


          "Drive as fast as you can, Wayland."




          McKay had slid to the floor of the coupe; Miss Erith turned on the ceiling light, drew the fur robe around him, and lifted his head to her knees, holding it there supported between her gloved hands.




          The light fell full on his bruised visage, on the crisp brown hair dusted with snow, which lay so lightly on his temples, making him seem very frail and boyish in his deathly pallor.




          His breathing grew heavier, more laboured; the coupe reeked with the stench of alcohol; and Miss Erith, feeling almost faint, opened the window a little way, then wrapped the young man's head in the skirt of her fur coat and covered his icy hands with her own.




          The ambulance entrance to the Samaritan Hospital was dimly illuminated. Wayland, turning in from Park Avenue, sounded his horn, then scrambled down from the box as an orderly and a watchman appeared under the vaulted doorway. And in a few moments the emergency case had passed out of Miss Erith's jurisdiction.




          But as her car turned homeward, upon her youthful mind was stamped the image of a pale, bruised face—of a boyish head reversed upon her knees—of crisp, light-brown hair dusted with particles of snow.




          Within the girl's breast something deep was stirring—something unfamiliar—not pain—not pity—yet resembling both, perhaps. She had no other standard of comparison.




          After she reached home she called up the Samaritan Hospital for information, and learned that the man was suffering from the effects of alcohol and chloral—the latter probably an overdose self-administered—because he had not been robbed. Miss Erith also learned that there were five hundred dollars in new United States banknotes in his pockets, some English sovereigns, a number of Dutch and Danish silver pieces, and a new cheque-book on the Schuyler National Bank, in which was written what might be his name.




          "Will he live?" inquired Miss Erith, solicitous, as are people concerning the fate of anything they have helped to rescue.




          "He seems to be in no danger," came the answer. "Are you interested in the patient, Miss Erith?"




          "No—that is—yes. Yes, I am interested."




          "Shall we communicate with you in case any unfavourable symptoms appear?"




          "Please do!"




          "Are you a relative or friend?"




          "N-no. I am very slightly interested—in his recovery. Nothing more."




          "Very well. But we do not find his name in any directory. We have attempted to communicate with his family, but nobody of that name claims him. You say you are personally interested in the young man?"




          "Oh, no," said Miss Erith, "except that I hope he is not going to die…. He seems so—young—f-friendless—"




          "Then you have no personal knowledge of the patient?"




          "None whatever…. What did you say his name is?"




          "McKay."




          For a moment the name sounded oddly familiar but meaningless in her ears. Then, with a thrill of sudden recollection, she asked again for the man's name.




          "The name written in his cheque-book is McKay."




          "McKay!" she repeated incredulously. "What else?"




          "Kay."


        


      




      

        

          "WHAT!!"


        




        

          "That is the name in the cheque-book—Kay McKay."




          Dumb, astounded, she could not utter a word.




          "Do you know anything about him, Miss Erith?" inquired the distant voice.




          "Yes—yes!… I don't know whether I do…. I have heard the—that name—a similar name—" Her mind was in a tumult now. Could such a thing happen? It was utterly impossible!




          The voice on the wire continued:




          "The police have been here but they are not interested in the case, as no robbery occurred. The young man is still unconscious, suffering from the chloral. If you are interested, Miss Erith, would you kindly call at the hospital to-morrow?"




          "Yes…. Did you say that there was FOREIGN money in his pockets?"




          "Dutch and Danish silver and English gold."




          "Thank you…. I shall call to-morrow. Don't let him leave before I arrive."




          "What?"




          "I wish to see him. Please do not permit him to leave before I get there. It—it is very important—vital—in case he is the man—the Kay McKay in question."




          "Very well. Good-night."




          Miss Erith sank back in her armchair, shivering even in the warm glow from the hearth.




          "Such things can NOT happen!" she said aloud. "Such things do not happen in life!"




          And she told herself that even in stories no author would dare—not even the veriest amateur scribbler—would presume to affront intelligent readers by introducing such a coincidence as this appeared to be.




          "Such things do NOT happen!" repeated Miss Erith firmly.




          Such things, however, DO occur.




          Was it possible that the Great Secret, of which the Lauffer cipher letter spoke, was locked within the breast of this young fellow who now lay unconscious in the Samaritan Hospital?




          Was this actually the escaped prisoner? Was this the man who, according to instructions in the cipher, was to be marked for death at the hands of the German Government's secret agents in America?




          And, if this truly were the same man, was he safe, at least for the present, now that the cipher letter had been intercepted before it had reached Herman Lauffer?




          Hour after hour, lying deep in her armchair before the fire, Miss Erith crouched a prey to excited conjectures, not one of which could be answered until the man in the Samaritan Hospital had recovered consciousness.




          Suppose he never recovered consciousness. Suppose he should die—




          At the thought Miss Erith sprang from her chair and picked up the telephone.




          With fast-beating heart she waited for the connection. Finally she got it and asked the question.




          "The man is dying," came the calm answer. A pause, then: "I understand the patient has just died."




          Miss Erith strove to speak but her voice died in her throat. Trembling from head to foot, she placed the telephone on the table, turned uncertainly, fell into the armchair, huddled there, and covered her face with both hands.




          For it was proving worse—a little worse than the loss of the Great Secret—worse than the mere disappointment in losing it—worse even than a natural sorrow in the defeat of an effort to save life.




          For in all her own life Miss Erith had never until that evening experienced the slightest emotion when looking into the face of any man.




          But from the moment when her brown eyes fell upon the pallid, dissipated, marred young face turned upward on her knees in the car—in that instant she had known for the first time a new and indefinable emotion—vague in her mind, vaguer in her heart—yet delicately apparent.




          But what this unfamiliar emotion might be, so faint, so vague, she had made no effort to analyse…. It had been there; she had experienced it; that was all she knew.




          It was almost morning before she rose, stiff with cold, and moved slowly toward her bedroom.




          Among the whitening ashes on her hearth only a single coal remained alive.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER III


      




      

        

          TO A FINISH


        




        

          The hospital called her on the telephone about eight o'clock in the morning:


        




        

          "Miss Evelyn Erith, please?"




          "Yes," she said in a tired voice, "who is it?"




          "Is this Miss Erith?"




          "Yes."




          "This is the Superintendent's office, Samaritan, Hospital, Miss


          Dalton speaking."




          The girl's heart contracted with a pang of sheer pain. She closed her eyes and waited. The voice came over the wire again:




          "A wreath of Easter lilies with your card came early—this morning.


          I'm very sure there is a mistake—"




          "No," she whispered, "the flowers are for a patient who died in the hospital last night—a young man whom I brought there in my car—Kay McKay."




          "I was afraid so—"




          "What!"




          "McKay isn't dead! It's another patient. I was sure somebody here had made a mistake."




          Miss Erith swayed slightly, steadied herself with a desperate effort to comprehend what the voice was telling her.




          "There was a mistake made last night," continued Miss Dalton. "Another patient died—a similar case. When I came on duty a few moments ago I learned what had occurred. The young man in whom you are interested is conscious this morning. Would you care to see him before he is discharged?"




          Miss Erith said, unsteadily, that she would.




          She had recovered her self-command but her knees remained weak and her lips tremulous, and she rested her forehead on both hands which had fallen, tightly clasped, on the table in front of her. After a few moments she felt better and she rang up her D. C., Mr. Vaux, and explained that she expected to be late at the office. After that she got the garage on the wire, ordered her car, and stood by the window watching the heavily falling snow until her butler announced the car's arrival.




          The shock of the message informing her that this man was still alive now rapidly absorbed itself in her reviving excitement at the prospect of an approaching interview with him. Her car ran cautiously along Park Avenue through the driving snow, but the distance was not far and in a few minutes the great red quadrangle of the Samaritan Hospital loomed up on her right. And even before she was ready, before she quite had time to compose her mind in preparation for the questions she had begun to formulate, she was ushered into a private room by a nurse on duty who detained her a moment at the door:




          "The patient is ready to be discharged," she whispered, "but we have detained him at your request. We are so sorry about the mistake."




          "Is he quite conscious?"




          "Entirely. He's somewhat shaken, that is all. Otherwise he shows no ill effects."




          "Does he know how he came here?"




          "Oh, yes. He questioned us this morning and we told him the circumstances."




          "Does he know I have arrived?"




          "Yes, I told him."




          "He did not object to seeing me?" inquired Miss Erith. A slight colour dyed her face.




          "No, he made no objection. In fact, he seemed interested. He expects you. You may go in."




          Miss Erith stepped into the room. Perhaps the patient had heard the low murmur of voices in the corridor, for he lay on his side in bed gazing attentively toward the door. Miss Erith walked straight to the bedside; he looked up at her in silence.




          "I am so glad that you are better," she said with an effort made doubly difficult in the consciousness of the bright blush on her cheeks. Without moving he replied in what must have once been an agreeable voice: "Thank you. I suppose you are Miss Erith."




          "Yes."




          "Then—I am very grateful for what you have done."




          "It was so fortunate—"




          "Would you be seated if you please?"




          She took the chair beside his bed.




          "It was nice of you," he said, almost sullenly. "Few women of your sort would bother with a drunken man."




          They both flushed. She said calmly: "It is women of my sort who DO exactly that kind of thing."




          He gave her a dark and sulky look: "Not often," he retorted: "there are few of your sort from Samaria."




          There was a silence, then he went on in a hard voice:




          "I'd been drinking a lot… as usual…. But it isn't an excuse when I say that my beastly condition was not due to a drunken stupor. It just didn't happen to be that time."




          She shivered slightly. "It happened to be due to chloral," he added, reddening painfully again. "I merely wished you to know."




          "Yes, they told me," she murmured.




          After another silence, during which he had been watching her askance, he said: "Did you think I had taken that chloral voluntarily?"




          She made no reply. She sat very still, conscious of vague pain somewhere in her breast, acquiescent in the consciousness, dumb, and now incurious concerning further details of this man's tragedy.




          "Sometimes," he said, "the poor devil who, in chloral, seeks a-refuge from intolerable pain becomes an addict to the drug…. I do not happen to be an addict. I want you to understand that."




          The painful colour came and went in the girl's face; he was now watching her intently.




          "As a matter of fact, but probably of no interest to you," he continued, "I did not voluntarily take that chloral. It was administered to me without my knowledge—when I was more or less stupid with liquor…. It is what is known as knockout drops, and is employed by crooks to stupefy men who are more or less intoxicated so that they may be easily robbed."




          He spoke now so calmly and impersonally that the girl had turned to look at him again as she listened. And now she said: "Were you robbed?"




          "They took my hotel key: nothing else."




          "Was that a serious matter, Mr. McKay?"




          He studied her with narrowing brown eyes.




          "Oh, no," he said. "I had nothing of value in my room at the Astor except a few necessaries in a steamer-trunk…. Thank you so much for all your kindness to me, Miss Erith," he added, as though relieving her of the initiative in terminating the interview.




          As he spoke he caught her eye and divined somehow that she did not mean to go just yet. Instantly he was on his guard, lying there with partly closed lids, awaiting events, though not yet really suspicious. But at her next question he rose abruptly, supported on one elbow, his whole frame tense and alert under the bed-coverings as though gathered for a spring.




          "What did you say?" he demanded.




          "I asked you how long ago you escaped from Holzminden camp?" repeated the girl, very pale.




          "Who told you I had ever been there?—wherever that is!"




          "You were there as a prisoner, were you not, Mr. McKay?"




          "Where is that place?"




          "In Germany on the River Weser. You were detained there under pretence of being an Englishman before we declared war on Germany. After we declared war they held you as a matter of course."




          There was an ugly look in his eyes, now: "You seem to know a great deal about a drunkard you picked up in the snow near the Plaza fountain last night."




          "Please don't speak so bitterly."




          Quite unconsciously her gloved hand crept up on her fur coat until it rested over her heart, pressing slightly against her breast. Neither spoke for a few moments. Then:




          "I do know something about you, Mr. McKay," she said. "Among other things I know that—that if you have become—become intemperate—it is not your fault…. That was vile of them-unutterably wicked-to do what they did to you—"




          "Who are you?" he burst out. "Where have you learned-heard such things? Did I babble all this?"




          "You did not utter a sound!"




          "Then—in God's name—"




          "Oh, yes, yes!" she murmured, "in God's name. That is why you and I are here together—in God's name and by His grace. Do you know He wrought a miracle for you and me—here in New York, in these last hours of this dreadful year that is dying very fast now?




          "Do you know what that miracle is? Yes, it's partly the fact that you did not die last night out there on the street. Thirteen degrees below zero! … And you did not die…. And the other part of the miracle is that I of all people in the world should have found you!… That is our miracle."




          Somehow he divined that the girl did not mean the mere saving of his life had been part of this miracle. But she had meant that, too, without realising she meant it.




          "Who are you?" he asked very quietly.




          "I'll tell you: I am Evelyn Erith, a volunteer in the C. E. D.


          Service of the United States."




          He drew a deep breath, sank down on his elbow, and rested his head on the pillow.




          "Still I don't see how you know," he said. "I mean—the beastly details—"




          "I'll tell you some time. I read the history of your case in an intercepted cipher letter. Before the German agent here had received and decoded it he was arrested by an agent of another Service. If there is anything more to be learned from him it will be extracted.




          "But of all men on earth you are the one man I wanted to find. There is the miracle: I found you! Even now I can scarcely force myself to believe it is really you."




          The faintest flicker touched his eyes.




          "What did you want of me?" he inquired.




          "Help."




          "Help? From such a man as I? What sort of help do you expect from a drunkard?"




          "Every sort. All you can give. All you can give."




          He looked at her wearily; his face had become pallid again; the dark hollows of dissipation showed like bruises.




          "I don't understand," he said. "I'm no good, you know that. I'm done in, finished. I couldn't help you with your work if I wanted to. There's nothing left of me. I am not to be depended on."




          And suddenly, in his eyes of a boy, his self-hatred was revealed to her in one savage gleam.




          "No good," he muttered feverishly, "not to be trusted—no will-power left…. It was in me, I suppose, to become the drunkard I am—"




          "You are NOT!" cried the girl fiercely. "Don't say it!"




          "Why not? I am!"




          "You can fight your way free!" His laugh frightened her.




          "Fight? I've done that. They tried to pump me that way, too—tried to break me—break my brain to pieces—by stopping my liquor…. I suppose they thought I might really go insane, as they gave it back after a while—after a few centuries in hell—and tried to make me talk by other methods—




          "Don't, please." She turned her head swiftly, unable to control her quivering face.




          "Why not?"




          "I can't bear it."




          "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to shock you."




          "I know." She sat for a while with head averted; and presently spoke, sitting so:




          "We'll fight it, anyway," she said.




          "What do you mean?"




          "If you'll let me—"




          After a silence she turned and looked at him. He stammered, very red:




          "I don't quite know why you speak to me so."




          She herself was not entirely clear on that point, either. After all, her business with this man was to use him in the service of her Government."




          "What is THE GREAT SECRET?" she asked calmly.




          After a long while he said, lying there very still: "So you have even heard about that."




          "I have heard about it; that is all."




          "Do you know what it is?"




          "All I know about it is that there is such a thing—something known to certain Germans, and by them spoken of as THE GREAT SECRET. I imagine, of course, that it is some vital military secret which they desire to guard."




          "Is that all you know about it?"




          "No, not all." She looked at him gravely out of very clear, honest eyes:




          "I know, also, that the Berlin Government has ordered its agents to discover your whereabouts, and to'silence' you."




          He gazed at her quite blandly for a moment, then, to her amazement, he laughed—such a clear, untroubled, boyish laugh that her constrained expression softened in sympathy.




          "Do you think that Berlin doesn't mean it?" she asked, brightening a little.




          "Mean it? Oh, I'm jolly sure Berlin means it!"




          "Then why—"




          "Why do I laugh?"




          "Well—yes. Why do you? It does not strike me as very humorous."




          At that he laughed again—laughed so whole-heartedly, so delightfully, that the winning smile curved her own lips once more.




          "Would you tell me why you laugh?" she inquired.




          "I don't know. It seems so funny—those Huns, those Boches, already smeared from hair to feet with blood—pausing in their wholesale butchery to devise a plan to murder ME!"




          His face altered; he raised himself on one elbow:




          "The swine have turned all Europe into a bloody wallow. They're belly-deep in it—Kaiser and knecht! But that's only part of it. They're destroying souls by millions!… Mine is already damned."




          Miss Erith sprang to her feet: "I tell you not to say such a thing!" she cried, exasperated. "You're as young as I am! Besides, souls are not slain by murder. If they perish it's suicide, ALWAYS!"




          She began to pace the white room nervously, flinging open her fur coat as she turned and came straight back to his bed again. Standing there and looking down at him she said:




          "We've got to fight it out. The country needs you. It's your bit and you've got to do it. There's a cure for alcoholism—Dr. Langford's cure. Are you afraid because you think it may hurt?"




          He lay looking up at her with hell's own glimmer in his eyes again:




          "You don't know what you're talking about," he said. "You talk of cures, and I tell you that I'm half dead for a drink right now! And I'm going to get up and dress and get it!"




          The expression of his features and his voice and words appalled her, left her dumb for an instant. Then she said breathlessly:




          "You won't do that!"




          "Yes I will."




          "No."




          "Why not?" he demanded excitedly.




          "You owe me something."




          "What I said was conventional. I'm NOT grateful to you for saving the sort of life mine is!"




          "I was not thinking of your life."




          After a moment he said more quietly: "I know what you mean…. Yes,


          I am grateful. Our Government ought to know."




          "Then tell me, now."




          "You know," he said brutally, "I have only your word that you are what you say you are."




          She reddened but replied calmly: "That is true. Let me show you my credentials."




          From her muff she drew a packet, opened it, and laid the contents on the bedspread under his eyes. Then she walked to the window and stood there with her back turned looking out at the falling snow.




          After a few minutes he called her. She went back to the bedside, replaced the packet in her muff, and stood waiting in silence.




          He lay looking up at her very quietly and his bruised young features had lost their hard, sullen expression.




          "I'd better tell you all I know," he said, "because there is really no hope of curing me… you don't understand… my will-power is gone. The trouble is with my mind itself. I don't want to be cured…. I WANT what's killing me. I want it now, always, all the time. So before anything happens to me I'd better tell you what I know so that our Government can make the proper investigation. Because what I shall tell you is partly a surmise. I leave it to you to judge—to our Government."




          She drew from her muff a little pad and a pencil and seated herself on the chair beside him.




          "I'll speak slowly," he began, but she shook her head, saying that she was an expert stenographer. So he went on:




          "You know my name—Kay McKay. I was born here and educated at Yale. But my father was Scotch and he died in Scotland. My mother had been dead many years. They lived on a property called Isla which belonged to my grandfather. After my father's death my grandfather allowed me an income, and when I had graduated from Yale I continued here taking various post-graduate courses. Finally I went to Cornell and studied agriculture, game breeding and forestry—desiring some day to have a place of my own.




          "In 1914 I went to Germany to study their system of forestry. In July of that year I went to Switzerland and roamed about in the vagabond way I like—once liked." His visage altered and he cast a side glance at the girl beside him, but her eyes were fixed on her pad.




          He drew a deep breath, like a sigh:




          "In that corner of Switzerland which is thrust westward between Germany and France there are a lot of hills and mountains which were unfamiliar to me. The flora resembled that of the Vosges—so did the bird and insect life except on the higher mountains.




          "There is a mountain called Mount Terrible. I camped on it. There was some snow. You know what happens sometimes in summer on the higher peaks. Well, it happened to me—the whole snow field slid when I was part way across it—and I thought it was all off—never dreamed a man could live through that sort of thing—with the sheer gneiss ledges below!




          "It was not a big avalanche—not the terrific thundering sort—rather an easy slipping, I fancy—but it was a devilish thing to lie aboard, and, of course, if there had been precipices where I slid—" He shrugged.




          The girl looked up from her shorthand manuscript; he seemed to be dreamily living over in his mind those moments on Mount Terrible. Presently he smiled slightly:




          "I was horribly scared—smothered, choked, half-senseless…. Part of the snow and a lot of trees and boulders went over the edge of something with a roar like Niagara…. I don't know how long afterward it was when I came to my senses.




          "I was in a very narrow, rocky valley, up to my neck in soft snow, and the sun beating on my face. … So I crawled out… I wasn't hurt; I was merely lost.




          "It took me a long while to place myself geographically. But finally, by map and compass, I concluded that I was in some one of the innumerable narrow valleys on the northern side of Mount Terrible. Basle seemed to be the nearest proper objective, judging from my map…. Can you form a mental picture of that particular corner of Europe, Miss Erith?"




          "No."




          "Well, the German frontier did not seem to be very far northward—at least that was my idea. But there was no telling; the place where I landed was a savage and shaggy wilderness of firs and rocks without any sign of habitation or of roads.




          "The things that had been strapped on my back naturally remained with me—map, binoculars, compass, botanising paraphernalia, rations for two days—that sort of thing. So I was not worried. I prowled about, experienced agreeable shivers by looking up at the mountain which had dumped me down into this valley, and finally, after eating, I started northeast by compass.




          "It was a rough scramble. After I had been hiking along for several hours I realised that I was on a shelf high above another valley, and after a long while I came out where I could look down over miles of country. My map indicated that what I beheld must be some part of Alsace. Well, I lay flat on a vast shelf of rock and began to use my field-glasses."




          He was silent so long that Miss Erith finally looked up questioningly. McKay's face had become white and stern, and in his fixed gaze there was something dreadful.




          "Please," she faltered, "go on."




          He looked at her absently; the colour came back to his face; he shrugged his shoulders.




          "Oh, yes. What was I saying? Yes—about that vast ledge up there under the mountains… I stayed there three days. Partly because I couldn't find any way down. There seemed to be none.




          "But I was not bored. Oh, no. Just anxious concerning my situation.


          Otherwise I had plenty to look at."




          She waited, pencil poised.




          "Plenty to look at," he repeated absently. "Plenty of Huns to gaze at. Huns? They were like ants below me, there. They swarmed under the mountain ledge as far as I could see—thousands of busy Boches—busy as ants. There were narrow-gauge railways, too, apparently running right into the mountain; and a deep broad cleft, deep as another valley, and all crawling with Huns.




          "A tunnel? Nobody alive ever dreamed of such a gigantic tunnel, if


          it was one!… Well, I was up there three days. It was the first of


          August—thereabouts—and I'd been afield for weeks. And, of course,


          I'd heard nothing of war—never dreamed of it.




          "If I had, perhaps what those thousands of Huns were doing along the mountain wall might have been plainer to me.




          "As it was, I couldn't guess. There was no blasting—none that I could hear. But trains were running and some gigantic enterprise was being accomplished—some enterprise that apparently demanded speed and privacy—for not one civilian was to be seen, not one dwelling. But there were endless mazes of fortifications; and I saw guns being moved everywhere.




          "Well, I was becoming hungry up on that fir-clad battlement. I didn't know how to get down into the valley. It began to look as though I'd have to turn back; and that seemed a rather awful prospect.




          "Anyway, what happened, eventually, was this: I started east through the forest along that pathless tableland, and on the afternoon of the next day, tired out and almost starved, I stepped across the Swiss boundary line—a wide, rocky, cleared space crossing a mountain flank like a giant's road.




          "No guards were visible anywhere, no sentry-boxes, but, as I stood hesitating in the middle of the frontier—and just why I hesitated I don't know—I saw half a dozen jagers of a German mounted regiment ride up on the German side of the boundary.




          "For a second the idea occurred to me that they had ridden parallel to the ledge to intercept me; but the idea seemed absurd, granted even that they had seen me upon the ledge from below, which I never dreamed they had. So when they made me friendly gestures to come across the frontier I returned their cheery 'Gruss Gott!' and plodded thankfully across. … And their leader, leaning from his saddle to take my offered hand, suddenly struck me in the face, and at the same moment a trooper behind me hit me on the head with the butt of a pistol."




          The girl's flying pencil faltered; she lifted her brown eyes, waiting.




          "That's about all," he said—"as far as facts are concerned…. They treated me rather badly…. I faced their firing-squads half-a-dozen times. After that bluff wouldn't work they interned me as an English civilian at Holzminden…. They hid me when, at last, an inspection took place. No chance for me to communicate with our Ambassador or with any of the Commission."




          He turned to her in his boyish, frank way: "But do you know, Miss Erith, it took me quite a while to analyse the affair and to figure out why they arrested me, lied about me, and treated me so hellishly.




          "You see, I was kept in solitary confinement and never had a chance to speak to any of the other civilians interned there at Holzminden. There was no way of suspecting why all this was happening to me except by the attitude of the Huns themselves and their endless questions and threats and cruelties. They were cruel. They hurt me a lot."




          Miss Erith's eyes suddenly dimmed as she watched him, and she hastily bent her head over the pad.




          "Well," he went on, "the rest, as I say, is pure surmise. This is my conclusion: I think that for the last forty years the Huns have been busy with an astounding military enterprise. Of course, since 1870, the Boche has expected war, and has been feverishly preparing for it. All the world now knows what they have done—not everything that they have done, however.




          "My conclusion is this: that, when Mount Terrible shrugged me off its northern flank, the snow slide carried me to an almost inaccessible spot of which even the Swiss hunters knew nothing. Or, if they did, they considered it impossible to reach from their own territory.




          "From Germany it could be reached, but it was Swiss territory. At any rate I think I am the only civilian who has been there, and who has viewed from there this enormous work in which the Huns are engaged.




          "And I belive that this mysterious, overwhelmingly enormous work is nothing less than the piercing—not of a mountain or a group of mountains—but of that entire part of Switzerland which lies between Germany and France.




          "I believe that a vast military road, deep, deep, under the earth, is being carried by an enormous tunnel from far back on the German side of the frontier, under Mount Terrible, under all the mountains, hills, valleys, forests, rivers—under Switzerland, in fact—into French territory.




          "I believe it has been building since 1871. I believe it is nearly finished, and that it will, on French territory, give egress to a Hun army debouching from Alsace, under Switzerland, into France behind the French lines. That part of the Franco-Swiss frontier is unguarded, unfortified, uninhabited. From there a Hun army can strike the French trenches from the rear—strike Toul, Nancy, Belfort, Verdun—why, the road is open to Paris that way—open to Calais, to England!"




          "This is frightful!" cried the girl. "If such a dreadful—"




          "Wait! I told you that it is merely a surmise. I don't know. I guess. Why I guess it I have told you…. They were savage with me—those Huns…. They got nothing out of me. I lied steadily, even when drunk. No, they got nothing out of me. I denied I had seen anything. I denied—and truly enough—that anybody had accompanied me. No, they wrenched nothing out of me—not by starving me, not by water torture, not by their firing-squads, not by blows, not even by making of me the drunkard I am."




          The pencil fell from Miss Erith's hand and the hand caught McKay's, held it, crushed it.




          "You're only a boy," she murmured. "I'm not much more than a girl.


          We've both got years ahead of us—the best of our lives."




          "YOU have."




          "You also! Oh, don't, don't look at me that way. I'll help you. We've got work to do, you and I. Don't you see? Don't you understand? Work to do for our Government! Work to do for America!"




          "It's too late for me to—"




          "No. You've got to live. You've got to find yourself again. This depends on you. Don't you see it does? Don't you see that you have got to go back there and PROVE what you merely suspect?"




          "I simply can't."




          "You shall! I'll make this right with you! I'll stick to you! I'll fight to give you back your will-power—your mind. We'll do this together, for our country. I'll give up everything else to make this fight."




          He began to tremble.




          "I—if I could—"




          "I tell you that you shall! We must do our bit, you and I!"




          "You don't know—you don't know!" he cried in a bitter voice, then fell trembling again with the sweat of agony on his face.




          "No, I don't know," she whispered, clutching his hand to steady him.


          "But I shall learn."




          "You'll learn that a drunkard is a dirty beast!" he cried. "Do you know what I'd do if anybody tried to keep me from drink? ANYBODY!—even you!"




          "No, I don't know." She shook her head sorrowfully: "A mindless man becomes a demon, I suppose. … Would you—injure me?"




          He was shaking all over now, and presently he sat up in bed and covered his head with one desperate hand.




          "You poor boy!" she whispered.




          "Keep away from me," he muttered, "I've told you all I know. I'm no further use…. Keep clear of me…. I'm sorry—to be—what I am."




          "When I leave what are you going to do?" she asked gently.




          "Do? I'll dress and go to the nearest bar."




          "Do you need it so much already?"




          He nodded his bowed head covered by the hand that gripped his hair:


          "Yes, I need it—badly."




          She rose, loosened his clutch on her slender hand, picked up her muff:




          "I'll be waiting for you downstairs," she said simply.




          His face expressed sullen defiance as he passed through the waiting-room. Yet he seemed a little taken aback as well as relieved when Miss Erith did not appear among the considerable number of people waiting there for discharged patients. He walked on, buttoning his fur coat with shaky fingers, passed the doorway and stepped out into the falling snow. At the same moment a chauffeur buried in coon-skins moved forward touching his cap:




          "Miss Erith's car is here, sir; Miss Erith expects you."




          McKay hesitated, scowling now in his perplexity; passed his quivering hand slowly across his face, then turned, and looked at the waiting car drawn up at the gutter. Behind the frosty window Miss Erith gave him a friendly smile. He walked over to the curb, the chauffeur opened the door, and McKay took off his hat.




          "Don't ask me," he said in a low voice that trembled slightly like a sick man's.




          "I DO ask you."




          "You know what's the matter with me, Miss Erith," he insisted in the same low, unsteady voice.




          "Please," she said: and laid one small gloved hand lightly on his arm.




          So he entered the car; the chauffeur drew the robe over them, and stood awaiting orders.




          "Home," said Miss Erith faintly.




          If McKay was astonished he did not betray it. Neither said anything more for a while. The man rested an elbow on the sill, his troubled, haggard face on his hand; the girl kept her gaze steadily in front of her with a partly resolute, partly scared expression. The car went up Park Avenue and then turned westward.




          When it stopped the girl said: "You will give me a few moments in my library with you, won't you?"




          The visage he turned to her was one of physical anguish. They sat confronting each other in silence for an instant; then he rose with a visible effort and descended, and she followed.




          "Be at the garage at two, Wayland," she said, and ascended the snowy stoop beside McKay.




          The butler admitted them. "Luncheon for two," she said, and mounted the stairs without pausing.




          McKay remained in the hall until he had been separated from hat and coat; then he slowly ascended the stairway. She was waiting on the landing and she took him directly into the library where a wood fire was burning.




          "Just a moment," she said, "to make myself as—as persuasive as I can."




          "You are perfectly equipped, Miss Erith—"




          "Oh, no, I must do better than I have done. This is the great moment of our careers, Mr. McKay." Her smile, brightly forced, left his grim features unresponsive. The undertone in her voice warned him of her determination to have her way.




          He took an involuntary step toward the door like a caged thing that sees a loophole, halted as she barred his way, turned his marred young visage and glared at her. There was something terrible in his intent gaze—a pale flare flickering in his eyes like the uncanny light in the orbs of a cornered beast.




          "You'll wait, won't you?" she asked, secretly frightened now.




          After a long interval, "Yes," his lips motioned.




          "Thank you. Because it is the supreme moment of our lives. It involves life or death…. Be patient with me. Will you?"




          "But you must be brief," he muttered restlessly. "You know what I need. I am sick, I tell you!"




          So she went away—not to arrange her beauty more convincingly, but to fling coat and hat to her maid and drop down on the chair by her desk and take up the telephone:




          "Dr. Langford's Hospital?"




          "Yes."




          "Miss Erith wishes to speak to Dr. Langford. … Is that you, Doctor?… Oh, yes, I'm perfectly well…. Tell me, how soon can you cure a man of—of dipsomania?… Of course…. It was a stupid question. But I'm so worried and unhappy… Yes…. Yes, it's a man I know…. It wasn't his fault, poor fellow. If I can only get him to you and persuade him to tell you the history of his case… I don't know whether he'll go. I'm doing my best. He's here in my library…. Oh, no, he isn't intoxicated now, but he was yesterday. And oh, Doctor! He is so shaky and he seems so ill—I mean in mind and spirit more than in body…. Yes, he says he needs something…. What?… Give him some whisky if he wants it?… Do you mean a highball?… How many?… Oh… Yes… Yes, I understand … I'll do my very best…. Thank you. … At three o'clock?… Thank you so much, Doctor Langford. Good-bye!"




          She hung up the receiver, took a look at herself in the dressing-glass, and saw reflected there a yellow-haired hazel-eyed girl who looked a trifle scared. But she forced a smile, made a hasty toilette and rang for the butler, gave her orders, and then walked leisurely into the library. McKay lifted his tragic face from his hands where he stood before the fire, his elbows resting on the mantel.




          "Come," she said in her pretty, resolute way, "you and I are perfectly human. Let's face this thing together and find out what really is in it."




          She took one armchair, he the other, and she noticed that all his frame was quivering now—his hands always in restless, groping movement, as though with palsy. A moment later the butler came with a decanter, ice, mineral water and a tall glass. There was also a box of cigars on the silver tray.




          "You'll fix your own highball," she said carelessly, nodding dismissal to the butler. But she looked only once at McKay, then turned away—pretence of picking up her knitting—so terrible it was to her to see in his eyes the very glimmer of hell itself as he poured out what he "needed."




          Minute after minute she sat there by the fire knitting tranquilly, scarcely ever even lifting her calm young eyes to the man. Twice again he poured out what he "needed" for himself before the agony in his sickened brain and body became endurable—before the tortured nerves had been sufficiently drugged once more and the indescribable torment had subsided. He looked at her once or twice where she sat knitting and apparently quite oblivious to what he had been about, but his glance was no longer furtive; he unconsciously squared his shoulders, and his head straightened up.




          Without lifting her eyes she said: "I thought we'd talk over our plans when you feel better."




          He glanced sideways at the decanter: "I am all right," he said.




          She had not yet lifted her eyes; she continued to knit while speaking:




          "First of all," she said, "I shall place your testimony and my report in the hands of my superior, Mr. Vaux. Does that meet with your approval?"




          "Yes."




          She knitted in silence a few moments. He kept his eyes on her. Presently—and still without looking up—she said: "Are you within the draft age?"




          "No. I am thirty-two."




          "Will you volunteer?"




          "No."




          "Would you tell me why?"




          "Yes, I'll tell you why. I shall not volunteer because of my habits."




          "You mean your temporary infirmity," she said calmly. But her cheeks reddened and she bent lower over her work. A dull colour stained his face, too, but he merely shrugged his comment.




          She said in a low voice: "I want you to volunteer with me for overseas service in the Army Intelligence Department…. You and I, together…. To prove what you have surmised concerning the German operations beyond Mount Terrible…. And first I want you to go with me to Dr. Langford's hospital …. I want you to go this afternoon with me. … And face the situation. And see it through. And come out cured." She lifted her head and looked at him. "Will you?" And in his altering gaze she saw the flicker of half-senseless anger intensified suddenly to a flare of hatred.




          "Don't ask anything like that of me," he said. She had grown quite white.




          "I do ask it…. Will you?"




          "If I wanted to I couldn't, and I don't want to. I prefer this hell to the other."




          "Won't you make a fight for it?"




          "No!" he said brutally.




          The girl bent her head again over her knitting. But her white fingers remained idle. After a long while, staring at her intently, he saw her lip quiver.




          "Don't do that!" he broke out harshly. "What the devil do you care?"




          Then she lifted her tragic white face. And he had his answer.




          "My God!" he faltered, springing to his feet. "What's the matter with you? Why do you care? You can't care! What is it to you that a drunken beast slinks back into hell again? Do you think you are Samaritan enough to follow him and try to drag him out by the ears?… A man whose very brain is already cracking with it all—a burnt-out thing with neither mind nor manhood left—"




          She got to her feet, trembling and deathly white.




          "I can't let you go," she whispered.




          Exasperation almost strangled him and set afire his unhinged brain.




          "For Christ's sake!" he cried. "What do you care?"




          "I—I care," she stammered—"for Christ's sake … And yours!"




          Things went dark before her eyes…. She opened them after a while on the sofa where he had carried her. He was standing looking down at her. … After a long while the ghost of a smile touched her lips. In his haunted gaze there was no response. But he said in an altered, unfamiliar voice: "I'll go if you say so. I'll do all that's in me to do. … Will you be there—for the first day or two?"




          "Yes…. All day long…. Every day if you want me. Do you?"




          "Yes…. But God knows what I may do to you…. There'll be somebody to—watch me—won't there?… I don't know what may happen to you or to myself…. I'm in a bad way, Miss Erith… I'm in a very bad way."




          "I know," she murmured.




          He said with an almost childish directness: "Do men always live through such cures?… I don't see how I can live through it."




          She rose from the sofa and stood beside him, feeling still dizzy, still tremulous and lacking strength.




          "Let us win through," she said, not looking at him. "I think you will suffer more than I shall. A little more…. Because I had rather feel pain than give it—rather suffer than look on suffering…. It will be very hard for us both, I fear."




          Her butler announced luncheon.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER IV


      




      

        

          WRECKAGE


        




        

          The man had been desperately ill in soul and mind and body. And now in some curious manner the ocean seemed to be making him physically better but spiritually worse. Something, too, in the horizonwide waste of waters was having a sinister effect on his brain. The grey daylight of early May, bitter as December—the utter desolation, the mounting and raucous menace of the sea, were meddling with normal convalescence.


        




        

          Dull animosity awoke in a battered mind not yet readjusted to the living world. What had these people done to him anyway? The sullen resentment which invaded him groped stealthily for a vent.




          Was THIS, then, their cursed cure?—this foggy nightmare through which he moved like a shade in the realm of phantoms? Little by little what had happened to him was becoming an obsession, as he began to remember in detail. Now he brooded on it and looked askance at the girl who was primarily responsible—conscious in a confused sort of way that he was a blackguard for his ingratitude.




          But his mind had been badly knocked about, and its limping machinery creaked.




          "That meddling woman," he thought, knowing all the time what he owed her, remembering her courage, her unselfishness, her loveliness. "Curse her!" he muttered, amid the shadows confusing his wounded mind.




          Then a meaningless anger grew with him: She had him, now! he was trapped and caged. A girl who drags something floundering out of hell is entitled to the thing if she wants it. He admitted that to himself.




          But how about that "cure"?




          Was THIS it—this terrible blankness—this misty unreality of things? Surcease from craving—yes. But what to take its place—what to fill in, occupy mind and body? What sop to his restless soul? What had this young iconoclast offered him after her infernal era of destruction? A distorted world, a cloudy mind, the body-substance of a ghost? And for the magic world she had destroyed she offered him a void to live in—Curse her!




          There were no lights showing aboard the transport; all ports remained screened. Arrows, painted on the decks in luminous paint, pointed out the way. Below decks, a blue globe here and there emitted a feeble glimmer, marking corridors which pierced a depthless darkness.




          No noise was permitted on board, no smoking, no other lights in cabin or saloon. There was scarcely a sound to be heard on the ship, save the throbbing of her engines, the long, splintering crash of heavy seas, and the dull creak of her steel vertebrae tortured by a million rivets.




          As for the accursed ocean, that to McKay was the enemy paramount which had awakened him to the stinging vagueness of things out of his stupid acquiescence in convalescence.




          He hated the sea. It was becoming a crawling horror to him in its every protean phase, whether flecked with ghastly lights in storms or haunted by pallid shapes in colour—always, always it remained repugnant to him under its eternal curse of endless motion.




          He loathed it: he detested the livid skies by day against which tossing waves showed black: he hated every wave at night and their ceaseless unseen motion. McKay had been "cured." McKay was very, very ill.




          There came to him, at intervals, a girl who stole through the obscurity of the pitching corridors guiding him from one faint blue light to the next—a girl who groped out the way with him at night to the deck by following the painted arrows under foot. Also sometimes she sat at his bedside through the unreal flight of time, her hand clasped over his. He knew that he had been brutal to her during his "cure."




          He was still rough with her at moments of intense mental pressure—somehow; realised it—made efforts toward self-command—toward reason again, mental control; sometimes felt that he was on the way to acquiring mental mastery.




          But traces of injury to the mind still remained—sensitive places—and there were swift seconds of agony—of blind anger, of crafty, unbalanced watching to do harm. Yet for all that he knew he was convalescent—that alcohol was no longer a necessity to him; that whatever he did had now become a choice for him; that he had the power and the authority and the will, and was capable, once more, of choosing between depravity and decency. But what had been taken out of his life seemed to leave a dreadful silence in his brain. And, at moments, this silence became dissonant with the clamour of unreason.




          On one of his worst days when his crippled soul was loneliest the icy seas became terrific. Cruisers and destroyers of the escort remained invisible, and none of the convoyed transports were to be seen. The watery, lowering daylight faded: the unseen sun set: the brief day ended. And the wind went down with the sun. But through the thick darkness the turbulent wind appeared to grow luminous with tossing wraiths; and all the world seemed to dissolve into a nebulous, hell-driven thing, unreal, dreadful, unendurable!




          "Mr. McKay!"




          He had already got into his wool dressing-robe and felt shoes, and he sat now very still on the edge of his berth, listening stealthily with the cunning of distorted purpose.




          Her tiny room was just across the corridor. She seemed to be eternally sleepless, always on the alert night and day, ready to interfere with him.




          Finally he ventured to rise and move cautiously to his door, and he made not the slightest sound in opening it, but her door opened instantly, and she stood there confronting him, an ulster buttoned over her nightdress.




          "What is the matter?" she said gently.




          "Nothing."




          "Are you having a bad night?"




          "I'm all right. I wish you wouldn't constitute yourself my nurse, servant, mentor, guardian, keeper, and personal factotum!" Sudden rage left him inarticulate, and he shot an ugly look at her. "Can't you let me alone?" he snarled.




          "You poor boy," she said under her breath.




          "Don't talk like that! Damnation! I—I can't stand much more—I can't stand it, I tell you!"




          "Yes, you can, and you will. And I don't mind what you say to me."


          His malignant expression altered.




          "Do you know," he said, in a cool and evil voice, "that I may stop


          SAYING things and take to DOING them?"




          "Would you hurt me physically? Are you really as sick as that?"




          "Not yet…. How do I know?" Suddenly he felt tired and leaned against the doorway, covering his dulling eyes with his right forearm. But his hand was now clenched convulsively.




          "Could you lie down? I'll talk to you," she whispered. "I'll see you through."




          "I can't—endure—this tension," he muttered. "For God's sake let me go!"




          "Where?"




          "You know."




          "Yes…. But it won't do. We must carry on, you and I."




          "If you—knew—"




          "I do know! When these crises come try to fix your mind on what you have become."




          "Yes…. A hell of a soldier. Do you really believe that my country needs a thing like me?" She stood looking at him in silence—knowing that he was in a torment of some terrible sort. His eyes were still covered by his arm. On his boyish brow the blonde-brown hair had become damp.




          She went across and passed her arm through his. His hand rested, fell to his side, but he suffered her to guide him through the corridors toward a far bluish spark that seemed as distant as Venus, the star.




          They walked very slowly for a while on deck, encountering now and then the shadowy forms of officers and crew. The personnel of the several hospital units in transit were long ago in bed below.




          Once he said: "You know, Miss Erith, it is not I who behaves like a scoundrel to you."




          "I know," she said with a dauntless smile.




          "Because," he went on, searching painfully for thought as well as words, "I'm not really a brute—was not always a blackguard—"




          "Do you suppose for one moment that I blame a man who has been irresponsible through no fault of his, and who has made the fight and has won back to sanity?"




          "I—am not yet—well!"




          "I understand."




          They paused beside the port rail for a few moments.




          "I suppose you know," he muttered, "that I have thought—at times—of ending things—down there. … You seem to know most things. Did you suspect that?"




          "Yes."




          "Don't you ever sleep?"




          "I wake easily."




          "I know you do. I can't stir in bed but I hear you move, too…. I should think you'd hate and loathe me—for all I've done—for all I've cost you."




          "Nurses don't loathe their patients," she said lightly.




          "I should think they'd want to kill them."




          "Oh, Mr. McKay! On the contrary they—they grow to like them—exceedingly."




          "You dare not say that about yourself and me."




          Miss Erith shrugged her pretty shoulders: "I don't have to say anything, do I?"




          He made no reply. After a long silence she said casually: "The sea is calmer, I think. There's something resembling faint moonlight up among those flying clouds."




          He lifted his tragic face and gazed up at the storm-wrack speeding overhead. And there through the hurrying vapours behind flying rags of cloud, a pallid lustre betrayed the smothered moon.




          There was just enough light, now, to reveal the forward gun under its jacket, and the shadowy gun-crew around it where the ship's bow like a vast black, plough ripped the sea asunder in two deep, foaming furrows.




          "I wish I knew where we are at this moment," mused the girl. She counted the days on her fingertips: "We may be off Bordeaux…. It's been a long time, hasn't it?"




          To him it had been a century of dread endured through half-awakened consciousness of the latest inferno within him.




          "It's been very long," he said, sighing.




          A few minutes later they caught a glimpse of a strangled moon overhead—a livid corpse of a moon, tarnished and battered almost out of recognition.




          "Clearing weather," she said cheerfully, adding: "To-morrow we may be in the danger zone…. Did you ever see a submarine?"




          "Yes. Did you?"




          "There were some up the Hudson. I saw them last summer while motoring along Riverside Drive."




          The spectral form of an officer appeared at her elbow, said something in a low voice, and walked aft.




          She said: "Well, then, I think we'd better dress. … Do you feel better?"




          He said that he did, but his sombre gaze into darkness belied him. So again she slipped her arm through his and he suffered himself to be led away along the path of shinning arrows under foot.




          At his door she said cheerfully: "No more undressing for bed, you know. No more luxury of night-clothes. You heard the orders about lifebelts?"




          "Yes," he replied listlessly.




          "Very well. I'll be waiting for you."




          She lingered a moment more watching him in his brooding revery where he stood leaning against the doorway. And after a while he raised his haunted eyes to hers.




          "I can't keep on," he breathed.




          "Yes you can!"




          "No…. The world is slipping away—under foot. It's going on without me—in spite of me."




          "It's you that are slipping, if anything is. Be fair to the world at least—even if you mean to betray it—and me."




          "I don't want to betray anybody—anything." He had begun to tremble when he stood leaning against his door. "I—don't know—what to do."




          "Stand by the world. Stand by me. And, through me, stand by your own self."




          The young fellow's forehead was wet with the vague horror of something. He made an effort to speak, to straighten up; gave her a dreadful look of appeal which turned into a snarl.




          He whispered between writhing lips: "Can't you let me alone? Can't I end it if I can't stand it—without your blocking me every time—every time I stir a finger—"




          "McKay! Wait! Don't touch me!—don't do that!"




          But he had her in a sudden grip now—was looking right and left for a place to hurl her out of the way.




          "I've stood enough, by God!" he muttered between his teeth. "Now I'm through—"




          "Please listen. You're out of your mind," she said breathlessly, not struggling to free herself, but striving to twist both her arms around one of his.




          "You hurt me," she whimpered. "Don't be brutal to me!"




          "I've got to get you out of my way." He tried to fling her across the corridor into her own cabin, but she had fastened herself to him.




          "Don't!" she panted. "Don't do anything to yourself—"




          "Let go of me! Unclasp your arms!"




          But she clung the more desperately and wound her limbs around his, almost tripping him.




          "I WON'T give you up!" she gasped.




          "What do you care?" he retorted hoarsely, striving to tear himself loose. "I want to get some rest—somewhere!"




          "You're hurting! You're breaking my arm! Kay! Kay! what are you doing to me?" she wailed.




          Something—perhaps the sound of his own name falling from her lips for the first time—checked his mounting frenzy. She could feel every muscle in his body become rigidly inert.




          "Kay!" she whispered, fastening herself to him convulsively. For a full minute she sustained his half-insane stare, then it altered, and her own eyes slowly closed, though her head remained upright on the rigid marble of her neck.




          The crisis had been reached: the tide of frenzy was turning, had turned, was already ebbing. She felt it, was conscious that he also had become aware of it. Then his grasp slackened, grew lax, loosened, and almost spent. She ventured to unwind her limbs from his, to relax her stiffened fingers, unclasp her arms.




          It was over. She could scarcely stand, felt blindly for support, rested so, and slowly unclosed her eyes.




          "I've had to fight very hard for you," she whispered. "But I think


          I've won."




          He answered with difficulty.




          "Yes—if you want the dog you fought for."




          "It isn't what I want, Kay."




          "All right, I guess I can face it through—after this…. But I don't know why you did it."




          "I do."




          "Do you? Don't you know I'm not a man, but a beast? And there are half a hundred million real men to replace me—to do what you and the country expect of real men."




          "What may be expected of them I expect of you. Kay, I've made a good fight for you, haven't I?"




          He turned his quenched eyes on her. "From gutter to hospital, from hospital to sanitarium, from sanitarium to ship," he said in a colourless voice. "Yes, it was—a—good—fight."




          "What a Calvary!" she murmured, looking at him out of clear, sorrowful eyes. "And on your knees, poor boy!"




          "You ought to know. You have made every station with me—on your tender bleeding knees of a girl!" He choked, turned his head swiftly; and she caught his hand. The break had come.




          "Oh, Kay! Kay!" she said, quivering all over, "I have done my bit and you are cured! You know it, don't you? Look at me, turn your head." She laid her slim hand flat against his tense cheek but could not turn his face. But she did not care; the palm of her hand was wet. The break had come. She drew a deep, uneven breath, let go his hand.




          "Now," she said, "we can understand each other at last—our minds are rational; and whether in accord or conflict they are at least in contact; and mine isn't clashing with something disordered and foreign which it can't interpret, can't approach."




          He said, not turning toward her: "You are kind to put it that way…. I think self-control has returned—will-power—all that…. I won't-betray you—Miss Erith."




          "YOU never would, Mr. McKay. But I—I've been in terror of what has been masquerading as you."




          "I know…. But whatever you think of such a—a man—I'll do my bit, now. I'll carry on—until the end."




          "I will too! I promise you."




          He turned his head at that and a mirthless laugh touched his wet eyes and drawn visage:




          "As though you had to promise anybody that you'd stick! You! You beautiful, magnificent young thing—you superb kid—"




          Her surprise and the swift blaze of colour in her face silenced him.




          After a moment, the painful red still staining his face, he muttered something about dressing.




          He watched her turn and enter her room; saw that she had closed her door-something she had not dared do heretofore; then he went into his own room and threw himself down on the bunk, shaking in every nerve.




          For a long while, preoccupied with the obsession for self-destruction, he lay there face downward, exhausted, trying to fight off the swimming sense of horror that was creeping over him again….. Little by little it mounted like a tide from hell…. He struggled to his feet with the unuttered cry of a dreamer tearing his throat. An odd sense of fear seized him and he dressed and adjusted his clumsy life-suit. For the ship was in the danger zone, now, and orders had been given, and dawn was not far off. Perhaps it was already day! he could not tell in his dim cabin.




          And after he was completely accoutred for the hazard of the Hun-cursed seas he turned and looked down at his bunk with the odd idea that his body still lay there—that it was a thing apart from himself—something inert, unyielding, corpse-like, sprawling there in a stupor—something visible, tangible, taking actual proportion and shape there under his very eyes.




          He turned his back with a shudder and went on deck. To his surprise the blue lights were extinguished, and corridor and saloon were all rosy with early sunlight.




          Blue sky, blue sea, silver spindrift flying and clouds of silvery gulls—a glimmer of Heaven from the depths of the pit—a glimpse of life through a crack in the casket—and land close on the starboard bow! Sheer cliffs, with the bonny green grass atop all furrowed by the wind—and the yellow-flowered broom and the shimmering whinns blowing.




          "Why, it's Scotland," he said aloud, "it's Glenark Cliffs and the Head of Strathlone—my people's fine place in the Old World—where we took root—and—O my God! Yankee that I am, it looks like home!"




          The cape of a white fleece cloak fluttered in his face, and he turned and saw Miss Erith at his elbow.




          Yellow-haired, a slender, charming thing in her white wind-blown coat, she stood leaning on the spray-wet rail close to his shoulder.




          And with him it was suddenly as though he had known her for years—as though he had always been aware of her beauty and her loveliness—as though his eyes had always framed her—his heart had always wished for her, and she had always been the sole and exquisite tenant of his mind.




          "I had no idea that we were off Scotland," he said—"off Strathlone


          Head—and so close in. Why, I can see the cliff-flowers!"




          She laid one hand lightly on his arm, listening; high and heavenly sweet above the rushing noises of the sea they heard the singing of shoreward sky-larks above the grey cliff of Glenark.




          He began to tremble. "That nightmare through which I've struggled," he began, but she interrupted:




          "It is quite ended, Kay. You are awake. It is day and the world's before you." At that he caught her slim hand in both of his:




          "Eve! Eve! You've brought me through death's shadow! You gave me back my mind!"




          She let her hand rest between his. At first he could not make out what her slightly moving lips uttered, and bending nearer he heard her murmur: "Beside the still waters." The sea had become as calm as a pond.




          And now the transport was losing headway, scarcely moving at all. Forward and aft the gun-crews, no longer alert, lounged lazily in the sunshine watching a boat being loaded and swung outward from the davits.




          "Is somebody going ashore?" asked McKay.




          "We are," said the girl.




          "Just you and I, Eve?"




          "Just you and I."




          Then he saw their luggage piled in the lifeboat.'




          "This is wonderful," he said. "I have a house a few miles inland from Strathlone Head."




          "Will you take me there, Kay?"




          Such a sense of delight possessed him that he could not speak.




          "That's where we must go to make our plans," she said. "I didn't tell you in those dark hours we have lived together, because our minds were so far apart—and I was fighting so hard to hold you."




          "Have you forgiven me—you wonderful girl?"




          His voice shook so that he could scarcely control it. Miss Erith laughed.




          "You adorable boy!" she said. "Stand still while I unlace your life-belt. You can't travel in this."




          He felt her soft fingers at his throat and turned his face upward. All the blue air seemed glittering with the sun-tipped wings of gulls. The skylark's song, piercingly sweet, seemed to penetrate his soul. And, as his life-suit fell about him, so seemed to fall the heavy weight of dread like a shroud, dropping at his feet. And he stepped clear—took his first free step toward her—as though between them there were no questions, no barriers, nothing but this living, magic light—which bathed them both.




          There seemed to be no need of speech, either, only the sense of heavenly contact as though the girl were melting into him, dissolving in his arms.




          "Kay!"




          Her voice sounded as from an infinite distance. There came a smothered thudding like the soft sound of guns at sea; and then her voice again, and a greyness as if a swift cloud had passed across the sun.




          "Kay!"




          A sharp, cold wind began to blow through the strange and sudden darkness. He heard her voice calling his name—felt his numbed body shaken, lifted his head from his arms and sat upright on his bunk in the dim chill of his cabin.




          Miss Erith stood beside his bed, wearing her life-suit.




          "Kay! Are you awake?'




          "Yes."




          "Then put on your life-suit. Our destroyers are firing at something.


          Quick, please, I'll help you!"




          Dazed, shaken, still mazed by the magic of his dream, not yet clear of its beauty and its passion, he stumbled to his feet in the obscurity. And he felt her chilled hand aiding him.




          "Eve—I—thought—"




          "What?"




          "I thought your name—was Eve—" he stammered. "I've been—dreaming."




          Then was a silence as he fumbled stupidly with his clothing and life-suit. The sounds of the guns, rapid, distinct, echoed through the unsteady obscurity.




          She helped him as a nurse helps a convalescent, her swift, cold little fingers moving lightly and unerringly. And at last he was equipped, and his mind had cleared darkly of the golden vision of love and spring.




          Icy seas, monstrous and menacing, went smashing past the sealed and blinded port; but there was no wind and the thudding of the guns came distinctly to their ears.




          A shape in uniform loomed at the cabin door for an instant and a calm, unhurried voice summoned them.




          Corridors were full of dark figures. The main saloon was thronged as they climbed the companion-way. There appeared to be no panic, no haste, no confusion. Voices were moderately low, the tone casually conversational.




          Miss Erith's arm remained linked in McKay's where they stood together amid the crowd.




          "U-boats, I fancy," she said.




          "Probably."




          After a moment: "What were you dreaming about, Mr. McKay?" she asked lightly. In the dull bluish dusk of the saloon his boyish face grew hot.




          "What was it you called me?" she insisted. "Was it Eve?"




          At that his cheeks burnt crimson.




          "What do you mean?" he muttered.




          "Didn't you call me Eve?"




          "I—when a man is dreaming—asleep—"




          "My name is Evelyn, you know. Nobody ever called me Eve…. Yet—it's odd, isn't it, Mr. McKay? I've always wished that somebody would call me Eve…. But perhaps you were not dreaming of me?"




          "I—was."




          "Really. How interesting!" He remained silent.




          "And did you call me Eve—in that dream?… That is curious, isn't it, after what I've just told you?… So I've had my wish—in a dream." She laughed a little. "In a dream—YOUR dream," she repeated. "We must have been good friends in your dream—that you called me Eve."




          But the faint thrill of the dream was in him again, and it troubled him and made him shy, and he found no word to utter—no defence to her low-voiced banter.




          Then, not far away on the port quarter, a deck-gun spoke with a sharper explosion, and intense stillness reigned in the saloon.




          "If there's any necessity," he whispered, "you recollect your boat, don't you?"




          "Yes…. I don't want to go—without you." He said, in a pleasant firm voice which was new to her: "I know what you mean. But you are not to worry. I am absolutely well."




          The girl turned toward him, the echoes of the guns filling her ears, and strove to read his face in the ghastly, dreary light.




          "I'm really cured, Miss Erith," he said. "If there's any emergency


          I'll fight to live. Do you believe me?"




          "If you tell me so."




          "I tell you so."




          The girl drew a deep, unsteady breath, and her arm tightened a trifle within his.




          "I am—so glad," she said in a voice that sounded suddenly tired.




          There came an ear-splitting detonation from the after-deck, silencing every murmur.




          "Something is shelling us," whispered McKay. "When orders come, go instantly to your boat and your station."




          "I don't want to go alone."




          "The nurses of the unit to which you—"




          The crash of a shell drowned his voice. Then came a deathly silence, then the sound of the deck-guns in action once more.




          Miss Erith was leaning rather heavily on his arm. He bent it, drawing her closer.




          "I don't want to leave you," she said again.




          "I told you—"




          "It isn't that…. Don't you understand that I have become—your friend?"




          "Such a brute as I am?"




          "I like you."




          In the silence he could hear his heart drumming between the detonations of the deck-guns. He said: "It's because you are you. No other woman on earth but would have loathed me… beastly rotter that I was—"




          "Oh-h, don't," she breathed…. "I don't know—we may be very close to death…. I want to live. I'd like to. But I don't really mind death. … But I can't bear to have things end for you just as you've begun to live again—"




          Crash! Something was badly smashed on deck that time, for the brazen jar of falling wreckage seemed continuous.




          Through the metallic echo she heard her voice:




          "Kay! I'm afraid—a little."




          "I think it's all right so far. Listen, there go our guns again.


          It's quite all right, Eve dear."




          "I didn't know I was so cowardly. But of course I'll never show it when the time comes."




          "Of course you won't. Don't worry. Shells make a lot of noise when they explode on deck. All that tinpan effect we heard was probably a ventilator collapsing—perhaps a smokestack."




          After a silence punctured by the flat bang of the deck-guns:




          "You ARE cured, aren't you, Kay?"




          "Yes."




          She repeated in a curiously exultant voice: "You ARE cured. All of a sudden—after that black crisis, too, you wake up, well!"




          "You woke me."




          "Of course, I did—with those guns frightening me!"




          "You woke me, Eve," he repeated coolly, "and my dream had already cured me. I am perfectly well. We'll get out of this mess shortly, you and I. And—and then—" He paused so long that she looked up at him in the bluish dusk:




          "And what then?" she asked.




          He did not answer. She said: "Tell me, Kay."




          But as his lips unclosed to speak a terrific shock shook the saloon—a shock that seemed to come from the depths of the ship, tilt up the cabin floor, and send everybody reeling about.




          Through the momentary confusion in the bluish obscurity the cool voice of an officer sounded unalarmed, giving orders. There was no panic. The hospital units formed and started for the deck. A young officer passing near exchanged a calm word with McKay, and passed on speaking pleasantly to the women who were now moving forward.




          McKay said to Miss Erith: "It seems that we've been torpedoed. We'll go on deck together. You know your boat and station?"




          "Yes."




          "I'll see you safely there. You're not afraid any more, are you?"




          "No."




          He gave a short dry laugh. "What a rotten deal," he said. "My dream was—different…. There is your boat—THAT one!… I'll say good luck. I'm assigned to a station on the port side. … Good luck…. And thank you, Eve."




          "Don't go—"




          "Yes, I must.. We'll find each other—ashore—or somewhere."




          "Kay! The port boats can't be launched—"




          "Take your place! you're next, Eve."… Her hand, which had clung to his, he suddenly twisted up, and touched the convulsively tightening fingers with his lips.




          "Good luck, dear," he said gaily. And watched her go and take her place. Then he lifted his cap, as she turned and looked for him, and sauntered off to where his boat and station should have been had not the U-boat shells annihilated boat and rail and deck.




          "What a devil of a mess!" he said to a petty officer near him. A young doctor smoking a cigarette surveyed his own life-suit and the clumsy apparel of his neighbours with unfeigned curiosity!




          "How long do these things keep one afloat?" he inquired.




          "Long enough to freeze solid," replied an ambulance driver.




          "Did we get the Hun?" asked McKay of the petty officer.




          "Naw," he replied in disgust, "but the destroyers ought to nail him.


          Look out, sir—you'll go sliding down that slippery toboggan!"




          "How long'll she float?" asked the young ambulance driver.




          "This ship? SHE'S all right," remarked the petty officer absently.




          She went down, nose first. Those in the starboard boats saw her stand on end for full five minutes, screws spinning, before a muffled detonation blew the bowels out of her and sucked her down like a plunging arrow.




          Destroyers and launches from some of the cruisers were busy amid the wreckage where here, on a spar, some stunned form clung like a limpet, and there, a-bob in the curling seas, a swimmer in his life-suit tossed under the wintry sky.




          There were men on rafts, too, and several clinging to hatches; there was not much loss of life, considering.




          Toward midday a sea-plane which had been releasing depth-bombs and hovering eagerly above the wide iridescent and spreading stain, sheered shoreward and shot along the coast.




          There was a dead man afloat in a cave, rocking there rather peacefully in his life-suit—or at least they supposed him to be dead.




          But on a chance they signalled the discovery to a distant trawler, then soared upward for a general coup de l'oeil, turned there aloft like a seahawk for a while, sheering in widening spirals, and finally, high in the grey sky, set a steady course for parts unknown.




          Meanwhile a boat from the trawler fished out McKay, wrapped him in red-hot blankets, pried open his blue lips, and tried to fill him full of boiling rum. Then he came to life. But those honest fishermen knew he had gone stark mad because he struck at the pannikin of steaming rum and cursed them vigorously for their kindness. And only a madman could so conduct himself toward a pannikin of steaming rum. They understood that perfectly. And, understanding it, they piled more hot blankets upon the struggling form of Kay McKay and roped him to his bunk.




          Toward evening, becoming not only coherent but frightfully emphatic, they released McKay.




          "What's this damn place?" he shouted.




          "Strathlone Firth," they said.




          "That's my country!" he raged. "I want to go ashore!"




          They were quite ready to be rid of the cracked Yankee, and told him so.




          "And the boats? How about them?" he demanded.




          "All in the Firth, sir."




          "Any women lost?"




          "None, sir."




          At that, struggling into his clothes, he began to shed gold sovereigns from his ripped money-belt all over the cabin. Weatherbeaten fingers groped to restore the money to him. But it was quite evident that the young man was mad. He wouldn't take it. And in his crazy way he seemed very happy, telling them what fine lads they were and that not only Scotland but the world ought to be proud of them, and that he was about to begin to live the most wonderful life that any man had ever lived as soon as he got ashore.




          "Because," he explained, as he swung off and dropped into the small boat alongside, "I've taken a look into hell and I've had a glimpse of heaven, but the earth has got them both stung to death, and I like it and I'm going to settle down on it and live awhile. You don't get me, do you?" They did not.




          "It doesn't matter. You're a fine lot of lads. Good luck!"




          And so they were rid of their Yankee lunatic.




          On the Firth Quay and along the docks all the inhabitants of Glenark and Strathlone were gathered to watch the boats come in with living, with dead, or merely the news of the seafight off the grey head of Strathlone.




          At the foot of the slippery waterstairs, green with slime, McKay, grasping the worn rail, lifted his head and looked up into the faces of the waiting crowd. And saw the face of her he was looking for among them.




          He went up slowly. She pushed through the throng, descended the steps, and placed one arm around him.




          "Thanks, Eve," he said cheerfully. "Are you all right?"




          "All right, Kay. Are you hurt?"




          "No…. I know this place. There's an inn … if you'll give me your arm—it's just across the street."




          They went very leisurely, her arm under his—and his face, suddenly colourless, half-resting against her shoulder.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER V


      




      

        

          ISLA WATER


        




        

          Earlier in the evening there had been a young moon on Isla Water. Under it spectres of the mist floated in the pale lustre; a painted moorhen steered through ghostly pools leaving fan-shaped wakes of crinkled silver behind her; heavy fish splashed, swirling again to drown the ephemera.


        




        

          But there was no moonlight now; not a star; only fog on Isla Water, smothering ripples and long still reaches, bank and upland, wall and house.




          The last light had gone out in the stable; the windows of Isla were darkened; there was a faint scent of heather in the night; a fainter taint of peat smoke. The world had grown very still by Isla Water.




          Toward midnight a dog-otter, swimming leisurely by the Bridge of Isla, suddenly dived and sped away under water; and a stoat, prowling in the garden, also took fright and scurried through the wicket. Then in the dead of night the iron bell hanging inside the court began to clang. McKay heard it first in his restless sleep. Finally the clangour broke his sombre dream and he awoke and sat up in bed, listening.




          Neither of the two servants answered the alarm. He swung out of bed and into slippers and dressing-gown and picked up a service pistol. As he entered the stone corridor he heard Miss Erith's door creak on its ancient hinges.




          "Did the bell wake you?" he asked in a low voice.




          "Yes. What is it?"




          "I haven't any idea."




          She opened her door a little wider. Her yellow hair covered her shoulders like a mantilla. "Who could it be at this hour?" she repeated uneasily.




          McKay peered at the phosphorescent dial of his wrist-watch:




          "I don't know," he repeated. "I can't imagine who would come here at this hour."




          "Don't strike a light!" she whispered.




          "No, I think I won't." He continued on down the stone stairs, and


          Miss Erith ran to the rail and looked over.




          "Are you armed?" she called through the darkness.




          "Yes."




          He went on toward the rear of the silent house and through the servants' hall, then around by the kitchen garden, then felt his way along a hedge to a hutchlike lodge where a fixed iron bell hung quivering under the slow blows of the clapper.




          "What the devil's the matter?" demanded McKay in a calm voice.




          The bell still hummed with the melancholy vibrations, but the clapper now hung motionless. Through the brooding rumour of metallic sound came a voice out of the mist:




          "The hours of life are numbered. Is it true?"




          "It is," said McKay coolly; "and the hairs of our head are numbered too!"




          "So teach us to number our days," rejoined the voice from the fog, "that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom."




          "The days of our years are three-score years and ten," said McKay.


          "Have you a name?"




          "A number."




          "And what number will that be?"




          "Sixty-seven. And yours?"




          "You should know that, too."




          "It's the reverse; seventy-six."




          "It is that," said McKay. "Come in."




          He made his way to the foggy gate, drew bolt and chain from the left wicket. A young man stepped through.




          "Losh, mon," he remarked with a Yankee accent, "it's a fearful nicht to be abroad."




          "Come on in," said McKay, re-locking the wicket. "This way; follow me."




          They went by the kitchen garden and servants' hall, and so through to the staircase hall, where McKay struck a match and Sixty-seven instantly blew it out.




          "Better not," he said. "There are vermin about."




          McKay stood silent, probably surprised. Then he called softly in the darkness:




          "Seventy-seven!"




          "Je suis la!" came her voice from the stairs.




          "It's all right," he said, "it's one of our men. No use sittin' up if you're sleepy." He listened but did not hear Miss Erith stir.




          "Better return to bed," he said again, and guided Sixty-seven into the room on the left.




          For a few moments he prowled around; a glass tinkled against a decanter. When he returned to the shadow-shape seated motionless by the casement window he carried only one glass.




          "Don't you?" inquired Sixty-seven. "And you a Scot!"




          "I'm a Yankee; and I'm through."




          "With the stuff?"




          "Absolutely."




          "Oh, very well. But a Yankee laird—tiens c'est assez drole!" He smacked his lips over the smoky draught, set the half-empty glass on the deep sill. Then he began breezily:




          "Well, Seventy-six, what's all this I hear about your misfortunes?"




          "What do you hear?" inquired McKay guilelessly.




          The other man laughed.




          "I hear that you and Seventy-seven have entered the Service; that you are detailed to Switzerland and for a certain object unknown to myself; that your transport was torpedoed a week ago off the Head of Strathlone, that you wired London from this house of yours called Isla, and that you and Seventy-seven went to London last week to replenish the wardrobe you had lost."




          "Is that all you heard?"




          "It is."




          "Well, what more do you wish to hear?"




          "I want to know whether anything has happened to worry you. And I'll tell you why. There was a Hun caught near Banff! Can you beat it? The beggar wore kilts!—and the McKay tartan—and, by jinks, if his gillie wasn't rigged in shepherd's plaid!—and him with his Yankee passport and his gillie with a bag of ready-made rods. Yellow trout, is it? Sea-trout, is it! Ho, me bucko, says I when I lamped what he did with his first trout o' the burn this side the park—by Godfrey! thinks I to myself, you're no white man at all!—you're Boche. And it was so, McKay."




          "Seventy-six," corrected McKay gently.




          "That's better. It should become a habit."




          "Excuse me, Seventy-six; I'm Scotch-Irish way back. You're straight Scotch—somewhere back. We Yankees don't use rods and flies and net and gaff as these Scotch people use 'em. But we're white, Seventy-six, and we use 'em RIGHT in our own fashion." He moistened his throat, shoved aside the glass:




          "But this kilted Boche! Oh, la-la! What he did with his rod and flies and his fish and himself! AND his gillie! Sure YOU'RE not white at all, thinks I. And at that I go after them."




          "You got them?"




          "Certainly—at the inn—gobbling a trout, blaue gesotten—having gone into the kitchen to show a decent Scotch lassie how to concoct the Hunnish dish. I nailed them then and there—took the chance that the swine weren't right. And won out."




          "Good! But what has it to do with me?" asked McKay.




          "Well, I'll be telling you. I took the Boche to London and I've come all the way back to tell you this, Seventy-six; the Huns are on to you and what you're up to. That Boche laird called himself Stanley Brown, but his name is—or was—Schwartz. His gillie proved to be a Swede."




          "Have they been executed?"




          "You bet. Tower style! We got another chum of theirs, too, who set up a holler like he saw a pan of hogwash. We're holding him. And what we've learned is this: The Huns made a special set at your transport in order to get YOU and Seventy-seven!




          "Now they know you are here and their orders are to get you before you reach France. The hog that hollered put us next. He's a Milwaukee Boche; name Zimmerman. He's so scared that he tells all he knows and a lot that he doesn't. That's the trouble with a Milwaukee Boche. Anyway, London sent me back to find you and warn you. Keep your eye skinned. And when you're ready for France wire Edinburgh. You know where. There'll be a car and an escort for you and Seventy-seven."




          McKay laughed: "You know," he said, "there's no chance of trouble here. Glenark is too small a village—"




          "Didn't I land a brace of Boches at Banff?"




          "That's true. Well, anyway, I'll be off, I expect, in a day or so."


          He rose; "and now I'll show you a bed—"




          "No; I've a dog-cart tied out yonder and a chaser lying at Glenark.


          By Godfrey, I'm not finished with these Boche-jocks yet!"




          "You're going?"




          "You bet. I've a date to keep with a suspicious character—on a trawler. Can you beat it? These vermin creep in everywhere. Yes, by Godfrey! They crawl aboard ship in sight of Strathlone Head! Here's hoping it may be a yard-arm jig he'll dance!"




          He emptied his glass, refused more. McKay took him to the wicket and let him loose.




          "Well, over the top, old scout!" said Sixty-seven cheerily, exchanging a quick handclasp with McKay. And so the fog took him.




          A week later they found his dead horse and wrecked dog-cart five miles this side of Glenark Burn, lying in a gully entirely concealed by whinn and broom. It was the noise the flies made that attracted attention. As for the man himself, he floated casually into the Firth one sunny day with five bullets in him and his throat cut very horridly.




          But, before that, other things happened on Isla Water—long before anybody missed No. 67. Besides, the horse and dog-cart had been hired for a week; and nobody was anxious except the captain of the trawler, held under mysterious orders to await the coming of a man who never came.




          So McKay went back through the fog to his quaint, whitewashed inheritance—this legacy from a Scotch grandfather to a Yankee grandson—and when he came into the dark waist of the house he called up very gently: "Are you awake, Miss Yellow-hair?"




          "Yes. Is all well?"




          "All's well," he said, mounting the stairs.




          "Then—good night to you Kay of Isla!" she said.




          "Don't you want to hear—"




          "To-morrow, please."




          "But—"




          "As long as you say that all is well I refuse to lose any more sleep!"




          "Are you sleepy, Yellow-hair?"




          "I am."




          "Aren't you going to sit up and chat for a few—"




          "I am not!"




          "Have you no curiosity?" he demanded, laughingly.




          "Not a bit. You say everything is all right. Then it is all right—when Kay of Isla says so! Good night!"




          What she had said seemed to thrill him with a novel and delicious sense of responsibility. He heard her door close; he stood there in the stone corridor a moment before entering his room, experiencing an odd, indefinite pleasure in the words this girl had uttered—words which seemed to reinstate him among his kind, words which no woman would utter except to a man in whom she believed.




          And yet this girl knew him—knew what he had been—had seen him in the depths—had looked upon the wreck of him.




          Out of those depths she had dragged what remained of him—not for his own sake perhaps—not for his beaux-yeux—but to save him for the service which his country demanded of him.




          She had fought for him—endured, struggled spiritually, mentally, bodily to wrench him out of the coma where drink had left him with a stunned brain and crippled will.




          And now, believing in her work, trusting, confident, she had just said to him that what he told her was sufficient security for her. And on his word that all was well she had calmly composed herself for sleep as though all the dead chieftains of Isla stood on guard with naked claymores! Nothing in all his life had ever so thrilled him as this girl's confidence.




          And, as he entered his room, he knew that within him the accursed thing that had been, lay dead forever.




          He was standing in the walled garden switching a limber trout-rod when Miss Erith came upon him next morning,—a tall straight young man in his kilts, supple and elegant as the lancewood rod he was testing.




          Conscious of a presence behind him he turned, came toward her in the sunlight, the sun crisping his short hair. And in his pleasant level eyes the girl saw what had happened—what she had wrought—that this young man had come into his own again—into his right mind and his manhood—and that he had resumed his place among his fellow men and peers.




          He greeted her seriously, almost formally; and the girl, excited and a little upset by the sudden realisation of his victory and hers, laughed when he called her "Miss Erith."




          "You called me Yellow-hair last night," she said. "I called you Kay.


          Don't you want it so?"




          "Yes," he said reddening, understanding that it was her final recognition of a man who had definitely "come back."




          Miss Erith was very lovely as she stood there in the garden whither breakfast was fetched immediately and laid out on a sturdy green garden-table—porridge, coffee, scones, jam, and an egg.




          Chipping the latter she let her golden-hazel eyes rest at moments upon the young fellow seated opposite. At other moments, sipping her coffee or buttering a scone, she glanced about her at the new grass starred with daisies, at the daffodils, the slim young fruit-trees,—and up at the old white facade of the ancient abode of the Lairds of Isla.




          "Why the white flag up there, Kay?" she inquired, glancing aloft.




          He laughed, but flushed a little. "Yankee that I am," he admitted, "I seem to be Scot enough to observe the prejudices and folk-ways of my forebears."




          "Is it your clan flag?"




          "Bratach Bhan Chlaun Aoidh," he said smilingly. "The White Banner of the McKays."




          "Good! And what may that be—that bunch of weed you wear in your button-hole?" Again the young fellow laughed: "Seasgan or Cuilc—in Gaelic—just reed-grass, Miss Yellow-hair."




          "Your clan badge?"




          "I believe so."




          "You're a good Yankee, Kay. You couldn't be a good Yankee if you treated Scotch custom with contempt…. This jam is delicious. And oh, such scones!"




          "When we go to Edinburgh we'll tea on Princess Street," he remarked.


          "It's there you'll fall for the Scotch cakes, Yellow-hair."




          "I've already fallen for everything Scotch," she remarked demurely.




          "Ah, wait! This Scotland is no strange land to good Americans. It's a bonnie, sweet, clean bit of earth made by God out of the same batch he used for our own world of the West. Oh, Yellow-hair, I mind the first day I ever saw Scotland. 'Twas across Princess Street—across acres of Madonna lilies in that lovely foreland behind which the Rock lifted skyward with Edinburgh Castle atop made out of grey silver slag! It was a brave sight, Yellow-hair. I never loved America more than at that moment when, in my heart, I married her to Scotland."




          "Kay, you're a poet!" she exclaimed.




          "We all are here, Yellow-hair. There's naught else in Scotland," he said laughing.




          The man was absolutely transformed, utterly different. She had never imagined that a "cure" meant the revelation of this unsuspected personality—this alternation of pleasant gravity and boyish charm.




          Something of what preoccupied her he perhaps suspected, for the colour came into his handsome lean features again and he picked up his rod, rising as she rose.




          "Are there no instructions yet?" she inquired.




          As he stood there threading the silk line through the guides he told her about the visit of No. 67.




          "I fancy instructions will come before long," he remarked, casting a leaderless line out across the grass. After a moment he glanced rather gravely at her where she stood with hands linked behind her, watching the graceful loops which his line was making in the air.




          "You're not worried, are you, Yellow-hair?"




          "About the Boche?"




          "I meant that."




          "No, Kay, I'm not uneasy."




          And when the girl had said it she knew that she had meant a little more; she had meant that she felt secure with this particular man beside her.




          It was a strange sort of peace that was invading her—an odd courage quite unfamiliar—an effortless pluck that had suddenly become the most natural thing in the world to this girl, who, until then, had clutched her courage desperately in both hands, commended her soul to God, her body to her country's service.




          Frightened, she had set out to do this service, knowing perfectly what sort of fate awaited her if she fell among the Boche.




          Frightened but resolute she faced the consequences with this companion about whom she knew nothing; in whom she had divined a trace of that true metal which had been so dreadfully tarnished and transmuted.




          And now, here in this ancient garden—here in the sun of earliest summer, she had beheld a transfiguration. And still under the spell of it, still thrilled by wonder, she had so utterly believed in it, so ardently accepted it, that she scarcely understood what this transfiguration had also wrought in her. She only felt that she was no longer captain of their fate; that he was now; and she resigned her invisible insignia of rank with an unconscious little sigh that left her pretty lips softly parted.




          At that instant he chanced to look up at her. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in the world. And she had looked at him out of those golden eyes when he had been less than a mere brute beast…. That was very hard to know and remember …. But it was the price he had to pay—that this fresh, sweet, clean young thing had seen him as he once had been, and that he never could forget what she had looked upon.




          "Kay!"




          "Yes, Lady Yellow-hair."




          "What are you going to do with that rod?"




          "Whip Isla for a yellow trout for you."




          "Isla?"




          "Not our Loch, but the quick water yonder."




          "You know," she said, "to a Yankee girl those moors appear rather—rather lonely."




          "Forbidding?"




          "No; beautiful in their way. But I am in awe of Glenark moors."




          He smiled, lingering still to loop on a gossamer leader and a cast of tiny flies.




          "Have you—" she began, and smiled nervously.




          "A gun?" he inquired coolly. "Yes, I have two strapped up under both arms. But you must come too, Yellow-hair."




          "You don't think it best to leave me alone even in your own house?"




          "No, I don't think it best."




          "I wanted to go with you anyway," she said, picking up a soft hat and pulling it over her golden head.




          On the way across Isla bridge and out along the sheep-path they chatted unconcernedly. A faint aromatic odour made the girl aware of broom and whinn and heath.




          As they sauntered on along the edge of Isla Water the lapwings rose into flight ahead. Once or twice the feathery whirr of brown grouse startled her. And once, on the edge of cultivated land, a partridge burst from the heather at her very feet—a "Frenchman" with his red legs and gay feathers brilliant in the sun.




          Sun and shadow and white cloud, heath and moor and hedge and broad-tilled field alternated as they passed together along the edge of Isla Water and over the road to Isla—the enchanting river—interested in each other's conversation and in the loveliness of the sunny world about them.




          High in the blue sky plover called en passant; larks too were on the wing, and throstles and charming feathered things that hid in hedgerows and permitted glimpses of piquant heads and twitching painted tails.




          "It is adorable, this country!" Miss Erith confessed. "It steals into your very bones; doesn't it?"




          "And the bones still remain Yankee bones," he rejoined. "There's the miracle, Yellow-hair."




          "Entirely. You know what I think? The more we love the more loyal we become to our own. I'm really quite serious. Take yourself for example, Kay. You are most ornamental in your kilts and heather-spats, and you are a better Yankee for it. Aren't you?"




          "Oh yes, a hopeless Yankee. But that drop of Scotch blood is singing tunes to-day, Yellow-hair."




          "Let it sing—God bless it!"




          He turned, his youthful face reflecting the slight emotion in her gay voice. Then with a grave smile he set his face straight in front of him and walked on beside her, the dark green pleats of the McKay tartan whipping his bared knees. Clan Morhguinn had no handsomer son; America no son more loyal.




          A dragon-fly glittered before them for an instant. Far across the rolling country they caught the faint, silvery flash of Isla hurrying to the sea.




          Evelyn Erith stood in the sunny breeze of Isla, her yellow hair dishevelled by the wind, her skirt's edge wet with the spray of waterfalls. The wild rose colour was in her cheeks and the tint of crimson roses on her lips and the glory of the Soleil d'or glimmered on her loosened hair. A confused sense that the passing hour was the happiest in her life possessed her: she looked down at the brace of wet yellow trout on the bog-moss at her feet; she gazed out across the crinkled pool where the Yankee Laird of Isla waded, casting a big tinselled fly for the accidental but inevitable sea-trout always encountered in Isla during the season—always surprising and exciting the angler with emotion forever new.




          Over his shoulder he was saying to her: "Sea-trout and grilse don't belong to Isla, but they come occasionally, Lady Yellow-hair."




          "Like you and I, Kay—we don't belong here but we come."




          "Where the McKay is, the Key of the World lies hidden in his sporran," he laughed back at her over his shoulder where the clan plaid fluttered above the cairngorm.




          "Oh, the modesty of this young man! Wherever he takes off his cap he is at home!" she cried.




          He only laughed, and she saw the slim line curl, glisten, loop and unroll in the long back cast, re-loop, and straighten out over Isla like a silver spider's floating strand. Then silver leaped to meet silver as the "Doctor" touched water; one keen scream of the reel cut the sunny silence; the rod bent like a bow, staggered in his hand, swept to the surface in a deeper bow, quivered under the tremendous rush of the great fish.




          Miss Erith watched the battle from an angle not that of an angler. Her hazel eyes followed McKay where he manoeuvred in midstream with rod and gaff—happily aware of the grace in every unconscious movement of his handsome lean body—the steady, keen poise of head and shoulders, the deft and powerful play of his clean-cut, brown hands.




          It came into her mind that he'd look like that on the firing-line some day when his Government was ready to release him from his obscure and terrible mission—the Government that was sending him where such men as he usually perish unobserved, unhonoured, repudiated even by those who send them to accomplish what only the most brave and unselfish dare undertake.




          A little cloud cast a momentary shadow across Isla. The sea-trout died then, a quivering limber, metallic shape glittering on the ripples.




          In the intense stillness from far across the noon-day world she heard the bells of Banff—a far, sweet reiteration stealing inland on the wind. She had never been so happy in her life.




          Swinging back across the moor together, he with slanting rod and weighted creel, she with her wind-blown yellow hair and a bunch of reed at her belt in his honour, both seemed to understand that they had had their hour, and that the hour was ending—almost ended now.




          They had remained rather silent. Perhaps grave thoughts of what lay before them beyond the bright moor's edge—beyond the far blue horizon—preoccupied their minds. And each seemed to feel that their play-day was finished—seemed already to feel physically the approach of that increasing darkness shrouding the East—that hellish mist toward which they both were headed—the twilight of the Hun.




          Nothing stained the sky above them; a snowy cloud or two drifted up there,—a flight of lapwings now and then—a lone curlew. The long, squat white-washed house with its walled garden reflected in Isla Water glimmered before them in the hollow of the rolling hills.




          McKay was softly and thoughtfully whistling the "Lament for


          Donald"—the lament of CLAN AOIDH—his clan.




          "That's rather depressing, Kay—what you're whistling," said Evelyn


          Erith.




          He glanced up from his abstraction, nodded, and strode on humming the "Over There" of that good bard George of Broadway.




          After a moment the girl said: "There seem to be some people by Isla


          Water."




          His quick glance appraised the distant group, their summer tourist automobile drawn up on the bank of Isla Water near the Bridge, the hampers on the grass.




          "Trespassers," he said with a shrug. "But it's a pretty spot by Isla


          Bridge and we never drive them away."




          She looked at them again as they crossed the very old bridge of stone. Down by the water's edge stood their machine. Beside it on the grass were picnicking three people—a very good-looking girl, a very common-looking stout young man in flashy outing clothes, and a thin man of forty, well-dressed and of better appearance.




          The short, stout, flashy young man was eating sandwiches with one hand while with the other he held a fishing-rod out over the water.




          McKay noticed this bit of impudence with a shrug. "That won't do," he murmured; and pausing at the parapet of the bridge he said pleasantly: "I'm sorry to disturb you, but fishing isn't permitted in Isla Water."




          At that the flashy young man jumped up with unexpected nimbleness—a powerful frame on two very vulgar but powerful legs.




          "Say, sport," he called out, "if this is your fish-pond we're ready to pay what's right. What's the damage for a dozen fish?"




          "Americans—awful ones," whispered Miss Erith.




          McKay rested his folded arms on the parapet and regarded the advance of the flashy man up the grassy slope below.




          "I don't rent fishing privileges," he said amiably.




          "That's all right. Name your price. No millionaire guy I ever heard of ever had enough money," returned the flashy man jocosely.




          McKay, amused, shook his head. "Sorry," he said, "but I couldn't permit you to fish."




          "Aw, come on, old scout! We heard you was American same as us.


          That's my sister down there and her feller. My name's Jim


          Macniff—some Scotch somewhere. That there feller is Harry Skelton.


          Horses is our business—Spitalfields Mews—here's my card—"


          pulling it out—"I'll come up on the bridge—"




          "Never mind. What are you in Scotland for anyway?" inquired McKay.




          "The Angus Dhu stables at Inverness—auction next Wednesday. Horses is our line, so we made it a holiday—"




          "A holiday in the Banff country?"




          "Sure, I ain't never seen it before. Is that your house?"




          McKay nodded and turned away, weary of the man and his vulgarity. "Very well, picnic and fish if you like," he said; and fell into step beside Miss Erith.




          They entered the house through the door in the garden. Later, when Miss Erith came back from her toilet, but still wearing her outing skirt, McKay turned from the long window where he had been standing and watching the picnickers across Isla Bridge. The flashy man had a banjo now and was strumming it and leering at the girl.




          "What people to encounter in this corner of Paradise," she said laughingly. And, as he did not smile: "You don't suppose there's anything queer about them, do you, Kay?" At that he smiled: "Oh, no, nothing of that sort, Yellow-hair. Only—it's rather odd. But bagmen and their kind do come into the northland—why, Heaven knows—but one sees them playing about."




          "Of course those people are merely very ordinary Americans—nothing worse," she said, seating herself at the table.




          "What could be worse?" he returned lightly.




          "Boche."




          They were seated sideways to the window and opposite each other, commanding a clear view of Isla Water and the shore where the picnickers sprawled apparently enjoying the semi-comatose pleasure of repletion.




          "That other man—the thin one—has not exactly a prepossessing countenance," she remarked.




          "They can't travel without papers," he said.




          For a little while luncheon progressed in silence. Presently Miss Erith reverted to the picnickers: "The young woman has a foreign face. Have you noticed?"




          "She's rather dark. Rather handsome, too. And she appears rather nice."




          "Women of that class always appear superior to men of the same class," observed Miss Erith. "I suppose really they are not superior to the male of the species."




          "I've always thought they were," he said.




          "Men might think so."




          He smiled: "Quite right, Yellow-hair; woman only is competent to size up woman. The trouble is that no man really believes this."




          "Don't you?"




          "I don't know. Tell me, what shall we do after luncheon?"




          "Oh, the moors—please, Kay!"




          "What!" he exclaimed laughingly; "you're already a victim to Glenark moors!"




          "Kay, I adore them! … Are you tired? … Our time is short-our day of sunshine. I want to drink in all of it I can … before we—"




          "Certainly. Shall we walk to Strathnaver, Lady Yellow-hair?"




          "If it please my lord."




          "Now?"




          "In the cool of the afternoon. Don't you want to be lazy with me in your quaint old garden for an hour or two?"




          "I'll send out two steamer-chairs, Yellow-hair."




          When they lay there in the shadow of a lawn umbrella, chair beside chair, the view across Isla Water was unpolluted by the picnickers, their hamper, and their car.




          "Stole away, the beggars," drawled McKay lighting a cigarette.


          "Where the devil they got a permit for petrol is beyond me."




          The girl lay with deep golden eyes dreaming under her long dark lashes. Sunlight crinkled Isla Water; a merle came and sang to her in a pear-tree until, in its bubbling melody, she seemed to hear the liquid laughter of Isla rippling to the sea.




          "Kay?"




          "Yes, Yellow-hair." Their voices were vague and dreamy.




          "Tell me something."




          "I'll tell you something. When a McKay of Isla is near his end he is always warned."




          "How?"




          "A cold hand touches his hand in the dark."




          "Kay!"




          "It's so. It's called'the Cold Hand of Isla.' We are all doomed to feel it."




          "Absurd!"




          "Not at all. That's a pretty story; isn't it? Now what more shall I tell you?"




          "Anything you like, Kay. I'm in paradise—or would be if only somebody would tell me stories till I fall asleep."




          "Stories about what?"




          "About YOU, Kay."




          "I'll not talk about myself."




          "Please!"




          But he shook his head without smiling: "You know all there is," he said—"and much that is—unspeakable."




          "Kay!"




          "What?"




          "Never, never speak that way again!"




          He remained silent.




          "Because," she continued in her low, pretty voice, "it is not true. I know about you only what I somehow seemed to divine the very moment I first laid eyes on you. Something within me seemed to say to me, 'This is a boy who also is a real man!' … And it was true, Kay."




          "You thought that when you knelt in the snow and looked down at that beastly drunken—"




          "Yes! Don't use such words! You looked like a big schoolboy, asleep-that is what you resembled. But I knew you to be a real man."




          "You are merciful, but I know what you went through," he said morosely.




          She paid no attention: "I liked you instantly. I thought to myself,


          'Now when he wakes he'll be what he looks like.' And you are!"




          He stirred in his chair, sideways, and glanced at her.




          "You know what I think about you, don't you?"




          "No." She shouldn't have let their words drift thus far and she knew it. Also at this point she should have diverted the conversation. But she remained silent, aware of an indefinite pleasure in the vague excitement which had quickened her pulse a little.




          "Well, I shan't tell you," he said quietly.




          "Why not?" And at that her heart added a beat or two.




          "Because, even if I were different, you wouldn't wish me to."




          "Why?"




          "Because you and I are doomed to a rather intimate comradeship—a companionship far beyond conventions, Yellow-hair. That is what is ahead of us. And you will have enough to weary you without having another item to add to it."




          "What item?" At that she became very silent and badly scared. What demon was prompting her to such provocation? Her own effrontery amazed and frightened her, but her words seemed to speak themselves independently of her own volition.




          "Yellow-hair," he said, "I think you have guessed all I might have dared say to you were I not on eternal probation."




          "Probation?"




          "Before a bitterly strict judge."




          "Who?"




          "Myself, Yellow-hair."




          "Oh, Kay! You ARE a boy—nothing more than a boy—"




          "Are you in love with me?"




          "No," she said, astonished. "I don't think so. What an amazing thing to say to a girl!"




          "I thought I'd scare you," he remarked grimly.




          "You didn't. I—I was scarcely prepared—such a nonsensical thing to say! Why—why I might as well ask you if you are in—in—"




          "In love with you? You wish to know, Yellow-hair?"




          "No, I don't," she replied hastily. "This is—stupid. I don't understand how we came to discuss such—such—" But she did know and she bit her lip and gazed across Isla Water in silent exasperation.




          What mischief was this that hid in the Scottish sunshine, whispering in every heather-scented breeze—laughing at her from every little wave on Isla Water?—counselling her to this new and delicate audacity, imbuing her with a secret gaiety of heart, and her very soul fluttering with a delicious laughter—an odd, perverse, illogical laughter, alternately tremulous and triumphant!




          Was she in love, then, with this man? She remembered his unconscious head on her knees in the limousine, and the snow clinging to his bright hair—




          She remembered the telephone, and the call to the hospital—and the message. … And the white night and bitter dawn. … Love? No, not as she supposed it to be; merely the solicitude and friendship of a woman who once found something hurt by the war and who fought to protect what was hers by right of discovery. That was not love. … Perhaps there may have been a touch of the maternal passion about her feeling for this man. … Nothing else—nothing more than that, and the eternal indefinable charity for all boys which is inherent in all womanhood—the consciousness of the enchantment that a boy has for all women. … Nothing more. … Except that—perhaps she had wondered whether he liked her—as much as she liked him…. Or if, possibly, in his regard for her there were some slight depths between shallows—a gratitude that is a trifle warmer than the conventional virtue—




          When at length she ventured to turn her head and look at him he seemed to be asleep, lying there in the transformed shadow of the lawn umbrella.




          Something about the motionless relaxation of this man annoyed her.


          "Kay?"




          He turned his head squarely toward her, and 'o her exasperation she blushed.




          "Did I wake you? I'm sorry," she said coldly.




          "You didn't. I was awake."




          "Oh! I meant to say that I think I'll stroll out. Don't come if you feel lazy."




          He swung himself up to a sitting posture.




          "I'm quite ready," he said. … "You'll always find me ready,


          Yellow-hair—always waiting."




          "Waiting? For what?"




          "For your commands."




          "You very nice boy!" she said gaily, springing to her feet. Then, the subtle demon of the sunlight prompting her: "You know, Kay, you don't ever have to wait. Because I'm always ready to listen to any pro—any suggestions—from you."




          The man looked into the girl's eyes:




          "You would care to hear what I might have to tell you?"




          "I always care to hear what you say. Whatever you say interests me."




          "Would it interest you to know I am—in love?"




          "Yes. … With wh—whom are—" But her breath failed her.




          "With you. … You knew it, Yellow-hair. … Does it interest you to know it?"




          "Yes." But the exhilaration of the moment was interfering with her breath again and she only stood there with the flushed and audacious little smile stamped on her lips forcing her eyes to meet his curious, troubled, intent gaze.




          "You did know it?" he repeated.




          "No."




          "You suspected it."




          "I wanted to know what you—thought about me, Kay."




          "You know now."




          "Yes … but it doesn't seem real. … And I haven't anything to say to you. I'm sorry—"




          "I understand, Yellow-hair."




          "—Except-thank you. And-and I am interested. … You're such a boy…. I like you so much, Kay…. And I AM interested in what you said to me."




          "That means a lot for you to say, doesn't it?"




          "I don't know. … It's partly what we have been through together, I suppose; partly this lovely country, and the sun. Something is enchanting me. … And you are very nice to look at, Kay." His smile was grave, a little detached and weary.




          "I did not suppose you could ever really care for such a man as I am," he remarked without the slightest bitterness or appeal in his voice. "But I'm glad you let me tell you how it is with me. … It always was that way, Yellow-hair, from the first moment you came into the hospital. I fell in love then."




          "Oh, you couldn't have—"




          "Nevertheless, and after all I said and did to the contrary. … I don't think any woman remains entirely displeased when a man tells her he is in love with her. If he does love her he ought to tell her, I think. It always means that much tribute to her power. … And none is indifferent to power, Yellow-hair."




          "No. … I am not indifferent. I like what you said to me. It seems unreal, though—but enchanting—part of this day's enchantment. … Shall we start, Kay?"




          "Certainly."




          They went out together through the garden door into the open moor, swinging along in rhythmic stride, side by side, smiling faintly as dreamers smile when something imperceptible to the waking world invades their vision.




          Again the brown grouse whirred from the whinns; again the subtle fragrance of the moor sweetened her throat with its clean aroma; again the haunting complaint of the lapwings came across acres of bog and furze; and, high in the afternoon sky, an invisible curlew sadly and monotonously repeated its name through the vast blue vault of space.




          On the edge of evening with all the west ablaze they came out once more on Isla Water and looked across the glimmering flood at the old house in the hollow, every distant window-pane a-glitter.




          Like that immemorial and dragon-guarded jewel of the East the sun, cradled in flaky gold, hung a hand's breadth above the horizon, and all the world had turned to a hazy plum-bloom tint threaded with pale fire.




          On Isla Water the yellow trout had not yet begun to jump; evening still lingered beyond the world's curved ruin; but the wild duck were coming in from the sea in twos and threes and sheering down into distant reaches of Isla Water.




          Then, into the divine stillness of the universe came the unspeakable twang of a banjo; and a fat voice, slightly hoarse:




          "Rocks on the mountain,


              Fishes in the sea,


              A red-headed girl


              Raised hell with me.


              She come from Chicago, R.F.D.


              An' she ain't done a thing to a guy like me!"




          The business was so grotesquely outrageous, so utterly and disgustingly hopeless in its surprise and untimelines, that McKay's sharp laugh rang out under the sky.




          There they were, the same trespassers of the morning, squatted on the heather at the base of Isla Craig—a vast heap of rocks—their machine drawn up in the tall green brakes beside the road.




          The flashy, fat man, Macniff, had the banjo. The girl sat between him and the thin man, Skelton.




          "Ah, there, old scout!" called out Macniff, flourishing one hand toward McKay. "Lovely evening, ain't it? Won't you and the wife join us?"




          There was absolutely nothing to reply to such an invitation. Miss Erith continued to gaze out steadily across Isla Water; McKay, deeply sensitive to the ludicrous, smiled under the grotesque provocation, his eyes mischievously fixed on Miss Erith. After a long while: "They've spoiled it," she said lightly. "Shall we go on, Kay? I can't endure that banjo."




          They walked on, McKay grinning. The picnickers were getting up from the crushed heather; Macniff with his banjo came toward them on his incredibly thick legs, blocking their path.




          "Say, sport," he began, "won't you and the lady join us?" But McKay cut him short:




          "Do you know you are impudent?" he said very quietly. "Step out of the way there."




          "The hell you say!" and McKay's patience ended at the same instant. And something happened very quickly, for the man only staggered under the smashing blow and the other man's arm flew up and his pistol blazed in the gathering dusk, shattering the cairngorm on McKay's shoulder. The young woman fired from where she sat on the grass and the soft hat was jerked from Miss Erith's head. At the same moment McKay clutched her arm and jerked her violently behind a jutting elbow of Isla Rock. When she recovered her balance she saw he held two pistols.




          "Boche?" she gasped incredulously.




          "Yes. Keep your head down. Crouch among the ferns behind me!"




          There was a ruddy streak of fire from the pistol in his right hand; shots answered, the bullets smacking the rock or whining above it.




          "Yellow-hair?"




          "Yes, Kay."




          "You are not scared, are you?"




          "Yes; but I'm all right."




          He said with quiet bitterness: "It's too late to say what a fool I am. Their camouflage took me in; that's all—"




          He fired again; a rattling volley came storming among the rocks.




          "We're all right here," he said tersely. But in his heart he was terrified, for he had only the cartridges in his clips.




          Presently he motioned her to bend over very low. Then, taking her hand, he guided her along an ascending gulley, knee-deep in fern and brake and brier, to a sort of little rocky pulpit.




          The lake lay behind them, lapping the pulpit's base. There was a man in a boat out there. McKay fired at him and he plied both oars and fled out of range.




          "Lie down," he whispered to Miss Erith. The girl mutely obeyed.




          Now, crouched up there in the deepening dusk, his pistol extended, resting on the rock in front of him, his keen eyes searched restlessly; his ears were strained for the minutest stirring on the moor in front of him; and his embittered mind was at work alternately cursing his own stupidity and searching for some chance for this young girl whom his own incredible carelessness had probably done to death.




          Presently, between him and Isla Water, a shadow moved. He fired; and around them the darkness spat flame from a dozen different angles.




          "Damnation!" he whispered to himself, realising now what the sunlit moors had hidden—a dozen men all bent on murder.




          Once a voice hailed him from the thick darkness promising immunity if he surrendered. He hesitated. Who but he should know the Boche? Still he answered back: "If you let this woman go you can do what you like to me!" And knew while he was saying it that it was useless—that there was no truth, no honour in the Boche, only infamy and murder. A hoarse voice promised what he asked; but Miss Erith caught McKay's arm.




          "No!"




          "If I dared believe them—"




          "No, Kay!"




          He shrugged: "I'd be very glad to pay the price—only they can't be trusted. They can't be trusted, Yellow-hair."




          Somebody shouted from the impenetrable shadows:




          "Come out of that now, McKay! If you don't we'll go in and cut her throat before we do for you!"




          He remained silent, quite motionless, watching the darkness.




          Suddenly his pistol flashed redly, rapidly; a heavy, soft bulk went tumbling down the rocks; another reeled there, silhouetted against Isla Water, then lurched forward, striking the earth with his face. And now from every angle slanting lines of blood-red fire streaked the night; Isla Craig rang and echoed with pelting lead.




          "Next!" called out McKay with his ugly careless laugh. "Two down. No use to set 'em up again! Let dead wood lie. It's the law!"




          "Can they hear the shooting at the house?" whispered Miss Erith.




          "Too far. A shot on the moors carries only a little way."




          "Could they see the pistol flashes, Kay?"




          "They'd take them for fireflies or witch lights dancing on the bogs."




          After a long and immobile silence he dropped to his knees, remained so listening, then crept across the Pulpit's ferny floor. Of a sudden he sprang up and fired full into a man's face; and struck the distorted visage with doubled fist, hurling it below, crashing down through the bracken.




          After a stunned interval Miss Erith saw him wiping that hand on the herbage.




          "Kay?"




          "Yes, Yellow-hair."




          "Can you see your wrist-watch?"




          "Yes. It's after midnight."




          The girl prayed silently for dawn. The man, grim, alert, awaited events, clutching his partly emptied pistols. He had not yet told her that they were partly empty. He did not know whether to tell her. After a while he made up his mind.




          "Yellow-hair?"




          "Yes, dear Kay."




          His lips went dry; he found difficulty in speaking: "I've—I've undone you. I've bitten the hand that saved me, your slim white hand, I'm afraid. I'm afraid I've destroyed you, Yellow-hair."




          "How, Kay?"




          "My pistols are half empty. … Unless dawn comes quick—"




          Again one of his pistols flashed its crimson streak across the blackness and a man began scrambling and thrashing and screaming down there in the whinns. For a little while Miss Erith crouched beside McKay in silence. Then he felt her light touch on his arm:




          "I've been thinking.",




          "Aye. So have I."




          "Is there a chance to drop into the lake?"




          He had not thought so. He had figured it out in every possible way. But there seemed little chance to swim that icy water—none at all—with that man in the boat yonder, and detection always imminent if they left the Pulpit. McKay shook his head slightly:




          "He'd row us down and gralloch us like swimming deer."




          "But if one goes alone?"




          "Oh, Yellow-hair! Yellow-hair! If you only could!"




          "I can."




          "Swim it?"




          "Yes."




          "It's cold water. Few can swim Isla Water. It's a long swim from


          Isla Craig to the house."




          "I can do it, I think."




          After a terrible silence he said: "Yes, best try it, Yellow-hair….


          I had meant to keep the last cartridge for you…"




          "Dear Kay," she breathed close to his cheek.




          Presently he was obliged to fire again, but remained uncertain as to his luck in the raging storm of lead that followed.




          "I guess you better go, Yellow-hair," he whispered. "My guns are about all in."




          "Try to hold them off. I'll come back. Of course you understand I'm not going for myself, Kay, I'm going for ammunition."




          "What!"




          "What did you suppose?" she asked curtly.




          At that he blazed up: "If you can win through Isla Water you stay on the other side and telephone Glenark! Do you hear? I'm all right. It's—it's none of your business how I end this—"




          "Kay?"




          "What?"




          "Turn your back. I'm undressing."




          He heard her stripping, kneeling in the ferns behind him,—heard the rip of delicate fabric and the rustle of silk-lined garments falling.




          Presently she said: "Can I be noticed if I slip down through the bushes to the water?"




          "O God," he whispered, "be careful, Yellow-hair. … No, the man in the boat is keeping his distance. He'll never see you. Don't splash when you take the water. Swim like an otter, under, until you're well out. … You're young and sturdy, slim as you are. You'll get through if the chill of Isla doesn't paralyse you. But you've got to do it, Yellow-hair; you've GOT to do it."




          "Yes. Hold them off, Kay. I'll be back. Hold them off, dear Kay.


          Will you?"




          "I'll try, Yellow-hair…. Good luck! Don't try to come back!"




          "Good luck," she whispered close to his ear; and, for a second he felt her slim young hands on his shoulders—lightly—the very ghost of contact. That was all. He waited a hundred years. Then another. Then, his weapons levelled, listening, he cast a quick glance backward. At the foot of the Pulpit a dark ripple lapped the rock. Nothing there now; nothing in Isla Water save far in the stars' lustre the shadowy boat lying motionless.




          Toward dawn they tried to rush the Pulpit. He used a heavy fragment of rock on the first man up, and as his quarry went smashing earthward, a fierce whine burst from the others: "Shot out! All together now!" But his pistol spoke again and they recoiled, growling, disheartened, cursing the false hope that had re-nerved them.




          It was his last shot, however. He had a heavy clasp-knife such as salmon-anglers carry. He laid his empty pistols on the rocky ledge. Very patiently he felt for frost-loosened masses of rock, detached them one by one and noiselessly piled them along the ledge.




          "It's odd," he thought to himself: "I'm going to be killed and I don't care. If Isla got HER, then I'll see her very soon now, God willing. But if she wins out—why it is going to be longer waiting…. And I've put my mark on the Boche—not as often as I wished—but I've marked some of them for what they've done to me—and to the world—"




          A sound caught his ear. He waited, listening. Had it been a fighting chance in Isla Water he'd have taken it. But the man in the boat!—and to have one's throat cut—like a deer! No! He'd kill all he could first; he'd die fighting, not fleeing.




          He looked at his wrist-watch. Miss Erith had been gone two hours.


          That meant that her slender body lay deep, deep in icy Isla.




          Now, listening intently, he heard the bracken stirring and something scraping the gorse below. They were coming; they were among the rocks! He straightened up and hurled a great slab of rock down through darkness; heard them scrambling upward still; seized slab after slab and smashed them downward at the flashes as the red flare of their pistols lit up his figure against the sky.




          Then, as he hurled the last slab and clutched his short, broad knife, a gasping breath fell on his cheek and a wet and icy little hand thrust a box of clips into his. And there and then The McKay almost died, for it was as if the "Cold Hand of Isla" had touched him. And he stared ahead to see his own wraith.




          "Quick!" she panted. "We can hold them, Kay!"




          "Yellow-hair! By God! You bet we can!" he cried with a terrible burst of laughter; and ripped the clips from the box and snapped them in with lightning speed.




          Then his pistols vomited vermilion, clearing the rock of vermin; and when two fresh clips were snapped in, the man stood on the Pulpit's edge, mad for blood, his fierce young eyes searching the blackness about him.




          "You dirty rats!" he cried, "come back! Are you leaving your dead in the bracken then?"




          There were distant sounds on the moor; nothing stirred nearer.




          "Are you coming back?" he shouted, "or must I go after you?"




          Suddenly in the night their motor roared. At the same moment, far across the lake, he saw the headlights of other motors glide over Isla Bridge like low-flying stars.




          "Yellow-hair!"




          There was no sound behind him. He turned.




          The fainting girl lay amid her drenched yellow hair in the ferns, partly covered by the clothing which she had drawn over her with her last conscious effort.




          It is a long way across Isla Water. And twice across is longer. And


          "The Cold Hand of Isla" summons the chief of Clan Morhguinn when his


          time has come to look upon his own wraith face to face. But The Cold


          Hand of Isla had touched this girl in vain—MOLADH MAIRI!!




          "Yellow-hair! Yellow-hair!" he whispered. The roar of rushing motors from Glenark filled his ears. He picked up one of her little hands and chafed it. Then she opened her golden eyes, looked up at him, and a flood of rose dyed her body from brow to ankle.




          "It—it is a long way across Isla Water," she stammered. "I'm very tired—Kay!"




          "You below there!" shouted McKay. "Are there constables among you?"




          "Aye, sir!" came the loud response amid the roar of running engines.




          "Then there'll be whiskey and blankets, I'm thinkin'!" cried McKay.




          "Aye, blankets for the dead if there be any!"




          "Kick 'em into the whinns and bring what ye bring for the living!" said McKay in a loud, joyous voice. "And if you've petrol and speed take the Banff road and be on your way, for the Boche are crawling to cover, and it's fine running the night! Get on there, ye Glenark beagles! And leave a car behind for me and mine!"




          A constable, shining his lantern, came clumping up the Pulpit. McKay snatched the heavy blankets and with one mighty movement swept the girl into them.




          Half-conscious she coughed and gasped at the whiskey, then lay very still as McKay lifted her in his arms and strode out under the paling stars of Isla.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER VI


      




      

        

          MOUNT TERRIBLE


        




        

          Toward the last of May a handsome young man wearing a smile and the uniform of an American Intelligence Officer arrived at Delle, a French village on the Franco-Swiss frontier.


        




        

          His credentials being satisfactory he was directed by the Major of Alpinists commanding the place to a small stucco house on the main street.




          Here he inquired for a gentleman named Number Seventy. The gentleman's other name was John Recklow, and he received the Intelligence Officer, locked the door, and seated himself behind his desk with his back to the sunlit window, and one drawer of his desk partly open.




          Credentials being requested, and the request complied with accompanied by a dazzling smile, there ensued a silent interval of some length during which the young man wearing the uniform of an American Intelligence Officer was not at all certain whether Recklow was examining him or the papers of identification.




          After a while Recklow nodded: "You came through from Toul, Captain?"




          "From Toul, sir," with the quick smile revealing dazzling teeth.




          "Matters progress?"




          "It is quiet there."




          "So I understand," nodded Recklow. "There's blood on your uniform."




          "A scratch—a spill from my motor-cycle."




          Recklow eyed the cut on the officer's handsome face. One of the young officer's hands was bandaged, too.




          "You've been in action, Captain."




          "No, sir."




          "You wear German shoes."




          The officer's brilliant smile wrinkled his good-looking features:


          "There was some little loot: I'm wearing my share."




          Recklow nodded and let his cold eyes rest on the identification papers.




          Then, slowly, and without a word, he passed them back over the desk.




          The Intelligence Officer stuffed them carelessly into his side-pocket.




          "I thought I'd come over instead of wiring or 'phoning. Our people have not come through yet, have they?"




          "Which people, sir?"




          "McKay and Miss Erith."




          "No, not yet."




          The officer mused for a moment, then: "They wired me from Paris yesterday, so they're all right so far. You'll see to it personally that they get through the Swiss wire, won't you?"




          "Through or over, sir."




          The Intelligence Officer displayed his mirthful teeth:




          "Thanks. I'm also sending three of my own people through the wire. They'll have their papers in order—here are the duplicates I issued; they'll have their photographs on the originals."




          He fished out a batch of papers and laid them on Recklow's desk.




          "Who are these people?" demanded Recklow.




          "Mine, sir."




          "Oh."




          There fell a silence; but Recklow did not examine the papers; he merely pocketed them.




          "I think that's all," said the Intelligence Officer. "You know my name—Captain Herts. In case you wish to communicate just wire my department at Toul. They'll forward anything if I'm away on duty."




          He saluted: Recklow followed him to the door, saw him mount his motor-cycle—a battered American machine—stood there watching until he was out of sight.




          Hour after hour that afternoon Recklow sat in his quiet little house in Delle poring over the duplicate papers.




          About five o'clock he called up Toul by telephone and got the proper department.




          "Yes," came the answer, "Captain Herts went to you this morning on a confidential matter…. No, we don't know when he will return to Toul."




          Recklow hung up, walked slowly out into his little garden and, seating himself on a green bench, took out the three packets of duplicate papers left him by Captain Herts. Then he produced a jeweller's glass and screwed it into his right eye.




          Several days later three people—two men and a young woman—arrived at Delle, were conveyed under military escort to the little house of Mr. Recklow, remained closeted with him until verification of their credentials in duplicate had been accomplished, then they took their departure and, that evening, they put up at the Inn.




          But by the next morning they had disappeared, presumably over the Swiss wire—that being their destination as revealed in their papers. But the English touring-car which brought them still remained in the Inn garage. Recklow spent hours examining it.




          Also the arrival and the departure of these three people was telephoned to Toul by Recklow, but Captain Herts still remained absent from Toul on duty and his department knew nothing about the details of the highly specialised and confidential business of Captain Herts.




          So John Recklow went back to his garden and waited, and smoked a short, dirty clay pipe, and played with his family of cats.




          Once or twice he went down at night to the French wire. All the sentries were friends of his.




          "Anybody been through?" he inquired.




          The answer was always the same: Nobody had been through as far as the patrol knew.




          "Where the hell," muttered Recklow, "did those three guys go?"




          A nightingale sang as he sauntered homeward. Possibly, being a French nightingale, she was trying to tell him that there were three people lying very still in the thicket near her.




          But men are stupid and nightingales are too busy to bother about trifles when there is courting to be done and nests to be planned and all the anticipated excitement of the coming new moon to preoccupy a love-distracted bird.




          On a warm, sunny day early in June, toward three o'clock in the afternoon, a peloton of French cavalry en vidette from Delle stopped a rather rickety touring-car several kilometres west of the Swiss frontier and examined the sheaf of papers offered for their inspection by the young man who drove the car.




          A yellow-haired girl seated beside him leaned back in her place indifferently to relax her limbs.




          From the time she and the young man had left Glenark in Scotland their progress had been a series of similar interruptions. Everywhere on every road soldiers, constables, military policemen, and gentlemen in mufti had displayed, with varying degrees of civility, a persistent curiosity to inspect such papers as they carried.




          On the Channel transport it was the same; the same from Dieppe to Paris; from Paris to Belfort; and now, here within a pebble's toss of the Swiss frontier, military curiosity concerning their papers apparently remained unquenched.




          The sous-officier of dragoon-lancers sat his splendid horse and gravely inspected the papers, one by one. Behind him a handful of troopers lolled in their saddles, their lances advanced, their horses swishing their tails at the murderous, green-eyed bremsers which, like other bloodthirsty Teutonic vermin, had their origin in Germany, and raided both French and Swiss frontiers to the cruel discomfort of horses and cattle.




          Meanwhile the blond, perplexed boy who was examining the papers of the two motorists, scratched his curly head and rubbed his deeply sunburned nose with a sunburned fist, a visible prey to indecision. Finally, at his slight gesture, his troopers trotted out and formed around the touring-car.




          The boyish sous-officier looked pleasantly at the occupants of the car: "Have the complaisance to follow me—rather slowly if you please," he said; wheeled his horse, and trotted eastward toward the roofs of a little hamlet visible among the trees of the green and rolling countryside.




          The young man threw in his clutch and advanced slowly, the cavalry trotting on either side with lances in stirrup-boots and slanting backward from the arm-loops.




          There was a barrier beyond and some Alpine infantry on guard; and to the left, a paved street and houses. Half-way down this silent little street they halted: the sous-officier dismounted and opened the door of the tonneau, politely assisting the girl to alight. Her companion followed her, and the sous-officier conducted them into a stucco house, the worn limestone step of which gave directly on the grass-grown sidewalk.




          "If your papers are in order, as they appear to be," said the youthful sous-officier, "you are expected in Delle. And if it is you indeed whom we expect, then you will know how to answer properly the questions of a gentleman in the adjoining room who is perhaps expecting you." And the young sous-officier opened a door, bowed them into the room beyond, and closed the door behind them. As they entered this room a civilian of fifty, ruddy, powerfully but trimly built, and wearing his white hair clipped close, rose from a swivel chair behind a desk littered with maps and papers.




          "Good-afternoon," he said in English. "Be seated if you please. And if you will kindly let me have your papers—thank you."




          When the young man and the girl were seated, their suave and ruddy host dropped back onto his swivel chair. For a long while he sat there absently caressing his trim, white moustache, studying their papers with unhurried and minute thoroughness.




          Presently he lifted his cold, greyish eyes but not his head, like a man looking up over eyeglasses:




          "You are this Kay McKay described here?" he inquired pleasantly. But in his very clear, very cold greyish eyes there was something suggesting the terrifying fixity of a tiger's.




          "I am the person described," said the young man quietly.




          "And you," turning only his eyes on the young girl, "are Miss Evelyn


          Erith?"




          "I am."




          "These, obviously, are your photographs?"




          McKay smiled: "Obviously."




          "Certainly. And all these other documents appear to be in order"—he laid them carelessly on his desk—"IF," he added, "Delle is your ultimate destination and terminal."




          "We go farther," said McKay in a low voice.




          "Not unless you have something further to offer me in the way of credentials," said the ruddy, white-haired Mr. Recklow, smiling his terrifying smile.




          "I might mention a number," began McKay in a voice still lower, "if you are interested in the science of numbers!"




          "Really. And what number do you think might interest me?"




          "Seventy-six—for example."




          "Oh," said the other; "in that case I shall mention the very interesting number, Seventy. And you, Miss Erith?" turning to the yellow-haired girl. "Have you any number to suggest that might interest me?"




          "Seventy-seven," she said composedly. Recklow nodded:




          "Do you happen to believe, either of you, that, at birth, the hours of our lives are already irrevocably numbered?"




          Miss Erith said: "So teach us to number our days that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom."




          Recklow got up, made them a bow, and reseated himself. He touched a handbell; the blond sous-officier entered.




          "Everything is in order; take care of the car; carry the luggage to the two rooms above," said Recklow.




          To McKay and Miss Erith he added: "My name is John Recklow. If you want to rest before you wash up, your rooms are ready. You'll find me here or in the garden behind the house."




          Toward sunset they found Recklow in the little garden, seated alone there on a bench looking up at the eastward mountains with the piercing, detached stare of a bird of prey. When they had seated themselves on the faded-green bench on either side of him he said, still gazing toward the mountains: "It's April up there. Dress warmly."




          "Which is Mount Terrible?" inquired Miss Erith.




          "Those are the lower ridges. The summit is not visible from where we sit," replied Recklow. And, to McKay: "There's some snow there still, I hear."




          McKay's upward-turned face was a grim study. Beyond those limestone shouldering heights his terrible Calvary had begun—a progress that had ended in the wreckage of mind and soul had it not been for Chance and Evelyn Erith. After Mount Terrible, with its grim "Great Secret," had come the horrors of the prison camp at Holzminden and its nameless atrocities, his escape to New York, the Hun cipher orders to "silence him," his miraculous rescue and redemption by the girl at his side—and now their dual mission to probe the mystery of Mount Terrible.




          "McKay," said Recklow, "I don't know what the particular mission may be that brings you and Miss Erith to the Franco-Swiss frontier. I have been merely instructed to carry out your orders whenever you are in touch with me. And I am ready to do so."




          "How much do you know about us?" asked McKay, turning to him an altered face almost marred by hard features which once had been only careworn and stern.




          "I know you escaped from the Holzminden prison-camp in Germany; that you were inhumanly treated there by the Boche; that you entered the United States Intelligence Service; and that, whatever may be your business here, I am to help further it at your request." He looked at the girl: "As concerning Miss Erith, I know only that she is in the same Government service as yourself and that I am to afford her any aid she requests."




          McKay said, slowly: "My orders are to trust you implicitly. On one subject only am I to remain silent—I am not to confide to anybody the particular object which brings us here."




          Recklow nodded: "I understood as much. Also I have been instructed that the Boches are determined to discover your whereabouts and do you in before your mission is accomplished. You, probably, are aware of that, McKay?"




          "Yes, I am."




          "By the way—you know a Captain Herts?"




          "Not personally."




          "You've been in communication with him?"




          "Yes, for some time."




          "Did you wire him from Paris last Thursday?"




          "Yes."




          "Where did you wire him?"




          "At his apartment at Toul."




          "All right. He was here on Friday…. Somehow I feel uneasy…. He has a way of smiling too brilliantly…. I suppose, after these experiences I'll remain a suspicious grouch all my life—but his papers were in order… I don't know just why I don't care for that type of man…. You're bound for somewhere or other via Mount Terrible, I understand?"




          "Yes."




          "This Captain Herts sent three of his own people over the Swiss wire the other evening. Did you know about it?"




          McKay looked worried: "I'm sorry," he said. "Captain Herts proposed some such assistance but I declined. It wasn't necessary. Two on such a job are plenty; half-a-dozen endanger it."




          Recklow shrugged: "I can't judge, not knowing details. Tell me, if you don't mind; have you been bothered at all so far by Boche agents?"




          "Yes," nodded Evelyn Erith.




          "You've already had some serious trouble?"




          McKay said: "Our ship was torpedoed off Strathlone Head. In Scotland a dozen camouflaged Boches caught me napping in spite of being warned. It was very humiliating, Recklow."




          "You can't trust a soul on this frontier either," returned Recklow with emphasis. "You cannot trust the Swiss on this border. Over ninety per cent. of them are German-Swiss, speak German exclusively along the Alsatian border. They are, I think, loyal Swiss, but their origin, propinquity, customs and all their affiliations incline them toward Germany rather than toward France.




          "I believe, in the event of a Hun deluge, the Swiss on this border, and in the cantons adjoining, would defend their passes to the last man. They really are first of all good Swiss. But," he shrugged, "don't trust their friendship for America or for France; that's all."




          Miss Erith nodded. McKay said: "How about the frontier? I understand both borders are wired now as well as patrolled. Are the wires electrically charged?"




          "No. There was some talk of doing it on both sides, but the French haven't and I don't think the Swiss ever intended to. You can get over almost anywhere with a short ladder or by digging under." He smiled: "In fact," he said, "I took the liberty of having a sapling ladder made for you in case you mean to cross to-night."




          "Many thanks. Yes; we cross to-night."




          "You go by the summit path past the Crucifix on the peak?"




          "No, by the neck of woods under the peak."




          "That might be wiser…. One never knows. … I'm not quite at ease—Suppose I go as far as the Crucifix with you—"




          "Thanks, no. I know the mountain and the neck of woods around the summit. I shall travel no path to-night."




          There was a silence: Miss Erith's lovely face was turned tranquilly toward the flank of Mount Terrible. Both men looked sideways at her as though thinking the same thing.




          Finally Recklow said: "In the event of trouble—you understand—it means merely detention and internment while you are on Swiss territory. But—if you leave it and go north—" He did not say any more.




          McKay's sombre eyes rested on his in grim comprehension of all that Recklow had left unsaid. Swift and savage as would be the fate of a man caught within German frontiers on any such business as he was now engaged in, the fate of a woman would be unspeakable.




          If Miss Erith noticed or understood the silence between these two men she gave no sign of comprehension.




          Soft, lovely lights lay across the mountains; higher rocks were still ruddy in the rays of the declining sun.




          "Do the Boche planes ever come over?" asked McKay.




          "They did in 1914. But the Swiss stopped it."




          "Our planes—do they violate the frontier at all?"




          "They never have, so far. Tell me, McKay, how about your maps?"




          "Rather inaccurate—excepting one. I drew that myself from memory, and I believe it is fairly correct."




          Recklow unfolded a little map, marked a spot on it with his pencil and passed it to McKay.




          "It's for you," he said. "The sapling ladder lies under the filbert bushes in the gulley where I have marked the boundary. Wait till the patrol passes. Then you have ten minutes. I'll come later and get the ladder if the patrol does not discover it."




          A cat and her kittens came into the garden and Evelyn Erith seated herself on the grass to play with them, an attention gratefully appreciated by that feline family.




          The men watched her with sober faces. Perhaps both were susceptible to her beauty, but there was also about this young American girl in all the freshness of her unmarred youth something that touched them deeply under the circumstances.




          For this clean, wholesome girl was enlisted in a service the dangers of which were peculiarly horrible to her because of the bestial barbarity of the Boche. From the Hun—if ever she fell into their hands—the greatest mercy to be hoped for was a swift death unless she could forestall it with a swifter one from her own pistol carried for that particular purpose.




          The death of youth is always shocking, yet that is an essential part of war. But this was no war within the meaning accepted by civilisation—this crusade of light against darkness, of cleanliness against corruption, this battle of normal minds against the diseased, perverted, and filthy ferocity of a people not merely reverted to honest barbarism, but also mentally mutilated, and now morally imbecile and utterly incompetent to understand the basic truths of that civilisation from which they had relapsed, and from which, God willing, they are to be ultimately and definitely kicked out forever.




          The old mother cat lay on the grass blinking pleasantly at the setting sun; the kittens frisked and played with the grass-stem in Evelyn Erith's fingers, or chased their own ratty little tails in a perfect orgy of feline excitement.




          Long bluish shadows spread delicate traceries on wall and grass; the sweet, persistent whistle of a blackbird intensified the calm of evening. It was hard to associate any thought of violence and of devastation with the blessed sunset calm and the clean fragrance of this land of misty mountains and quiet pasture so innocently aloof from the strife and passion of a dusty, noisy and struggling world.




          Yet the red borders of that accursed land, the bloody altars of which were served by the priests of Baal, lay but a few scant kilometres to the north and east. And their stealthy emissaries were over the border and creeping like vermin among the uncontaminated fields of France.




          "Even here," Recklow was saying, in a voice made low and cautious from habit, "the dirty Boche prowl among us under protean aspects. One can never tell, never trust anybody—what with one thing and another and the Alsatian border so close—and those German-Swiss—always to be suspected and often impossible to distinguish—with their pig-eyes and bushy flat-backed heads—from the genuine Boche. … Would Miss Erith like to have our little dinner served out here in the garden?"




          Miss Erith was delightfully sure she would.




          It was long after sunset, though still light, when the simple little meal ended; but they lingered over their coffee and cordial, exchanging ideas concerning preparations for their departure, which was now close at hand.




          The lilac bloom faded from mountain and woodland; already meadow and pasture lay veiled under the thickening dusk. The last day-bird had piped its sleepy "lights out"; bats were flying high. When the moon rose the first nightingale acclaimed the pallid lustre that fell in silver pools on walk and wall; and every flower sent forth its scented greeting.




          Kay McKay and Evelyn Erith had been gone for nearly an hour; but Recklow still sat there at the little green table, an unlighted cigarette in his muscular fingers, his head slightly bent as though listening.




          Once he rose as though on some impulse, went into the house, took a roll of fine wire, a small cowbell, a heavy pair of wire clippers and a pocket torch from his desk and pocketed them. A pair of automatic handcuffs he also took, and a dozen clips to fit the brace of pistols strapped under his armpits.




          Then he returned to the garden; and for a long while he sat there, unstirring, just where the wall's shadow lay clean-cut across the grass, listening to the distant tinkle of cattle-bells on the unseen slope of Mount Terrible.




          No shots had come from the patrol along the Franco-Swiss frontier; there was no sound save the ecstatic tumult of the nightingale drunk with moonlight, and, at intervals, the faint sound of a cowbell from those dark and distant pastures.




          To this silent, listening man it seemed certain that his two guests had now safely crossed the boundary at the spot he had marked for McKay on the detail map. Yet he remained profoundly uneasy.




          He waited a few moments longer; heard nothing to alarm him; and then he left the garden, going out by way of the house, and turned to lock the front door behind him.




          At that instant his telephone bell rang and he re-entered the house with a sudden premonition—an odd, unreasonable, but dreadful sort of certainty concerning what he was about to hear. Picking up the instrument he was thinking all the time: "It has to do with that damned Intelligence Officer! There was something wrong with him!"




          There was.




          Clearly over the wire from Toul came the information: "Captain Herts's naked body was discovered an hour ago in a thicket beside the Delle highway. He has been dead two weeks. Therefore the man you saw in Delle was impersonating him. Probably also he was Captain Herts's murderer and was wearing his uniform, carrying his papers, and riding his motor-cycle. Do your best to get him!"




          Recklow, deadly cold and calm, asked a few questions. Then he hung up the instrument, turned and went out, locking the door behind him.




          A few people were in the quiet street; here an Alpine soldier strolling with his sweetheart, there an old cure on his way to his little stone chapel, yonder a peasant in blouse and sabots plodding doggedly along about some detail of belated work that never ends for such as he. A few lanterns set in iron cages projected over ancient doorways, lighting the street but dimly where it lay partly in deep shadow, partly illuminated by the silvery radiance of the moon.




          Recklow turned into an alley smelling of stables, traversed it, and came out behind into a bushy pasture with a cleared space beyond. The place was rather misty now in the moonlight from the vapours of a cold little brook which ran foaming and clattering through it between banks thickset with fern.




          And now Recklow moved very swiftly but quietly, down through the misty, ferny valley to the filbert and hazel thicket just beyond; and went in among the bushes, treading cautiously upon the moist black mould.




          There glimmered the French wires—merely a wide mesh and an ordinary barbed barrier overhead; but the fence was deeply ditched on the Swiss side. A man could climb over it; and Recklow started to do so; and came face to face in the moonlight with the French patrol. The recognition was mutual and noiseless:




          "You passed my two people over?" whispered Recklow.




          "An hour ago, mon Capitaine."




          "You've seen nobody else?"




          "Nobody."




          "Heard nothing?"




          "Not a sound. They must have gone over the Swiss wire without interference, mon Capitaine."




          "You sometimes talk across with the Swiss sentinels?"




          "Oh, yes, if I'm in that humour. You know, mon Capitaine, that they're like the Boche, only tame."




          "Not all."




          "No, not all. But in a wolf-pack who can excuse sheepdogs? A Boche is always a Boche."




          "All the same, when the Swiss sentry passes, speak to him and hold him while I get my ladder."




          "At your orders, Captain."




          "Listen. I am going over. When I return I shall leave with you a reel of wire and a cowbell. You comprehend? I do not wish anybody else to cross the French wire to-night."




          "C'est bien, mon Capitaine."




          Recklow went down into the bushy gulley. A few moments later the careless Swiss patrol came clumping along, rifle slung, pipe glowing and humming a tune as he passed. Presently the French sentry hailed him across the wire and the Swiss promptly halted for a bit of gossip concerning the pretty girls of Delle.




          But, to Recklow's grim surprise, and before he could emerge from the bushes, no sooner were the two sentries engaged in lively gossip than three dark figures crept out on hands and knees from the long grass at the very base of the Swiss wire and were up the ladder which McKay had left and over it like monkeys before he could have prevented it even if he had dared.




          Each in turn, reaching the top of the wire, set foot on the wooden post and leaped off into darkness—each except the last, who remained poised, then twisted around as though caught by the top barbed strand.




          And Recklow saw the figure was a woman's, and that her short skirt had become entangled in the wire.




          In an instant he was after her; she saw him, strove desperately to free herself, tore her skirt loose, and jumped. And Recklow jumped after her, landing among the wet ferns on his feet and seizing her as she tried to rise from where she had fallen.




          She struggled and fought him in silence, but his iron clutch was on her and he dragged her by main force through the woods parallel with the Swiss wire until, breathless, powerless, impotent, she gave up the battle and suffered him to force her along until they were far beyond earshot of the patrol and of her two companions as well, in case they should return to the wire to look for her.




          For ten minutes, holding her by the arm, he pushed forward up the wooded slope. Then, when it was safe to do so, he halted, jerked her around to face him, and flashed his pocket torch. And he saw a handsome, perspiring, sullen girl, staring at him out of dark eyes dilated by terror or by fury—he was not quite sure which.




          She wore the costume of a peasant of the canton bordering the wire; and she looked like that type of German-Swiss—handsome, sensual, bad-tempered, but not stupid.




          "Well," he said in French, "you can explain yourself now, mademoiselle. Allons! Who and what are you? Dites!"




          "What are you? A robber?" she gasped, jerking her arm free.




          "If you thought so why didn't you call for help?"




          "And be shot at? Do you take me for a fool? What are you—a Douanier then? A smuggler?"




          "You answer ME!" he retorted. "What were you doing—crossing the wire at night?"




          "Can't a girl keep a rendezvous without the custom-agents treating her so barbarously?" she panted, one hand flat on her tumultuous bosom.




          "Oh, that was it, was it?"




          "I do not deny it."




          "Who is your lover—on the French side?"




          "And if he happens to be an Alpinist?"—she shrugged, still breathing fast and irregularly, picking up the torn edge of her wool skirt and fingering the rent.




          "Really. An Alpinist? A rendezvous in Delle, eh? And who were your two friends?"




          "Boys from my canton."




          "Is that so?"




          Her breast still rose and fell unevenly; she turned her pretty, insolent eyes on him:




          "After all, what business is it of yours? Who are you, anyway? If you are French you can do nothing. If you are Swiss take me to the nearest poste."




          "Who were those two men?" repeated Recklow.




          "Ask them."




          "No; I think I'll take you back to France."




          The girl became silent at that but her attitude defied him. Even when he snapped an automatic handcuff over one wrist she smiled incredulously.




          But the jeering expression on her dark, handsome features altered when they approached the Swiss wire. And when Recklow produced a pair of heavy wire-cutters all defiance died out in her face.




          "Make a sound and I'll simply shoot you," he whispered.




          "W-what is it you want with me?" she asked in a ghost of a voice.




          "The truth."




          "I told it."




          "You did not. You are German."




          "Believe what you like, but I am on neutral territory. Let me go."




          "You ARE German! For God's sake admit it or we'll be too late!"




          "What?"




          "Admit it, I say. Do you want those two Americans to get away?"




          "What—Americans?" stammered the girl. "I d-don't know what you mean—"




          Recklow laughed under his breath, unlocked the handcuffs.




          "Echt Deutsch," he whispered in German—"and ZERO-TWO-SIX. A good hint to you!"




          "Waidman's Heil!" said the girl faintly. "O God! what a fright you gave me…. There's a man at Delle—we were warned—Seventy is his number, Recklow—a devil Yankee—"




          "A swine! a fathead, sleeping all day in his garden, too drunk to open despatches!" sneered Recklow.




          "We were warned against him," she insisted. Recklow laughed his contempt of Recklow and spat upon the dead leaves.




          "Stupid one, what then is closest to the Yankee heart? I was sent here to buy this terrible devil Yankee, Recklow. That is how one deals with Yankees. With dollars."




          "Is that why you are here?"




          "And to watch for McKay and the young woman with him!"




          "The Erith woman!"




          "That is her barbarous name, I believe. What is your number?"




          "Four-two-four. Oh, what a fright you gave me. What is your name?"




          "That is against regulations."




          "I know. What is it, all the same…. Mine is Helsa Kampf."




          "Mine is Johann Wolkcer."




          "Wolkcer? Is it Polish?"




          "God knows where we Germans had our origin. … Who are your companions, Fraulein?"




          "An Irish-American. Jim Macniff, and a British revolutionist, Harry Skelton. Others await us on Mount Terrible—Germans in Swiss uniforms."




          "You'd better keep an eye on Macniff and Skelton," grumbled Recklow.




          "No; they're to be trusted. We nearly caught McKay and the Erith girl in Scotland; they killed four of our people and hurt two others…. Listen, comrade Wolkcer, if a trodden path ascends Mount Terrible, as Skelton pretended, you and I had better look for it. Can you find your way back to where we crossed the wire? The dry bed of the torrent was to have guided us."




          "I know a quicker way," said Recklow. "Come on."




          The girl took his hand confidingly and walked beside him, holding one arm before her face to shield her eyes from branches in the darkness.




          They had gone, perhaps, a dozen paces when a man stepped from behind a great beech-tree, peered after them, then turned and hurried down the slope to where the Swiss wire stretched glistening under the stars. He ran along this wire until he came to the dry bed of a torrent.




          Up this he stumbled under the forest patches of alternate moonlight and shadow until he came to a hard path crossing it on a masonry viaduct.




          "Harry!" he called in a husky, quavering voice, choking for breath.


          "Cripes, Harry—where in hell are you?"




          "Here, you blighter! What's the bully row? Where's Helsa—"




          "With Recklow!"




          "What!!"




          "Double-crossed us!" he whispered; "I seen her! I was huntin' along the fence when I come on them, thick as thieves. She's crossed us; she's hollered! Oh, Cripes, Harry, Helsa has went an' squealed!"


        


      




      

        

          "HELSA!"


        




        

          "Yes, Helsa—I wouldn't 'a' believed it! But I seen 'em. I seen 'em whispering. I seen her take his hand an' lead him up through the trees. She's squealed on us! She's bringing Recklow—"




          "Recklow! Are you sure?"




          "I got closte to 'em. There was enough moonlight to spot him by. I know the cut of him, don't I? That wuz him all right." He wiped his face on his sleeve. "Now what are we goin' to do?" he demanded brokenly. "Where do we get off, Harry?"




          Skelton appeared dazed:




          "The slut," he kept repeating without particular emphasis, "the little slut! I thought she'd fallen for me. I thought she was my girl. And now to do that! And now to go for to do us in like that—"




          "Well, we're all right, ain't we?" quavered Macniff. "We make our getaway all right, don't we? Don't we?"




          "I can't understand—"




          "Say, listen, Harry. To blazes with Helsa! She's hollered and that ends her. But can we make our getaway? And how about them Germans waitin' for us by that there crucifix on top of this mountain? Where do they get off? Does this guy, Recklow, get them?"




          "He can't get six men alone."




          "Well, can't he sic the Swiss onto 'em?"




          A terrible doubt arose in Skelton's mind: "Recklow wouldn't come here alone. He's got his men in these woods! That damn woman fixed all this. It's a plant! She's framed us! What do I care about the Germans on the mountain! To hell with them. I'm going!"




          "Where?"




          "Into Alsace. Where do you think?"




          "You gotta cross the mountain, then—or go back into France."




          But neither man dared do that now. There was only one way out, and that lay over Mount Terrible—either directly past the black crucifix towering from its limestone cairn on the windy peak, or just below through a narrow belt of woods.




          "It ain't so bad," muttered Macniff. "If the Germans up there catch


          McKay and the girl they'll kill 'em and clear out."




          "Yes, but they don't know that the Americans have crossed the wire.


          The neck of woods is open!"




          "McKay may go over the peak."




          "McKay knows this mountain," grumbled Skelton. "He's a fox, too. You don't think he'd travel an open path, do you? And how can we catch him now? We were to have warned the Germans that the two had crossed the wire and then our only chance was to string out across that neck of woods between the peak and the cliffs. That's the way McKay will travel, not on a path in full moonlight. Aw—I'm sick—what with Helsa doing that to me—I can't get over it!"




          Macniff started nervously and began to run along the path, upward:




          "Beat it, Harry," he called back over his shoulder; "it's the only way out o' this now."




          "God," whimpered Skelton, "if I ever get my hooks on Helsa!" His voice ended in a snivel but his features were white and ferocious as he started running to overtake Macniff.




          Recklow, breathing easily, his iron frame insensible to any fatigue from the swift climb, halted finally at the base of the abrupt slope which marked the beginning of the last ascent to the summit.




          The girl, Helsa, speechless from exertion, came reeling up among the rocks and leaned gasping against a pine.




          "Now," said Recklow, "you can wait here for your two friends. We've come by a short cut and they won't be here for more than half an hour. What's the matter? Are you ill?" for the girl, overcome by the speed of the ascent, had dropped to the ground at the foot of the tree and sat there, her head resting against the trunk. Her eyes were closed and she was breathing convulsively.




          "Are you ill?" he repeated, bending over her.




          She heard him, opened her eyes, then shook her head faintly.




          "All right. You're a brave girl. You'll get your breath in a few minutes. There's no hurry. You can take your time. Your friends will be along in half an hour or so. Wait here for them. I am going on to warn the Germans by the Crucifix that the two Americans are across the Swiss wire."




          The girl, still speechless, wiped the blinding sweat from her eyes and tried to clear the dishevelled hair from her face. Then, with a great effort she found her voice:




          "But the—Americans—will pass—first!" she gasped. "I can't—stay here alone."




          "If they do pass, what of it? They can't see you. Let them pass. We hold the summit and the neck of the woods. Tell that to Macniff and Skelton when they come; that's what I want you here for. I want to cut off the Yankees' retreat. Do you understand?"




          "I—understand," she breathed.




          "You'll carry out my orders?"




          She nodded, strove to straighten up, then with both hands on her breast she sank back utterly exhausted. Recklow looked at her a moment in grim silence, then turned and walked away.




          After a few steps he crossed his arms with a quick, peculiar movement and drew from under his armpits the pair of automatic pistols.




          Like all "forested" forests, the woods on that flank of Mount Terrible were regular and open—big trees with no underbrush and a smooth carpet of needles and leaves under foot. And Recklow now walked on very fast in the dim light until he came to a thinning among the trees where just ahead of him, stars shimmered level in the vast sky-gulf above Alsace.




          Here was the precipice; here the narrow, wooded neck—the only way across the mountain except by the peak path and the Crucifix.




          Now Recklow took from his pockets his spool of very fine wire, attached it low down to a slim young pine, carried it across to the edge of the cliff, and attached the other end to a sapling on the edge of the ledge. On this wire he hung his cowbell and hooked the little clapper inside.




          Then, squatting down on the pine needles, he sat motionless as one of the forest shadows, a pistol in either hand, and his cold grey eyes ablaze.




          So silvery the pools of light from the planets, so depthless the shadows, that the forest around him seemed but a vast mosaic in mother-of-pearl and ebony.




          There was no sound, no murmur of cattle-bells from mountain pastures now, nothing stirring through the magic aisles where the matched columns of beech and pine towered in the perfect symmetry of all planted forests.




          He had not been there very long; the luminous dial of his wrist-watch told him that—when, although he had heard no sound on the soft carpet of pine needles, something suddenly hit the wire and the cowbell tinkled in the darkness.




          Recklow was on his feet in an instant and running south along the wire. It might have been a deer crossing to the eastern slope; it might have been the enemy; he could not tell; he could see nothing stirring. And there seemed to be nothing for him to do but to take his chances.




          "McKay!" he called in a low voice.




          Then, amid the checkered pools of light and shade among the trees a shadow moved.




          "McKay! It's Number Seventy. If it's you, call out your number, because I've got you over my sights and I shoot straight!"




          "Seventy-six and Seventy-seven!" came McKay's cautious voice. "Good heavens, Recklow, why have you come up here?"




          "Don't touch the wire again," Recklow warned him. "Drop flat both of you, and crawl under! Crawl toward my voice!"




          As he spoke he came toward them; and they rose from their knees among the shadows, pistols drawn.




          "There's been some dirty business," said Recklow briefly. "Three


          enemy spies went over the Swiss wire about an hour after you left


          Delle. There are half a dozen Boches on the peak by the Crucifix.


          And that's why I'm here, if you want to know."




          There was a silence. Recklow looked hard at McKay, then at Evelyn


          Erith, who was standing quietly beside him.




          "Can we get through this neck of woods?" asked McKay calmly.




          "We can hold our own here against a regiment," said Recklow. "No Swiss patrol is likely to cross the summit before daybreak. So if our cowbell jingles again to-night after I have once called halt!—let the Boche have it." To Evelyn he said: "Better step back here behind this ledge." And, when McKay had followed, he told them exactly what had happened. "I'm afraid it's not going to be very easy going for you," he added.




          With the alarming knowledge that they had to do once more with their uncanny enemies of Isla Water, McKay and Evelyn Erith looked at each other rather grimly. Recklow produced his clay pipe, inspected it, but did not venture to light it.




          "I wonder," he said carelessly, "what that she-Boche is doing over yonder by the summit path…. Her name is Helsa…. She's not bad looking," he added in a musing voice—"that young she-Boche. … I wonder what she's up to now? Her people ought to be along pretty soon if they've travelled by the summit path from Delle."




          They had indeed travelled by the summit path—not ON it, but parallel to it through woods, over rocks, made fearful by what they believed to be the treachery of the girl, Helsa.




          For this reason they dared not take the trodden way, dreading ambush. Yet they had to cross the peak; they dared not remain in a forest where they believed Recklow was hunting them with many men and their renegade comrade, Helsa, to guide them.




          As they toiled upward, Macniff heard Skelton fiercely muttering sometimes, sometimes whining curses on this girl who had betrayed them both—who had betrayed him in particular. Over and over again he repeated his dreary litany: "No, by God, I didn't think she'd do it to me. All I want is to get my hooks on her; that's all I want—just that."




          Toward dawn they had reached the base of the cone where the last rocky slope slanted high above them.




          "Cripes," panted Macniff, "I can't make that over them rocks! I gotta take it by the path. Wot's the matter, Harry? Wot y' lookin' at?" he added, following Skelton's fascinated stare. Then: "Well, f'r Christ's sake!"




          The girl, Helsa, was coming toward them through the trees.




          "Where have you been?" she demanded. "Have you seen the Americans? I've been waiting here beside the path. They haven't passed. I met one of our agents in the woods—there was a misunderstanding at first—"




          She stopped, stepped nearer, peered into Skelton's shadowy face: "Harry! What's the matter? Wh-why do you look at me that way—what are you doing! Let go of me—"




          But Skelton had seized her by one arm and Macniff had her by the other.




          "Are you crazy?" she demanded, struggling between them.




          Skelton spoke first, but she scarcely recognised the voice for his:


          "Who was that man you were talking to down by the Swiss wire?"




          "I've told you. He's one of us. His name is Wolkcer—"




          "What!"




          "Wolkcer! That is his name—"




          "Spell it backward!" barked Skelton. "We know what you have done to us! You have sold us to Recklow! That's what you done!"




          "W-what!" stammered the girl. But Skelton, inarticulate with rage, began striking her and jerking her about as though he were trying to tear her to pieces. Only when the girl reeled sideways, limp and deathly white under his fury, did he find his voice, or the hoarse unhuman rags of it:




          "Damn you!" he gasped, "you'll sell me out, will you? I'll show you!


          I'll fix you, you dirty slut—"




          Suddenly he started up the path to the summit dragging the half-conscious girl. Macniff ran along on the other side to help.




          "Wot y' goin' to do with her, Harry?" he panted. "I ain't got no stomach for scraggin' her. I ain't for no knifin'. W'y don't you shove her off the top?"




          But Skelton strode on, half-dragging the girl, and muttering that she had sold him and that he knew how to "fix" a girl who double-crossed him.




          And now the gaunt, black Crucifix came into view, stark against the paling eastern sky with its life-sized piteous figure hanging there under the crown of thorns.




          Macniff looked up at the carved wooden image, then, at a word from


          Skelton, dropped the girl's limp arm.




          The girl opened her eyes and stood swaying there, dazed.




          Skelton began to laugh in an unearthly way: "Where the hell are you Germans?" he called out. "Come out of your holes, damn you. Here's one of your own kind who's sold us all out to the Yankees!"




          Twice the girl tried to speak but Skelton shook the voice out of her quivering lips as a shadowy figure rose from the scrubby growth behind the Crucifix. Then another rose, another, and many others looming against the sky.




          Macniff had begun to speak in German as they drew around him.


          Presently Skelton broke in furiously:




          "All right, then! That's the case. She sold us. She sold ME! But she's German. And it's your business. But if you Germans will listen to me you'll shove her against that pile of rocks and shoot her."




          The girl had begun to cry now: "It's a lie! It's a lie!" she sobbed. "If it was Recklow who talked to me I didn't know it. I thought he was one of us, Harry! Don't go away! For God's sake, don't leave me with those men—"




          Macniff sneered as he slouched by her: "They're Germans, ain't they?


          Wot are you squealin' for?"




          "Harry! Harry!" she wailed—for her own countrymen had her now, held her fast, thrust a dozen pig-eyed scowling visages close to hers, muttering, making animal sounds at her.




          Once she screamed. But Skelton seated himself on a rock, his back toward her, his head buried in his hands.




          To his dull, throbbing ears came now only the heavy trample of boots among the rocks, guttural noises, a wrenching sound, then the clatter of rolling stones.




          Macniff, squatting beside him, muttered uneasily, speculating upon what was being done behind him. But with German justice upon a German he had no desire to interfere, and he had no stomach to witness it, either.




          "Why don't they shoot her and be done?" he murmured huskily. And, later: "I can't make out what they're doing. Can you, Harry?"




          But Skelton neither answered nor stirred. After a while he rose, not looking around, and strode off down the eastern slope, his hands pressed convulsively over his ears. Macniff slouched after him, listening for the end.




          They had gone a mile, perhaps, when Skelton's agonised voice burst its barriers: "I couldn't—I couldn't stand it—to hear the shots!"




          "I ain't heard no shots," remarked Macniff.




          There had been no shots fired….




          And now in the ghastly light of dawn the Germans on Mount Terrible continued methodically the course of German justice.




          Two of them, burly, huge-fisted, wrenched the Christ from the weather-beaten Crucifix which they had uprooted from the summit of its ancient cairn of rocks, and pulled out the rusty spike-like nails.




          The girl was already half dead when they laid her on the Crucifix and nailed her there. After they had raised the cross and set it on the summit she opened her eyes.




          Several of the Germans laughed, and one of them threw pebbles at her until she died.




          Just before sunrise they went down to explore the neck of woods, but found nobody. The Americans had been gone for a long time. So they went back to the cross where the dead girl hung naked against the sky and wrote on a bit of paper:




          "Here hangs an enemy of Germany."




          And, the Swiss patrol being nearly due, they scattered, moving off singly, through the forest toward the frontier of the great German Empire.




          A little later the east turned gold and the first sunbeam touched the Crucifix on Mount Terrible.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER VII


      




      

        

          THE FORBIDDEN FOREST


        




        

          When the news of a Hun atrocity committed on Swiss territory was flashed to Berne, the Federal Assembly instantly suppressed it and went into secret session. Followed another session, in camera, of the Federal Council, whose seven members sat all night long envisaging war with haggard faces. And something worse than war when they remembered the Forbidden Forest and the phantom Canton of Les Errues.


        




        

          For war between the Swiss Republic and the Hun seemed very, very near during that ten days in Berne, and neither the National Council nor the Council of the States in joint and in separate consultation could see anything except a dreadful repetition of that eruption of barbarians which had overwhelmed the land in 400 A. D. till every pass and valley vomited German savages. And even more than that they feared the terrible reckoning with the nation and with civilisation when war laid naked the heart-breaking secret of the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues.




          No! War could not be. A catastrophe more vital than war threatened


          Switzerland—the world—wide revelation of a secret which, exposed,


          would throw all civilisation into righteous fury and the Swiss


          Republic itself into revolution.




          And this sinister, hidden thing which must deter Switzerland from declaring war against the Boche was a part of the Great Secret: and a man and a woman in the Secret Service of the United States, lying hidden among the forests below the white shoulder of Mount Thusis, were beginning to guess more about that secret than either of them had dared to imagine.




          There where they lay together side by side among Alpine roses in full bloom—there on the crag's edge, watching the Swiss soldiery below combing the flanks of Mount Terrible for the perpetrators of that hellish murder at the shrine, these two people could see the Via Mala which had been the Via Crucis—the tragic Golgotha for that poor girl Helsa Kampf.




          They could almost see the gaunt, black cross itself from which the brutish Boches had kicked the carved and weather-beaten figure of Christ in order to nail to the massive cross the living hands and feet of that half-senseless girl whom they supposed had betrayed them.




          The man lying there on the edge of the chasm was Kay McKay; the girl stretched on her stomach beside him was Evelyn Erith.




          All that day they watched the Swiss soldiers searching Mount Terrible; saw a red fox steal from the lower thickets and bolt between the legs of the beaters who swung their rifle-butts at the streak of ruddy fur; saw little mountain birds scatter into flight, so closely and minutely the soldiers searched; saw even a big auerhahn burst into thunderous flight from the ferns to a pine and from the pine out across the terrific depths of space below the white shoulder of Thusis. At night the Swiss camp-fires glimmered on the rocks of Mount Terrible while, fireless, McKay and Miss Erith lay in their blankets under heaps of dead leaves on the knees of Thusis, cold as the moon that silvered their forest beds.




          But it was the last of the soldiery on Mount Terrible; for dawn revealed their dead fire and a summit untenanted save by the stark and phantom crucifix looming through rising mists.




          Evelyn Erith still slept; McKay fed the three carrier-pigeons, washed himself at the snow-rill in the woods, then went over to the crag's gritty edge under which for three days now the ghoulish clamour of a lammergeier had seldom ceased. And now, as McKay peered down, two stein-adlers came flapping to the shelf on which hung something that seemed to flutter at times like a shred of cloth stirred by the abyss winds.




          The lammergeier, huge and horrible with scarlet eyes ablaze, came out on the shelf of rock and yelped at the great rock-eagles; but, if something indeed lay dead there, possibly it was enough for all—or perhaps the vulture-like bird was too heavily gorged to offer battle. McKay saw the rock-eagles alight heavily on the shelf, then, squealing defiance, hulk forward, undeterred by the hobgoblin tumult of the lammergeier.




          McKay leaned over the gulf as far as he dared. He could get down to the shelf; he was now convinced of that. Only fear of being seen by the soldiers on Mount Terrible had hitherto prevented him.




          Rope and steel-shod stick aided him. Sapling and shrub stood loyally as his allies. The rock-eagles heard him coming and launched themselves overboard into the depthless sea of air; the lammergeier, a huge, foul mass of distended feathers, glared at him out of blazing scarlet eyes; and all around was his vomit and casting in a mass of bloody human bones and shreds of clothing.




          And it was in that nauseating place of peril, confronting the grisly thing that might have hurled him outward into space with one wing-blow had it not been clogged with human flesh and incapable, that McKay reached for the remnants of the dead Hun's clothing and, facing the feathered horror, searched for evidence and information.




          Never had he been so afraid; never had he so loathed a living creature as this unclean and spectral thing that sat gibbering and voiding filth at him—the ghastly symbol of the Hunnish empire itself befouling the clean-picked bones of the planet it was dismembering.




          He had his pistol but dared not fire, not knowing what ears across the gorge might hear the shot, not knowing either whether the death-agonies of the enormous thing might hurl him a thousand feet to annihilation.




          So he took what he found in the rags of clothing and climbed back as slowly and stealthily as he had come.




          And found Miss Erith cross-legged on the dead leaves braiding her yellow hair in the first sun-rays.




          Tethered by long cords attached to anklets over one leg the three pigeons walked busily around under the trees gorging themselves on last year's mast.




          That afternoon they dared light a fire and made soup from the beef tablets in their packs—the first warm food they had tasted in a week.




          A declining sun painted the crags in raw splendour; valleys were already dusky; a vast stretch of misty glory beyond the world of mountains to the north was Alsace; southward there was no end to the myriad snowy summits, cloud-like, piled along the horizon. The brief meal ended.




          McKay set a pannikin of water to boil and returned to his yellow-haired comrade. Like some slim Swiss youth—some boy mountaineer—and clothed like one, Miss Erith sat at the foot of a tree in the ruddy sunlight studying once more the papers which McKay had discovered that morning among the bloody debris on the shelf of rock.




          As he came up he knew he had never seen anything as pretty in his life, but he did not say so. Any hint of sentiment that might have budded had been left behind when they crossed the Swiss wire beyond Delle. An enforced intimacy such as theirs tended to sober them both; and if at times it preoccupied them, that was an added reason not only to ignore it but also to conceal any effort it might entail to take amiably but indifferently a situation foreseen, deliberately embraced, yet scarcely entirely discounted.




          The girl was so pretty in her youth's clothing; her delicate ankles and white knees bare between the conventional thigh-length of green embossed leather breeches, rough green stockings, and fleece-lined hob-nailed shoes. And over the boy's shirt the mountaineer's frieze jacket!—with staghorn buttons. And the rough wool cuff fell on the hands of a duchess!—pistols at either hip, and a murderous Bavarian knife in front.




          Glancing up at him where he stood under the red pine beside her:


          "I'll do the dishes presently," she said.




          "I'll do them," he remarked, his eyes involuntarily seeking her hands.




          A pink flush grew on her weather-tanned face—or perhaps it was the reddening sunlight stealing through some velvet piny space in the forest barrier. If it was a slight blush in recognition of his admiration she wondered at her capacity for blushing. However, Marie Antoinette coloured from temple to throat on the scaffold. But the girl knew that the poor Queen's fate was an enviable one compared to what awaited her if she fell into the hands of the Hun.




          McKay seated himself near her. The sunny silence of the mountains was intense. Over a mass of alpine wild flowers hanging heavy and fragrant between rocky clefts two very large and intensely white butterflies fought a fairy battle for the favours of a third—a dainty, bewildering creature, clinging to an unopened bud, its snowy wings a-quiver.




          The girl's golden eyes noted the pretty courtship, and her side glance rested on the little bride to be with an odd, indefinite curiosity, partly interrogative, partly disdainful.




          It seemed odd to the girl that in this Alpine solitude life should be encountered at all. And as for life's emotions, the frail, frivolous, ephemeral fury of these white-winged ghosts of daylight, embattled and all tremulous with passion, seemed exquisitely amazing to her here between the chaste and icy immobility of white-veiled peaks and the terrific twilight of the world's depths below.




          McKay, studying the papers, glanced up at Miss Erith. A bar of rosy sunset light slanted almost level between them.




          "There seems to be," he said slowly, "only one explanation for what you and I read here. The Boche has had his filthy fist on the throat of Switzerland for fifty years."




          "And what is 'Les Errues' to which these documents continually refer?" asked the girl.




          "Les Errues is the twenty-seventh canton of Switzerland. It is the strip of forest and crag which includes all the northeastern region below Mount Terrible. It is a canton, a secret canton unrepresented in the Federal Assembly—a region without human population—a secret slice of Swiss wilderness OWNED BY GERMANY!"




          "Kay, do you believe that?"




          "I am sure of it now. It is that wilderness into which I stumbled. It overlooks the terrain in Alsace where for fifty years the Hun has been busy day and night with his sinister, occult operations. Its entrance, if there be any save by the way of avalanches—the way I entered—must be guarded by the Huns; its only exit into Hunland. That is Les Errues. That is the region which masks the Great Secret of the Hun."




          He dropped the papers and, clasping his knees in his arms, sat staring out into the infernal blaze of sunset.




          "The world," he said slowly, "pays little attention to that agglomeration of cantons called Switzerland. The few among us who know anything about its government might recollect that there are twenty-six cantons—the list begins, Aargau, Appenzell, Ausser-Rhoden, Inner-Rhoden—you may remember—and ends with Valais, Vaud, Zug, and Zurich. And Les Errues is the twenty-seventh canton!"




          "Yes," said the girl in a low voice, "the evidence lies at your feet."




          "Surely, surely," he muttered, his fixed gaze lost on the crimson celestial conflagration. She said, thinking aloud, and her clear eyes on him:




          "Then, of the Great Secret, we have learned this much anyway—that there exists in Switzerland a secret canton called Les Errues; that it is practically Hun territory; that it masks what they call their Great Secret; that their ownership or domination of Les Errues is probably a price paid secretly by the Swiss government for its national freedom and that this arrangement is absolutely unknown to anybody in the world outside of the Imperial Hun government and the few Swiss who have inherited, politically, a terrible knowledge of this bargain dating back, probably, from 1870."




          "That is the situation we are confronting," admitted McKay calmly.




          She said with perfect simplicity: "Of course we must go into Les


          Errues."




          "Of course, comrade. How?"




          He had no plan—could have none. She knew it. Her question was merely meant to convey to him a subtle confirmation of her loyalty and courage. She scarcely expected to escape a dreadful fate on this quest—did not quite see how either of them could really hope to come out alive. But that they could discover the Great Secret of the Hun, and convey to the world by means of their pigeons some details of the discovery, she felt reasonably certain. She had much faith in the arrangements they had made to do this.




          "One thing worries me a lot," remarked McKay pleasantly.




          "Food supply?"




          He nodded.




          She said: "Now that the Boche have left Mount Terrible—except that wretched creature whose bones lie on the shelf below—we might venture to kill whatever game we can find."




          "I'm going to," he said. "The Swiss troops have cleared out. I've got to risk it. Of course, down there in Les Errues, some Hun guarding some secret chamois trail into the forbidden wilderness may hear our shots."




          "We shall have to take that chance," she remarked.




          He said in the low, quiet voice which always thrilled her a little:


          "You poor child—you are hungry."




          "So are you, Kay."




          "Hungry? These rations act like cocktails: I could barbecue a roebuck and finish him with you at one sitting!"




          "Monsieur et Madame Gargantua," she mocked him with her enchanting laughter. Then, wistful: "Kay, did you see that very fat and saucy auerhahn which the Swiss soldiers scared out of the pines down there?"




          "I did," said McKay. "My mouth watered."




          "He was quite as big as a wild turkey," sighed the girl.




          "They're devils to get," said McKay, "and with only a pistol—well, anyway we'll try to-night. Did you mark that bird?"




          "Mark him?"




          "Yes; mark him down?"




          She shook her pretty head.




          "Well, I did," grinned McKay. "It's habit with a man who shoots. Besides, seeing him was like a bit of Scotland—their auerhahn is kin to the black-cock and capercailzie. So I marked him to the skirt of Thusis, yonder—in line with that needle across the gulf and, through it, to that bunch of pinkish-stemmed pines—there where the brook falls into silver dust above that gorge. He'll lie there. Just before daybreak he'll mount to the top of one of those pines. We'll hear his yelping. That's our only chance at him."




          "Could you ever hit him in the dark of dawn, Kay?"




          "With a pistol? And him atop a pine? No, not under ordinary conditions. But I'm hungry, dear Yellow-hair, and that is not all: you are hungry—" He looked at her so intently that the colour tinted her face and the faint little thrill again possessed her.




          Her glance stole involuntarily toward the white butterflies. One had disappeared. The two others, drunk with their courtship, clung to a scented blossom.




          Gravely Miss Erith lifted her young eyes to the eternal peaks—to Thusis, icy, immaculate, chastely veiled before the stealthy advent of the night.




          Oddly, yet without fear, death seemed to her very near. And love, also—both in the air, both abroad and stirring, yet neither now of vital consequence. Only service meant anything now to this young man so near her—to herself. And after that—after accomplishment—love?—death?—either might come to them then. And find them ready, perhaps.




          The awful, witch-like screaming of the lammergeier saluted the falling darkness where he squatted, a huge huddle of unclean plumage amid the debris of decay and death.




          "I don't believe I could have faced that," murmured the girl. "You have more courage than I have, Kay."




          "No! I was scared stiff. A bird like that could break a man's arm with a wing-blow…. That—that thing he'd been feeding on—it must have been a Boche of high military rank to carry these papers."




          "You could not find out?"




          "There were only the rags of his mufti there and these papers inside them. Nothing to identify him personally—not a tag, not a shred of anything. Unless the geier bolted it—"




          She turned aside in disgust at the thought.




          "When do you suppose he happened to fall to his death there, Kay?"




          "In the darkness when the Huns scattered after the crucifixion. Perhaps the horror of it came suddenly upon him—God knows what happened when he stepped outward into depthless space and went crashing down to hell."




          They had stayed their hunger on the rations. It was bitter cold in the leafy lap of Thusis, but they feared to light a fire that night.




          McKay fed and covered the pigeons in their light wicker box which was carried strapped to his mountain pack.




          Evelyn Erith fell asleep in her blanket under the dead leaves piled over her by McKay. After awhile he slept too; but before dawn he awoke, took a flash-light and his pistol and started down the slope for the wood's edge.




          Her sweet, sleepy voice halted him: "Kay dear?"




          "Yes, Yellow-hair."




          "May I go?"




          "Don't you want to sleep?"




          "No."




          She sat up under a tumbling shower of silvery dead leaves, shook out her hair, gathered it and twisted it around her brow like a turban.




          Then, flashing her own torch, she sprang to her feet and ran lightly down to where the snow brook whirled in mossy pools below.




          When she came back he took her cold smooth little hand fresh from icy ablutions: "We must beat it," he said; "that auerhahn won't stay long in his pine-tree after dawn. Extinguish your torch."




          She obeyed and her warning fingers clasped his more closely as together they descended the path of light traced out before them by his electric torch.




          Down, down, down they went under hard-wood and evergreen, across little fissures full of fern, skirting great slabs of rock, making detours where tangles checked progress.




          Through tree-tops the sky glittered—one vast sheet of stars; and in the forest was a pale lustre born of this celestial splendour—a pallid dimness like that unreal day which reigns in the regions of the dead.




          "We might meet the shade of Helen here," said the girl, "or of Eurydice. This is a realm of spirits. … We may be one with them very soon—you and I. Do you suppose we shall wander here among these trees as long as time lasts?"




          "It's all right if we're together, Yellow-hair."




          There was no accent from his fingers clasped in hers; none in hers either.




          "I hope we'll be together, then," she said.




          "Will you search for me, Yellow-hair?"




          "Yes. Will you, Kay?"




          "Always."




          "And I—always—until I find you or you find me." … Presently she laughed gaily under her breath: "A solemn bargain, isn't it?"




          "More solemn than marriage."




          "Yes," said the girl faintly.




          Something went crashing off into the woods as they reached the hogback which linked them with the group of pines whither the big game-bird had pitched into cover. Perhaps it was a roe deer; McKay flashed the direction in vain.




          "If it were a Boche?" she whispered.




          "No; it sounded like a four-legged beast. There are chamois and roe deer and big mountain hares along these heights."




          They went on until the hog-back of sheer rock loomed straight ahead, and beyond, against a paling sky, the clump of high pines toward which they were bound.




          McKay extinguished his torch and pocketed it.




          "The sun will lead us back, Yellow-hair," he whispered. "Now hold very tightly to my hand, for it's a slippery and narrow way we tread together."




          The rocks were glassy. But there were bushes and mosses; and presently wild grass and soil on the other side.




          All around them, now, the tall pines loomed, faintly harmonious in the rising morning breeze which, in fair weather, always blows DOWN from the upper peaks into the valleys. Into the shadows they passed together a little way; then halted. The girl rested one shoulder against a great pine, leaning there and facing him where he also rested, listening.




          There reigned in the woods that intense stillness which precedes dawn—an almost painful tension resembling apprehension. Always the first faint bird-note breaks it; then silence ends like a deep sigh exhaling and death seems very far away.




          Now above them the stars had grown very dim; and presently some faded out.




          And after a little while a small mountain bird twittered sleepily. Then unseen by them, the east glimmered like a sheet of tarnished silver. And out over the dark world of mountains, high above the solitude, rang the uncanny cry of an auerhahn.




          Again the big, unseen bird saluted the coming day. McKay stole forward drawing his pistol and the girl followed.




          The weird outcry of the auerhahn guided them, sounding from somewhere above among the black crests of the pines, nearer at hand, now, clearer, closer, more weird, until McKay halted peering upward, his pistol poised.




          As yet the crests of the pines were merely soft blots above. Yet as they stood straining their eyes upward, striving to discover the location of the great bird by its clamour, vaguely the branches began to take shape against the greying sky.




          Clearer, more distinct they grew until feathery masses of pine-needles stood clustered against the sky like the wondrous rendering in a Japanese print. And all the while, at intervals, the auerhahn's ghostly shrieking made a sinister tumult in the woods.




          Suddenly they saw him. Miss Erith touched McKay and pointed cautiously. There, on a partly naked tree-top, was a huge, crouching mass—an enormous bird, pumping its head at every uttered cry and spreading a big fan-like tail and beating the air with stiff-curved drooping wings.




          McKay whispered: "I'll try to shoot straight because you're hungry, Yellow-hair"; and all the while his pistol-arm slanted higher and higner. For a second, it remained motionless; then a red streak split the darkness and the pistol-shot crashed in her ears.




          There came another sound, too—a thunderous flapping and thrashing in the tree-top, the furious battering, falling tumult of broken branches and blindly beating wings, drumming convulsively in descent. Then came a thud; a feathery tattoo on the ground; silence in the woods.




          "And so you shall not go hungry, Yellow-hair," said McKay with his nice smile.




          They had done a good deal by the middle of the afternoon; they had broiled the big bird, dined luxuriously, had stored the remainder in their packs which they were preparing to carry with them into the forbidden forest of Les Errues.




          There was only one way and that lay over the white shoulder of


          Thusis—a cul-de-sac, according to all guide-books, and terminating


          in a rest-hut near a cave glistening with icy stalagmites called


          Thusis's Hair.




          Beyond this there was nothing—no path, no progress possible—only a depthless gulf unabridged and the world of mountains beyond.




          There was no way; yet, the time before, McKay had passed over the white shoulder of Thusis and had penetrated the forbidden land—had slid into it sideways, somewhere from Thusis's shoulder, on a fragment of tiny avalanche. So there was a way!




          "I don't know how it happened, Yellow-hair," he was explaining as he adjusted and buckled her pack for her, "and whether I slid north or east I never exactly knew. But if there's a path into Les Errues except through the Hun wire, it must lie somewhere below Thusis. Because, unless such a path exists, except for that guarded strip lying between the Boche wire and the Swiss, only a winged thing could reach Les Errues across these mountains."




          The girl said coolly: "Could you perhaps lower me into it?"




          A slight flush stained his cheek-bones: "That would be my role, not yours. But there isn't rope enough in the Alps to reach Les Errues."




          He was strapping the pigeon-cage to his pack as he spoke. Now he hoisted and adjusted it, and stood looking across at the mountains for a moment. Miss Erith's gaze followed him.




          Thusis wore a delicate camouflage of mist. And there were other bad signs to corroborate her virgin warning: distant mountains had turned dark blue and seemed pasted in silhouettes against the silvery blue sky. Also the winds had become prophetic, blowing out of the valleys and UP the slopes.




          All that morning McKay's thermometer had been rising and his barometer had fallen steadily; haze had thickened on the mountains; and, it being the season for the Fohn to blow, McKay had expected that characteristic warm gale from the south to bring the violent rain which always is to be expected at that season.




          But the Fohn did not materialise; in the walnut and chestnut forest around them not a leaf stirred; and gradually the mountains cleared, became inartistically distinct, and turned a beautiful but disturbing dark-blue colour. And Thusis wore her vestal veil in the full sun of noon.




          "You know, Yellow-hair," he said, "all these signs are as plain as printed notices. There's bad weather coming. The wind was south; now it's west. I'll bet the mountain cattle are leaving the upper pastures."




          He adjusted his binoculars; south of Mount Terrible on another height there were alms; and he could see the cattle descending.




          He saw something else, too, in the sky and level with his levelled lenses—something like a bird steering toward him through the whitish blue sky.




          Still keeping it in his field of vision he spoke quietly: "There's an airplane headed this way. Step under cover, please."




          The girl moved up under the trees beside him and unslung her glasses. Presently she also picked up the oncomer.




          "Boche, Kay?"




          "I don't know. A monoplane. A Boche chaser, I think. Yes…. Do you see the cross? What insolence! What characteristic contempt for a weaker people! Look at his signal! Do you see? Look at those smoke-balls and ribbons! See him soaring there like a condor looking for a way among these precipices."




          The Hun hung low above them in mid-air, slowly wheeling over the gulf. Perhaps it was his shadow or the roar of his engines that routed out the lammergeier, for the unclean bird took the air on enormous pinions, beating his way upward till he towered yelping above the Boche, and their combined clamour came distinctly to the two watchers below.




          Suddenly the Boche fired at the other winged thing; the enraged and bewildered bird sheered away in flight and the Hun followed.




          "That's why he shot," said McKay. "He's got a pilot, now."




          Eagle and plane swept by almost level with the forest where they stood staining with their shadows the white shoulder of Thusis.




          Down into the gorge the great geier twisted; after him sped the airplane, banking steeply in full chase. Both disappeared where the flawless elbow of Thusis turns. Then, all alone, up out of the gulf soared the plane.




          "The Hun has discovered a landing-place in Les Errues," said McKay.


          "Watch him."




          "There's another Hun somewhere along the shoulder of Thusis," said McKay. "They're exchanging signals. See how the plane circles like a patient hawk. He's waiting for something. What's he waiting for, I wonder?"




          For ten minutes the airplane circled leisurely over Thusis. Then whatever the aviator was waiting for evidently happened, for he shut off his engine; came down in graceful spirals; straightened out; glided through the canyon and reappeared no more to the watchers in the forest of Thusis.




          "Now," remarked McKay coolly, "we know where we ought to go. Are you ready, Yellow-hair?"




          They had been walking for ten minutes when Miss Erith spoke in an ordinary tone of voice: "Kay? Do you think we're likely to come out of this?"




          "No," he said, not looking at her.




          "But we'll get our information, you think?"




          "Yes."




          The girl fell a few paces behind him and looked up at the pigeons where they sat in their light lattice cage crowning his pack.




          "Please do your bit, little birds," she murmured to herself.




          And, with a smile at them and a nod of confidence, she stepped forward again and fell into the rhythm of his stride.




          Very far away to the west they heard thunder stirring behind Mount


          Terrible.




          It was late in the afternoon when he halted near the eastern edges of Thusis's Forest.




          "Yellow-hair," he said very quietly, "I've led you into a trap, I'm afraid. Look back. We've been followed!"




          She turned. Through the trees, against an inky sky veined with lightning, three men came out upon the further edge of the hog-back which they had traversed a few minutes before, and seated themselves there In the shelter of the crag. All three carried shotguns.




          "Yellow-hair?"




          "Yes, Kay."




          "You understand what that means?"




          "Yes."




          "Slip off your pack."




          She disengaged her supple shoulders from the load and he also slipped off his pack and leaned it against a tree.




          "Now," he said, "you have two pistols and plenty of ammunition. I want you to hold that hog-back. Not a man must cross."




          However, the three men betrayed no inclination to cross. They sat huddled in a row sheltered from the oncoming storm by a great ledge of rock. But they held their shotguns poised and ready for action.




          The girl crept toward a big walnut tree and, lying flat on her stomach behind it, drew both pistols and looked around at McKay. She was smiling.




          His heart was in his throat as he nodded approval. He turned and went rapidly eastward. Two minutes later he came running back, exchanged a signal of caution with Miss Erith, and looked intently at the three men under the ledge. It was now raining.




          He drew from his breast a little book and on the thin glazed paper of one leaf he wrote, with water-proof ink, the place and date. And began his message:




          "United States Army Int. Dept No. 76 and No. 77 are trapped on the northwest edge of the wood of Les Errues which lies under the elbow of Mount Thusis. From this plateau we had hoped to overlook that section of the Hun frontier in which is taking place that occult operation known as 'The Great Secret,' and which we suspect is a gigantic engineering project begun fifty years ago for the purpose of piercing Swiss territory with an enormous tunnel under Mount Terrible, giving the Hun armies a road into France BEHIND the French battle-line and BEHIND Verdun.




          "Unfortunately we are now trapped and our retreat is cut off. It is unlikely that we shall be able to verify our suspicions concerning the Great Secret. But we shall not be taken alive.




          "We have, however, already discovered certain elements intimately connected with the Great Secret.




          "No. 1. Papers taken from a dead enemy show that the region called Les Errues has been ceded to the Hun in a secret pact as the price that Switzerland pays for immunity from the Boche invasion.




          "2nd. The Swiss people are ignorant of this.




          "3rd. The Boche guards all approaches to Les Errues. Except by way of the Boche frontier there appears to be only one entrance to Les Errues. We have just discovered it. The path is as follows: From Delle over the Swiss wire to the Crucifix on Mount Terrible; from there east-by-north along the chestnut woods to the shoulder of Mount Thusis. From thence, north over hog-backs 1, 2, and 3 to the Forest of Thusis where we are now trapped.




          "Northeast of the forest lies a level, treeless table-land half a mile in diameter called The Garden of Thusis. A BOCHE AIRPLANE LANDED THERE ABOUT THREE HOURS AGO.




          "To reach the Forbidden Forest the aviators, leaving their machine in the Garden of Thusis, walked southwest into the woods where we now are. These woods end in a vast gulf to the north which separates them from the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues.


        


      




      

        

          "BUT A CABLE CROSSES!


        




        

          "That is the way they went; a tiny car holding two is swung under this cable and the passengers pull themselves to and fro across the enormous chasm.




          "At the west end of this cable is a hut; in the hut is the machinery—a drum which can be manipulated so that the cable can be loosened and permitted to sag.




          "The reason for dropping the cable is analogous to the reason for using drawbridges over navigable streams; there is only one landing-place for airplanes in this entire region and that is the level, grassy plateau northeast of Thusis Woods. It is so entirely ringed with snow-peaks that there is only one way to approach it for a landing, and that is through the canyon edging Thusis Woods. Now the wire cable blocks this canyon. An approaching airplane therefore hangs aloft and signals to the cable-guards, who lower the cable until it sags sufficiently to free the aerial passage-way between the cliffs. Then the aviator planes down, sweeps through the canyon, and alights on the plateau called Thusis's Garden. But now he must return; the cable must be lifted and stretched taut; and he must embark across the gulf in the little car which runs on grooved wheels to Les Errues.




          "This is all we are likely to learn. Our retreat is cut off. Two cable-guards are in front of us; in front of them the chasm; and across the chasm lies Les Errues whither the aviator has gone and where, I do not doubt, are plenty more of his kind.




          "This, and two carbons, I shall endeavour to send by pigeon. In extremity we shall destroy all our papers and identification cards and get what Huns we can, RESERVING FOR OUR OWN USES one cartridge apiece.




          "(Signed) Nos. 76 AND 77."




          It was raining furiously, but the heavy foliage of chestnut and walnut had kept his paper dry. Now in the storm-gloom of the woods lit up by the infernal glare of lightning he detached the long scroll of thin paper covered by microscopical writing and, taking off the rubber bands which confined one of the homing pigeons, attached the paper cylinder securely.




          Then he crawled over with his bird and, lying flat alongside of Miss Erith, told her what he had discovered and what he had done about it. The roar of the rain almost obliterated his voice and he had to place his lips close to her ear.




          For a long while they lay there waiting for the rain to slacken before he launched the bird. The men across the hog-back never stirred. Nobody approached from the rear. At last, behind Mount Terrible, the tall edges of the rain veil came sweeping out in ragged majesty. Vapours were ascending in its wake; a distant peak grew visible, and suddenly brightened, struck at the summit by a shaft of sunshine.




          "Now!" breathed McKay. The homing pigeon, released, walked nervously out over the wet leaves on the forest floor, and, at a slight motion from the girl, rose into flight. Then, as it appeared above the trees, there came the cracking report of a shotgun, and they saw the bird collapse in mid-air and sheer downward across the hog-back. But it did not land there; the marksman had not calculated on those erratic gales from the chasm; and the dead pigeon went whirling down into the viewless gulf amid flying vapours mounting from unseen depths.




          Miss Erith and McKay lay very still. The Hunnish marksman across the hog-back remained erect for a few moments like a man at the traps awaiting another bird. After awhile he coolly seated himself again under the dripping ledge.




          "The swine!" said McKay calmly. He added: "Don't let them cross." And he rose and walked swiftly back toward the northern edge of the forest.




          From behind a tree he could see two Hun cable-guards, made alert by the shot, standing outside their hut where the cable-machinery was housed.




          Evidently the echoes of that shot, racketing and rebounding from rock and ravine, had misled them, for they had their backs turned and were gazing eastward, rifles pointed.




          Without time for thought or hesitation, McKay ran out toward them across the deep, wet moss. One of them heard him too late and McKay's impact hurled him into the gulf. Then McKay turned and sprang on the other, and for a minute it was a fight of tigers there on the cable platform until the battered visage of the Boche split with a scream and a crashing blow from McKay's pistol-butt drove him over the platform's splintered edge.




          And now, panting, bloody, dishevelled, he strained his ears, listening for a shot from the hog-back. The woods were very silent in their new bath of sunshine. A little Alpine bird was singing; no other sound broke the silence save the mellow, dripping noise from a million rain-drenched leaves.




          McKay cast a rapid, uneasy glance across the chasm. Then he went into the cable hut.




          There were six rifles there in a rack, six wooden bunks, and clothing on pegs—not military uniforms but the garments of Swiss mountaineers.




          Like the three men across the hog-back, and the two whom he had so swiftly slain, the Hun cable-patrol evidently fought shy of the Boche uniform here on the edge of the Forbidden Forest.




          Two of the cable-guard lay smashed to a pulp thousands of feet below. Where was the remainder of the patrol? Were the men with the shotguns part of it?




          McKay stood alone in the silent hut, still breathless from his struggle, striving to think what was now best to do.




          And, as he stood there, through the front window of the hut he saw an aviator and another man come down from the crest of Thusis to the chasm's edge, jump into the car which swung under the cable, and begin to pull themselves across toward the hut where he was standing.




          The hut screened his retreat to the wood's edge. From there he saw the aviator and his companion land on the platform; heard them shouting for the dead who never would answer from their Alpine deeps; saw the airman at last go away toward the plateau where he had left his machine; heard the clanking of machinery in the hut; saw the steel cable begin to sag into the canyon; AND REALISED THAT THE AVIATOR WAS GOING BACK OVER FRANCE TO THE BOCHE TRENCHES FROM WHENCE HE HAD ARRIVED.




          In a flash it came to McKay what he should try to do—what he MUST do for his country, for the life of the young girl, his comrade, for his own life: The watchers at the hog-back must never signal to that airman news of his presence in the Forbidden Forest!




          The clanking of the cog-wheels made his steps inaudible to the man who was manipulating the machinery in the hut as he entered and shot him dead. It was rather sickening, for the fellow pitched forward into the machinery and one arm became entangled there.




          But McKay, white of cheek and lip and fighting off a deathly nausea, checked the machinery and kicked the carrion clear. Then he set the drum and threw on the lever which reversed the cog-wheels. Slowly the sagging cable began to tighten up once more.




          He had been standing there for half an hour or more in an agony of suspense, listening for any shot from the forest behind him, straining eyes and ears for any sign of the airplane.




          And suddenly he heard it coming—a resonant rumour through the canyon, nearer, louder, swelling to a roar as the monoplane dashed into view and struck the cable with a terrific crash.




          For a second, like a giant wasp suddenly entangled in a spider's strand, it whirled around the cable with a deafening roar of propellers; then a sheet of fire enveloped it; both wings broke off and fell; other fragments dropped blazing; and then the thing itself let go and shot headlong into awful depths!




          Above it the taut cable vibrated and sang weirdly in the silence of the chasm.




          The girl was still lying flat under the walnut-tree when McKay came back.




          Without speaking he knelt, levelled his pistol and fired across at the man beyond the hog-back.




          Instantly her pistol flashed, too; one of the men fell and tried to get up in a blind sort of way, and his comrades caught him by the arms and dragged him back behind the ledge.




          "All right!" shouted one of the men from his cover, "we've plently of time to deal with you Yankee swine! Stay there and rot!"




          "That was Skelton's voice," whispered Miss Erith with an involuntary shudder.




          "They'll never attempt that hog-back under our pistols now," said


          McKay coolly. "Come, Yellow-hair; we're going forward."




          "How?" she asked, bewildered.




          "By cable, little comrade," he said, with a shaky gaiety that betrayed the tension of his nerves. "So pack up and route-step once more!"




          He turned and looked at her and his face twitched:




          "You wonderful girl," he said, "you beautiful, wonderful girl! We'll live to fly our pigeons yet, Yellow-hair, under the very snout of the whole Hun empire!"


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER VIII


      




      

        

          THE LATE SIR W. BLINT


        




        

          That two spies, a man and a woman, had penetrated the forest of Les Errues was known in Berlin on the 13th. Within an hour the entire machinery of the German Empire had been set in motion to entrap and annihilate these two people.


        




        

          The formula distributed to all operators in the Intelligence Department throughout Hundom, and wherever Boche spies had filtered into civilised lands, was this:




          "Two enemy secret agents have succeeded in penetrating the forest of


          Les Errues. One is a man, the other a woman.




          "Both are Americans. The man is that civilian prisoner, Kay McKay, who escaped from Holzminden, and of whom an exact description is available.




          "The woman is Evelyn Erith. Exact information concerning her is also available.




          "The situation is one of extremest delicacy and peril. Exposure of the secret understanding with a certain neutral Power which permits us certain temporary rights within an integral portion of its territory would be disastrous, and would undoubtedly result in an immediate invasion of this neutral (sic) country by the enemy as well as by our own forces.




          "This must not happen. Yet it is vitally imperative that these two enemy agents should be discovered, seized, and destroyed.




          "Their presence in the forest of Les Errues is the most serious menace to the Fatherland that has yet confronted it.




          "Upon the apprehension and destruction of these two spies depends the safety of Germany and her allies.




          "The war can not be won, a victorious German peace can not be imposed upon our enemies, unless these two enemy agents are found and their bodies absolutely destroyed upon the spot along with every particle of personal property discovered upon their persons.




          "More than that: the war will be lost, and with it the Fatherland, unless these two spies are seized and destroyed.




          "The Great Secret of Germany is in danger.




          "To possess themselves of it—for already they suspect its nature—and to expose it not only to the United States Government but to the entire world, is the mission of these two enemy agents.




          "If they succeed it would mean the end of the German Empire.




          "If our understanding with a certain neutral Power be made public, that also would spell disaster for Germany.




          "The situation hangs by a hair, the fate of the world is suspended above the forest of Les Errues."




          On the 14th the process of infiltration began. But the Hun invasion of Les Errues was not to be conducted in force, there must be no commotion there, no stirring, no sound, only a silent, stealthy, death-hunt in that shadowy forest—a methodical, patient, thorough preparation to do murder; a swift, noiseless execution.




          Also, on the 14th, the northern sky beyond the Swiss wire swarmed with Hun airplanes patrolling the border.




          Not that the Great Secret could be discovered from the air; that danger had been foreseen fifty years ago, and half a century's camouflage screened the results of steady, calculating relentless diligence.




          But French or British planes might learn of the presence of these enemy agents in the dark forest of Les Errues, and might hang like hawks above it exchanging signals with them.




          Therefore the northern sky swarmed with Boche aircraft—cautiously patrolling beyond the Swiss border, and only prepared to risk its violation if Allied planes first set them an example.




          But for a week nothing moved in the heavens above Les Errues except an eagle. And that appeared every day, sheering the blue void above the forest, hovering majestically in circles hour after hour and then, at last, toward sundown, setting its sublime course westward, straight into the blinding disk of the declining sun.




          The Hun airmen patrolling the border noticed the eagle. After a while, as no Allied plane appeared, time lagged with the Boche, and he came to look for this lone eagle which arrived always at the same hour in the sky above Les Errues, soared there hour after hour, then departed, flapping slowly westward until lost in the flames of sunset.




          "As though," remarked one Boche pilot, "the bird were a phoenix which at the close of every day renews its life from its own ashes in the flames."




          Another airman said: "It is not a Lammergeier, is it?"




          "It is a Stein-Adler," said a third.




          But after a silence a fourth airman spoke, seated before the hangar and studying a wild flower, the petals of which he had been examining with the peculiar interest of a nature-student:




          "For ten days I have had nothing more important to watch than that eagle which appears regularly every day above the forest of Les Errues. And I have concluded that the bird is neither a Lammergeier nor a Stein-Adler."




          "Surely," said one young Hun, "it is a German eagle."




          "It must be," laughed another, "because it is so methodical and exact. Those are German traits."




          The nature-student contemplated the wild blossom which he was now idly twirling between his fingers by its stem.




          "It perplexes me," he mused aloud.




          The others looked at him; one said: "What perplexes you, Von


          Dresslin?"




          "That bird."




          "The eagle?"




          "The eagle which comes every day to circle above Les Errues. I, an amateur of ornithology am, perhaps, with all modesty, permitted to call myself?"




          "Certainly," said several airmen at once.




          Another added: "We all know you to be a naturalist."




          "Pardon—a student only, gentlemen. Which is why, perhaps, I am both interested and perplexed by this eagle we see every day."




          "It is a rare species?"




          "It is not a familiar one to the Alps."




          "This bird, then, is not a German eagle in your opinion, Von


          Dresslin?"




          "What is it? Asiatic? African? Chinese?" asked another.




          Von Dresslin's eyebrows became knitted.




          "That eagle which we all see every day in the sky above Les Errues," he said slowly, "has a snow-white crest and tail."




          Several airmen nodded; one said: "I have noticed that, too, watching the bird through my binoculars."




          "I know," continued Von Dresslin slowly, "of only one species of eagle which resembles the bird we all see every day… It inhabits North America," he added thoughtfully.




          There was a silence, then a very young airman inquired whether Von Dresslin knew of any authentic reports of an American eagle being seen in Europe.




          "Authentic? That is somewhat difficult to answer," replied Von Dresslin, with the true caution of a real naturalist. "But I venture to tell you that, once before—nearly a year ago now—I saw an eagle in this same region which had a white crest and tail and was otherwise a shining bronze in colour."




          "Where did you see such a bird?"




          "High in the air over Mount Terrible." A deep and significant silence fell over the little company. If Count von Dresslin had seen such an eagle over the Swiss peak called Mount Terrible, and had been near enough to notice the bird's colour, every man there knew what had been the occasion.




          For only once had that particular region of Switzerland been violated by their aircraft during the war. It had happened a year ago when Von Dresslin, patrolling the north Swiss border, had discovered a British flyer planing low over Swiss territory in the air-region between Mount Terrible and the forest of Les Errues.




          Instantly the Hun, too, crossed the line: and the air-battle was joined above the forest.




          Higher, higher, ever higher mounted the two fighting planes until the earth had fallen away two miles below them.




          Then, out of the icy void of the upper air-space, now roaring with their engines' clamour, the British plane shot earthward, down, down, rushing to destruction like a shooting-star, and crashed in the forest of Les Errues.




          And where it had been, there in mid-air, hung an eagle with a crest as white as the snow on the shining peaks below.




          "He seemed suddenly to be there instead of the British plane," said Von Dresslin. "I saw him distinctly—might have shot him with my pistol as he sheered by me, his yellow eyes aflame, balanced on broad wings. So near he swept that his bright fierce eyes flashed level with mine, and for an instant I thought he meant to attack me.




          "But he swept past in a single magnificent curve, screaming, then banked swiftly and plunged straight downward in the very path of the British plane."




          Nobody spoke. Von Dresslin twirled his flower and looked at it in an absent-minded way.




          "From that glimpse, a year ago, I believe I had seen a species of eagle the proper habitat of which is North America," he said.




          An airman remarked grimly: "The Yankees are migrating to Europe.


          Perhaps their eagles are coming too."




          "To pick our bones," added another.




          And another man said laughingly to Von Dresslin:




          "Fritz, did you see in that downfall of the British enemy, and the dramatic appearance of a Yankee eagle in his place, anything significant?"




          "By gad," cried another airman, "we had John Bull by his fat throat, and were choking him to death. And now—the Americans!"




          "If I dared cross the border and shoot that Yankee eagle to-morrow," began another airman; but they all knew it wouldn't do.




          One said: "Do you suppose, Von Dresslin, that the bird we see is the one you saw a year ago?"




          "It is possible."




          "An American white-headed eagle?"




          "I feel quite sure of it."




          "Their national bird," said the same airman who had expressed a desire to shoot it.




          "How could an American eagle get here?" inquired another man.




          "By way of Asia, probably."




          "By gad! A long flight!"




          Dresslin nodded: "An omen, perhaps, that we may also have to face the Yankee on our Eastern front."




          "The swine!" growled several.




          Von Dresslin assented absently to the epithet. But his thoughts were busy elsewhere, his mind preoccupied by a theory which, Hunlike, he, for the last ten days, had been slowly, doggedly, methodically developing.




          It was this: Assuming that the bird really was an American eagle, the problem presented itself very clearly—from where had it come? This answered itself; it came from America, its habitat.




          Which answer, of course, suggested a second problem; HOW did it arrive?




          Several theories presented themselves:




          1st. The eagle might have reached Asia from Alaska and so made its way westward as far as the Alps of Switzerland.




          2nd. It may have escaped from some public European zoological collection.




          3rd. It may have been owned privately and, on account of the scarcity of food in Europe, liberated by its owner.




          4th. It MIGHT have been owned by the Englishman whose plane Von Dresslin had destroyed.




          And now Von Dresslin was patiently, diligently developing this theory:




          If it had been owned by the unknown Englishman whose plane had crashed a year ago in Les Errues forest, then the bird was undoubtedly his mascot, carried with him in his flights, doubtless a tame eagle.




          Probably when the plane fell the bird took wing, which accounted for its sudden appearance in mid-air.




          Probably, also, it had been taught to follow its master; and, indeed, had followed in one superb plunge earthward in the wake of a dead man in a stricken plane.




          But—WAS this the same bird?




          For argument, suppose it was. Then why did it still hang over Les Errues? Affection for a dead master? Only a dog could possibly show such devotion, such constancy. And besides, birds are incapable of affection. They only know where to go for kind treatment and security. And tamed birds, even those species domesticated for centuries, know only one impulse that draws them toward any human protector—the desire for food.




          Could this eagle remember for a whole year that the man who lay dead somewhere in the dusky wilderness of Les Errues had once been kind to him and had fed him? And was that why the great bird still haunted the air-heights above the forest? Possibly.




          Or was it not more logical to believe that here, suddenly cast upon its own resources, and compelled to employ instincts hitherto uncultivated or forgotten, to satisfy its hunger, this solitary American eagle had found the hunting good? Probably. And, knowing no other region, had remained there, and for the first time, or at least after a long interval of captivity and dependence on man, it had discovered what liberty was and with liberty the necessity to struggle for existence.




          An airman, watching Dresslin's thoughtful features, said:




          "You never found out who that Englishman was, did you?




          "No."




          "Did our agents search Les Errues?"




          "I suppose so. But I have never heard anything further about that affair," he shrugged; "and I don't believe we ever will until after the war, and until—"




          "Until Switzerland belongs to us," said an airman with a light laugh.




          Others, listening, looked at one another significantly, smiling the patient, confident and brooding smile of the Hun.




          Knaus unwittingly wrote his character and his epitaph:




          "Ich kann warten."




          The forest of Les Errues was deathly still. Hunters and hunted both were as silent as the wild things that belonged there in those dim woods—as cautious, as stealthy.




          A dim greenish twilight veiled their movements, the damp carpet of moss dulled sounds.




          Yet the hunted knew that they were hunted, realised that pursuit and search were inevitable; and the hunters, no doubt, guessed that their quarry was alert.




          Now on the tenth day since their entrance into Les Errues those two Americans who were being hunted came to a little wooded valley through which a swift stream dashed amid rock and fern, flinging spray over every green leaf that bordered it, filling its clear pools with necklaces of floating bubbles.




          McKay slipped his pack from his shoulders and set it against a tree. One of the two carrier pigeons in their cage woke up and ruffled. Looking closely at the other he discovered it was dead. His heart sank, but he laid the stiff, dead bird behind a tree and said nothing to his companion.




          Evelyn Erith now let go of her own pack and, flinging herself on the moss, set her lips to the surface of a brimming pool.




          "Careful of this Alpine water!" McKay warned her. But the girl satisfied her thirst before she rose to her knees and looked around at him.




          "Are you tired, Yellow-hair?" he asked.




          "Yes…. Are you, Kay?"




          He shook his head and cast a glance around him.




          It was beautiful, this little woodland vale with its stream dashing through and its slopes forested with beech and birch—splendid great trees with foliage golden green in the sun.




          But it was not the beauty of the scene that preoccupied these two. Always, when ready to halt, their choice of any resting-place depended upon several things more important than beauty.




          For one matter the place must afford concealment, and also a water supply. Moreover it must be situated so as to be capable of defence. Also there must be an egress offering a secure line of retreat.




          So McKay began to roam about the place, prowling along the slopes and following the stream. Apparently the topography satisfied him; for after a little while he came back to where Miss Erith was lying on the moss, one arm resting across her eyes.




          "You ARE tired," he said.




          She removed her arm and looked up at him out of those wonderful golden eyes.




          "Is it all right for us to remain here, Kay?"




          "Yes. You can see for yourself. Anybody coming into this valley must be visible on that ridge to the south. And there's an exit. This brook dashes through it—two vast granite gates that will let us through into the outer forest, where they might as well hunt for two pins as for us."




          The girl smiled; her eyes closed. "I'm glad we can rest," she murmured. So McKay went about his duties.




          First he removed his pack and hers a hundred yards down stream, through the granite gateway, and placed them just beyond.




          Then he came back for Miss Erith. Scarcely awakened as he lifted her, she placed one arm around his neck with the sleepy unconsciousness of a tired child. They had long been on such terms; there was no escaping them in the intimacy of their common isolation and common danger.




          He laid her on the moss, well screened by the granite barrier, and beyond range of the brook's rainbow spray. She was already asleep again.




          He took off both her shoes, unwound the spiral puttees and gave her bruised little feet a chance to breathe.




          He made camp, tested the wind and found it safe to build a fire, set water to simmer, and unpacked the tinned rations. Then he made the two beds side by side, laying down blankets and smoothing away the twigs underneath.




          The surviving carrier pigeon was hungry. He fed it, lifted it still banded from its place, cleaned the cage and set it to dry in a patch of sunshine.




          The four automatic pistols he loaded and laid on a shelf in the granite barricade; set ammunition and flashlight beside them.




          Then he went to his pack and got his papers and material, and unrolled the map upon which he had been at work since he and Evelyn Erith had entered the enemy's zone of operations.




          From time to time as he worked, drawing or making notes, he glanced at the sleeping girl beside him.




          Never but once had the word "love" been mentioned between these two.




          For a long while, now—almost from the very beginning—he had known that he was in love with this girl; but, after that one day in the garden, he also knew that there was scarcely the remotest chance that he should live to tell her so again, or that she could survive to hear him.




          For when they had entered the enemy's zone below Mount Terrible they both realised that there was almost no chance of their returning.




          He had lighted his pipe; and now he sat working away at his drawings, making a map of his route as best he could without instruments, and noting with rapid pencil all matters of interest for those upon whose orders he and this girl beside him had penetrated the forbidden forest of Les Errues. This for the slim chance of getting back alive. But he had long believed that, if his pigeons failed him at the crisis, no report would ever be delivered to those who sent him here, either concerning his discoveries or his fate and the fate of the girl who lay asleep beside him.




          An hour later she awoke. He was still bent over his map, and she presently extended one arm and let her hand rest on his knee.




          "Do you feel better, Yellow-hair?"




          "Yes. Thank you for removing my shoes."




          "I suppose you are hungry," he remarked.




          "Yes. Are you?"




          He smiled: "As usual. I wish to heaven I could run across a roebuck." They both craved something to satisfy the hunger made keen by the Alpine air, and which no concentrated rations could satisfy. McKay seldom ventured to kill any game—merely an auerhahn, a hare or two, a red squirrel—and sometimes he had caught trout in the mountain brooks with his bare hands—the method called "tickling" and only too familiar to Old-World poachers.




          "Roebuck," she repeated trying not to speak wistfully.




          He nodded: "One crossed the stream below. I saw the tracks in the moss, which was still stirring where the foot had pressed."




          "Dare you risk a shot in Les Errues, Kay?"




          "I don't think I'd hesitate."




          After a silence: "Why don't you rest? You must be dead tired," she said. And he felt a slight pressure of her fingers drawing him.




          So he laid aside his work, dropped upon his blanket, and turned on his left side, looking at her.




          "You have not yet seen any sign of the place from which you once looked out across the frontier and saw thousands and thousands of people as busy as a swarm of ants—have you, Kay?"




          "I remember this stream and these woods. I can't seem to recollect how far or in which direction I turned after passing this granite gorge."




          "Did you go far?"




          "I can't recollect," he said. "I'd give my right arm if I could."


          His worn and anxious visage touched her.




          "Don't fret, Kay, dear," she said soothingly. "We'll find it. We'll find out what the Hun is doing. We'll discover what this Great Secret really is. And our pigeons shall tell it to the world."




          And, as always, she smiled cheerfully, confidently. He had never heard her whine, had never seen her falter save from sheer physical weariness.




          "We'll win through, Yellow-hair," he said, looking steadily into her clear brown-gold eyes.




          "Of course. You are so wonderful, Kay."




          "That is the most wonderful thing in the world, Evelyn—to hear you tell me such a thing!"




          "Don't you know I think so?"




          "I can't believe it—after what you know of me—"




          "Kay!"




          "I'm sorry—but a scar is a scar—"




          "There is no scar! Do you hear me! No scar, no stain! Don't you suppose a woman can judge? And I have my own opinion of you, Kay—and it is a perfectly good opinion and suits me."




          She smiled, closed her eyes as though closing the discussion, opened them and smiled again at him.




          And now, as always, he wondered how this fair young girl could find courage to smile in the very presence of the most dreadful death any living woman could suffer—death from the Hun.




          He lay looking at her and she at him, for a while.




          In the silence, a dry stick snapped and McKay was on his feet as though it had been the crack of a pistol.




          Presently he stooped, and she lifted her pretty head and rested one ear close to his lips:




          "It's that roebuck, I think, down stream." Then something happened; her ear touched his mouth—or his lips, forming some word, came into contact with her—so that it was as though he had kissed her and she had responded.




          Both recoiled; her face was bright with mounting colour and he seemed scared. Yet both knew it was not a caress; but she feared he thought she had invited one, and he feared she believed he had offered one.




          He went about his affair with the theoretical roebuck in silence, picking up one of his pistols, loosening his knife in its sheath; then, without the usual smile or gesture for her, he started off noiselessly over the moss.




          And the girl, supporting herself on one arm, her fingers buried in the moss, looked after him while her flushed face cooled.




          McKay moved down stream with pistol lifted, scanning the hard-wood ridges on either hand. For even the reddest of roe deer, in the woods, seem to be amazingly invisible unless they move.




          The stream dashed through shadow and sun-spot, splashing a sparkling way straight into the wilderness of Les Errues; and along its fern-fringed banks strode McKay with swift, light steps. His eyes, now sharpened by the fight for life—which life had begun to be revealed to him in all its protean aspects, searched the dappled, demi-light ahead, fiercely seeking to pierce any disguise that protective colouration might afford his quarry.




          Silver, russet, green and gold, and with the myriad fulvous nuances that the forest undertones lend to its ensembles, these were the patterned tints that met his eye on every side in the subdued gradations of woodland light.




          But nothing out of key, nothing either in tone, colour, or shape, betrayed the discreet and searched for discord in the vague and lovely harmony;—no spiked head tossed in sudden fright; no chestnut flank turned too redly in the dim ensemble, no delicate feet in motion disturbed the solemn immobility of tree-trunk and rock. Only the fern fronds quivered where spray rained across them; and the only sounds that stirred were the crystalline clash of icy rapids and the high whisper of the leaves in Les Errues.




          And, as he stood motionless, every sense and instinct on edge, his eyes encountered something out of key with this lovely, sombre masterpiece of God. Instantly a still shock responded to the mechanical signal sent to his eyes; the engine of the brain was racing; he stood as immobile as a tree.




          Yes, there on the left something was amiss,—something indistinct in the dusk of heavy foliage—something, the shape of which was not in harmony with the suave design about him woven of its Creator. After a long while he walked slowly toward it.




          There was much more of it than he had seen. Its consequences, too, were visible above him where broken branches hung still tufted with bronze leaves which no new buds would ever push from their dead clasp of the sapless stems. And all around him yearling seedlings had pushed up through the charred wreckage. Even where fire had tried to obtain a foothold, and had been withstood by barriers of green and living sap, in burnt spaces where bits of twisted metal lay, tender shoots had pushed out in that eternal promise of resurrection which becomes a fable only upon a printed page.




          McKay's business was with the dead. The weather-faded husk lay there amid dry leaves promising some day to harmonise with the scheme of things.




          Mice had cleaned the bony cage under the uniform of a British aviator. Mice gnaw the shed antlers of deer. And other bones.




          The pockets were full of papers. McKay read some of them. Afterward he took from the bones of the hand two rings, a wrist-watch, a whistle which still hung by a short chain and a round object attached to a metal ring like a sleigh-bell.




          There was a hollow just beyond, made once in time of flood by some ancient mountain torrent long dry, and no longer to be feared.




          The human wreckage barely held together, but it was light; and McKay covered it with a foot of deep green moss, and made a cairn above it out of glacial stones from the watercourse. And on the huge beech that tented it he cut a cross with his trench-knife, making the incision deep, so that it glimmered like ivory against the silvery bark of the great tree. Under this sacred symbol he carved:


        


      




      

        

          "SIR W. BLINT, BART."


        




        

          Below this he cut a deep, white oblong in the bark, and with a coal from the burned airplane he wrote:


        


      




      

        

          "THIS IS THE BEGINNING, NOT THE END. THIS ENGLISHMAN STILL CARRIES ON!"


        




        

          He stood at salute for a full minute. Then turned, dropped to his knees, and began another thorough search among the debris and dead leaves.




          "Hello, Yellow-hair!"




          She had been watching his approach from where she was seated balanced on the stream's edge, with both legs in the water to the knees.




          He came up and dropped down beside her on the moss.




          "A dead airman in Les Errues," he said quietly, "a Britisher. I put away what remained of him. The Huns may dig him up: some animals do such things."




          "Where did you find him, Kay?" she asked quietly.




          "A quarter of a mile down-stream. He lay on the west slope. He had fallen clear, but there was not much left of his machine."




          "How long has he lain there in this forest?"




          "A year—to judge. Also the last entry in his diary bears this out. They got him through the head, and his belt gave way or was not fastened.—Anyway he came down stone dead and quite clear of his machine. His name was Blint—Sir W. Blint, Bart…. Lie back on the moss and let your bruised feet hang in the pool…. Here—this way—rest that yellow head of yours against my knees. … Are you snug?"




          "Yes."




          "Hold out your hands. These were his trinkets."




          The girl cupped her hands to receive the rings, watch, the gold whistle in its little gem-set chains, and the sleigh-bell on its bracelet.




          She examined them one by one in silence while McKay ran through the pages of the notebook—discoloured pages all warped and stained in their leather binding but written in pencil with print-like distinction.




          "Sir W. Blint," murmured McKay, still busy with the notebook. "Can't find what W. stood for."




          "That's all there is—just his name and military rank as an aviator:


          I left the disk where it hung."




          The girl placed the trinkets on the moss beside her and looked up into McKay's face.




          Both knew they were thinking of the same thing. They wore no disks.


          Would anybody do for them what McKay had done for the late Sir W.


          Blint?




          McKay bent a little closer over her and looked down into her face. That any living creature should touch this woman in death seemed to him almost more terrible than her dying. It was terror of that which sometimes haunted him; no other form of fear.




          What she read in his eyes is not clear—was not quite clear to her, perhaps. She said under her breath:




          "You must not fear for me, Kay…. Nothing can really touch me now."




          He did not understand what she meant by this immunity—gathering some vague idea that she had spoken in the spiritual sense. And he was only partly right. For when a girl is beginning to give her soul to a man, the process is not wholly spiritual.




          As he looked down at her in silence he saw her gaze shift and her eyes fix themselves on something above the tree-tops overhead.




          "There's that eagle again," she said, "wheeling up there in the blue."




          He looked up; then he turned his sun-dazzled eyes on the pages of the little notebook which he held open in both hands.




          "It's amusing reading," he said. "The late Sir W. Blint seems to have been something of a naturalist. Wherever he was stationed the lives of the birds, animals, insects and plants interested him. … Everywhere one comes across his pencilled queries and comments concerning such things; here he discovers a moth unfamiliar to him, there a bird he does not recognise. He was a quaint chap—"




          McKay's voice ceased but his eyes still followed the pencilled lines of the late Sir W. Blint. And Evelyn Erith, resting her yellow head against his knees, looked up at him.




          "For example," resumed McKay, and read aloud from the diary:




          "Five days' leave. Blighty. All top hole at home. Walked with


          Constance in the park.




          Pair of thrushes in the spinney. Rookery full. Usual butterflies in unusual numbers. Toward twilight several sphinx moths visited the privet. No net at hand so did not identify any. Pheasants in bad shape. Nobody to keep them down. Must arrange drives while I'm away.




          Late at night a barn owl in the chapel belfrey. Saw him and heard him. Constance nervous; omens and that sort, I fancy; but no funk. Rotten deal for her."




          "Who was Constance?" asked Miss Erith.




          "Evidently his wife…. I wish we could get those trinkets to her." His glance shifted back to the pencilled page and presently he read on, aloud:




          France again. Headquarters. Same rumour that Fritz has something up his sleeve. Conference. Letter from Constance. Wrote her also.




          10th inst.:




          Conference. Interesting theory even if slightly incredible. Wrote


          Constance.




          12th inst.:




          Another conference. Sir D. Haig. Back to hangar. A nightingale singing, clear and untroubled above the unceasing thunder of the cannonade. Very pretty moth, incognito, came and sat on my sleeve. One of the Noctuidae, I fancy, but don't know generic or specific names. About eleven o'clock Sir D. Haig. Unexpected honour. Sir D. serene and cheerful. Showed him about. He was much amused at my eagle. Explained how I had found him as an eaglet some twenty years ago in America and how he sticks to me like a tame jackdaw.




          Told Sir D. that I had been taking him in my air flights everywhere and that he adored it, sitting quite solemnly out of harm's way and, if taking to the air for a bit of exercise, always keeping my plane in view and following it to earth.




          Showed Sir D. H. all Manitou's tricks. The old chap did me proud.


          This was the programme:




          I.—'Will you cheer for king and country, Manitou?'




          Manitou (yelping)—'Houp—gloup—houp!'




          I.—'Suppose you were a Hun eagle, Manitou—just a vulgar Boche buzzard?'




          Manitou (hanging his head)—'Houp—gloup—houp!'




          I.-'But you're not! You're a Yankee eagle! Now give three cheers for


          Uncle Sam!'




          Manitou (head erect)—'Houp—gloup—houp!'




          Sir D. convulsed. Ordered a trench-rat for Manitou as usual. While he was discussing it I told Sir D. H. how I could always send Manitou home merely by attaching to his ankle a big whistling-bell of silver.




          Explained that Manitou hated it and that I had taught him to fly home when I attached it by arranging that nobody except my wife should ever relieve him of the bell.




          It took about two years to teach him where to go for relief.




          Sir D, much amused—reluctant to leave. Wrote to Connie later. Bed.




          13th inst.:




          Summoned by Sir D. H. Conference. Most interesting. Packed up. Of at 5 P. M., taking my eagle, Manitou. Wrote Constance.




          14th inst.:




          Paris. Yankees everywhere. Very ft. Have noticed no brag so far.


          Wrote Constance.




          20th inst.:




          Paris. Yanks, Yanks, Yanks. And 'thanks' rimes. I said so to one of 'em. 'No,' said he, 'Tanks' is the proper rime—British Tanks!' Neat and modest. Wrote Connie.




          21st inst.:




          Manitou and I are off. Most interesting quest I ever engaged in.


          Wrote to my wife.




          Delle. Manitou and I both very fit. Machine in waiting. Took the air for a look about. Manitou left me a mile up. Evidently likes the Alps. Soared over Mount Terrible whither I dared not venture—yet! Saw no Huns. Back by sundown. Manitou dropped in to dinner—like a thunderbolt from the zenith. Astonishment of Blue Devils on guard. Much curiosity. Manitou a hero. All see in him an omen of American victory. Wrote Connie.




          30th inst.:




          Shall try 'it' very soon now.




          If it's true—God help the Swiss! If not—profound apologies I suppose. Anyway its got to be cleared up. Manitou enamoured of mountains. Poor devil, it's in his blood I suppose. Takes the air, now, quite independent of me, but I fancy he gets uneasy if I delay, for he comes and circles over the hangar until my machine takes the air. And if it doesn't he comes down to find out why, mad and yelping at me like an irritated goblin.




          I saw an Alpine butterfly to-day—one of those Parnassians all white with wings veined a greenish black. Couldn't catch him. Wrote to Connie. Bed.




          31st inst.:




          In an hour. All ready. It's hard to believe that the Hun has so terrorised the Swiss Government as to force it into such an outrageous concession. Nous verrons.




          A perfect day. Everything arranged. Calm and confident. Think much of Constance but no nerves. Early this morning Manitou, who had been persistently hulking at my heels and squealing invitations to take wing with him, became impatient and went up.




          I saw him in time and whistled him down; and I told the old chap very plainly that he could come up with me when I was ready or not at all.




          He understood and sat on the table sulking, and cocking his silver head at me while I talked to him. That's one thing about Manitou. Except for a wild Canada goose I never before saw a bird who seemed to have the slightest trace of brain. I know, of course, it's not affection that causes him to trail me, answer his whistle, and obey when he doesn't wish to obey. It's training and habit. But I like to pretend that the old chap is a little fond of me.




          I'm of in a few minutes. Manitou is aboard. Glorious visibility. Now for Fritz and his occult designs—if there are any.




          A little note to Connie—I scarcely know why. Not a nerve. Most happy. Noticed a small butterfly quite unfamiliar to me. No time now to investigate.




          Engines! Manitou yelling with excitement. Symptoms of taking wing, but whistle checks insubordination…. All ready. Wish Connie were here.




          McKay closed the little book, strapped and buckled the cover.




          "Exit Sir W. Blint," he said, not flippantly. "I think I should like to have known that man."




          The girl, lying there with the golden water swirling around her knees and her golden head on the moss, looked up through the foliage in silence.




          The eagle was soaring lower over the forest now. After a little while she reached out and let her fingers touch McKay's hand where it rested on the moss:




          "Kay?"




          "Yes, Yellow-hair."




          "It isn't possible, of course…. But are there any eagles in Europe that have white heads and tails?"




          "No."




          "I know…. I wish you'd look up at that eagle. He is not very high."




          McKay lifted his head. After a moment he rose to his feet, still looking intently skyward. The eagle was sailing very low now.


        


      




      

        

          "THAT'S AN AMERICAN EAGLE!"


        




        

          The words shot out of McKay's lips. The girl sat upright, electrified.




          And now the sun struck full across the great bird as he sheered the tree-tops above. HEAD AND TAIL WERE A DAZZLING WHITE.




          "Could—could it be that dead man's eagle?" said the girl. "Oh, could it be Manitou? COULD it, Kay?"




          McKay looked at her, and his eye fell on the gold whistle hanging from her wrist on its jewelled chain.




          "If it is," he said, "he might notice that whistle. Try it!"




          She nodded excitedly, set the whistle to her lips and blew a clear, silvery, penetrating blast upward.




          "Kay! Look!" she gasped.




          For the response had been instant. Down through the tree-tops sheered the huge bird, the air shrilling through his pinions, and struck the solid ground and set his yellow claws in it, grasping the soil of the Old World with mighty talons. Then he turned his superb head and looked fearlessly upon his two compatriots.




          "Manitou! Manitou!" whispered the girl. And crept toward him on her knees, nearer, nearer, until her slim outstretched hand rested on his silver crest.




          "Good God!" said McKay in the low tones of reverence.




          McKay had drawn a duplicate of his route-map on thin glazed paper.




          Evelyn Erith had finished a duplicate copy of his notes and reports.




          Of these and the trinkets of the late Sir W. Blint they made two flat packets, leaving one of them unsealed to receive the brief letter which McKay had begun:




          "Dear Lady Blint—




          It is not necessary to ask the wife of Sir W. Blint to have courage.




          He died as he had lived—a fine and fearless British sportsman.




          His death was painless. He lies in the forest of Les Errues. I enclose a map for you.




          I and my comrade, Evelyn Erith, dare believe that his eagle, Manitou, has not forgotten the air-path to England and to you. With God's guidance he will carry this letter to you. And with it certain objects belonging to your husband. And also certain papers which I beg you will have safely delivered to the American Ambassador.




          If, madam, we come out of this business alive, my comrade and I will do ourselves the honour of waiting on you if, as we suppose, you would care to hear from us how we discovered the body of the late Sir W. Blint.




          Madam, accept homage and deep respect from two Americans who are, before long, rather likely to join your gallant husband in the great adventure."




          "Yellow-hair?"




          She came, signed the letter. Then McKay signed it, and it was enclosed in one of the packets.




          Then McKay took the dead carrier pigeon from the cage and tossed it on the moss. And Manitou planted his terrible talons on the inert mass of feathers and tore it to shreds.




          Evelyn attached the anklet and whistling bell; then she unwound a yard of surgeon's plaster, and kneeling, spread the eagle's enormous pinions, hold-ing them horizontal while McKay placed the two packets and bound them in place under the out-stretched wings.




          The big bird had bolted the pigeon. At first he submitted with sulky grace, not liking what was happening, but offering no violence.




          And even now, as they backed away from him, he stood in dignified submission, patiently striving to adjust his closed wings to these annoying though light burdens which seemed to have no place among his bronze feathers.




          Presently, irritated, the bird partially unclosed one wing as though to probe with his beak for the seat of his discomfort. At the same time he moved his foot, and the bell rattled on his anklet.




          Instantly his aspect changed; stooping he inspected the bell, struck it lightly with his beak as though in recognition.




          WAS it the hated whistling bell? Again the curved beak touched it.


          And recognition was complete.




          Mad all through, disgust, indecision, gave rapid place to nervous alarm. Every quill rose in wrath; the snowy crest stood upright; the yellow eyes flashed fire.




          Then, suddenly, the eagle sprang into the air, yelping fierce protest against such treatment: the shrilling of the bell swept like a thin gale through the forest, keener, louder, as the enraged bird climbed the air, mounting, mounting into the dazzling blue above until the motionless watchers in the woods below saw him wheel.




          Which way would he turn? 'Round and round swept the eagle in wider and more splendid circles; in tensest suspense the two below watched motionless.




          Then the tension broke; and a dry sob escaped the girl.




          For the eagle had set his lofty course at last. Westward he bore through pathless voids uncharted save by God alone—who has set His signs to mark those high blue lanes, lest the birds—His lesser children—should lose their way betwixt earth and moon.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER IX


      




      

        

          THE BLINDER TRAIL


        




        

          There was no escape that way. From the northern and eastern edges of the forest sheer cliffs fell away into bluish depths where forests looked like lawns and the low uplands of the Alsatian border resembled hillocks made by tunnelling moles. And yet it was from somewhere not far away that a man once had been, carried safely into Alsace on a sudden snowslide. That man now lay among the trees on the crag's edge looking down into the terrific chasm below. He and the girl who crouched in the thicket of alpine roses behind him seemed a part of the light-flecked forest—so inconspicuous were they among dead leaves and trees in their ragged and weather-faded clothing.


        




        

          They were lean from physical effort and from limited nourishment. The skin on their faces and hands, once sanguine and deeply burnt by Alpine wind and sun and snow glare, now had become almost colourless, so subtly the alchemy of the open operates on those whose only bed is last year's leaves and whose only shelter is the sky. Even the girl's yellow hair had lost its sunny brilliancy, so that now it seemed merely a misty part of the lovely, subdued harmony of the woods.




          The man, still searching the depths below with straining, patient gaze, said across his shoulder:




          "It was here somewhere—near here, Yellow-hair, that I went over, and found what I found…. But it's not difficult to guess what you and I should find if we try to go over now."




          "Death?" she motioned with serene lips.




          He had turned to look at her, and he read her lips.




          "And yet," he said, "we must manage to get down there, somehow or other, alive."




          She nodded. Both knew that, once down there, they could not expect to come out alive. That was tacitly understood. All that could be hoped was that they might reach those bluish depths alive, live long enough to learn what they had come to learn, release the pigeon with its message, then meet destiny in whatever guise it confronted them.




          For Fate was not far off. Fate already watched them—herself unseen. She had caught sight of them amid the dusk of the ancient trees—was following them, stealthily, murderously, through the dim aisles of this haunted forest of Les Errues.




          These two were the hunted ones, and their hunters were in the forest—nearer now than ever because the woodland was narrowing toward the east.




          Also, for the first time since they had entered the Forbidden Forest, scarcely noticeable paths appeared flattening the carpet of dead leaves—not trails made by game—but ways trodden at long intervals by man—trails unused perhaps for months—then rendered vaguely visible once more by the unseen, unheard feet of lightly treading foes.




          Here for the first time they had come upon the startling spoor of man—of men and enemies—men who were hunting them to slay them, and who now, in these eastern woods, no longer cared for the concealment that might lull to a sense of false security the human quarry that they pursued.




          And yet the Hun-pack hunting them though the forbidden forest of Les Errues had, in their new indifference to their quarry's alarm, and in the ferocity of their growing boldness, offered the two fugitives a new hope and a new reason for courage:—the grim courage of those who are about to die, and who know it, and still carry on.




          For this is what the Huns had done—not daring to use signals visible to the Swiss patrols on nearer mountain flanks.




          Nailed to a tree beside the scarcely visible trail of flattened leaves—a trail more imagined and feared than actually visible—was a sheet of white paper. And on it was written in the tongue of the Hun,—and in that same barbarous script also—a message, the free translation of which was as follows:


        


      




      

        

          "WARNING!"


        




        

          The three Americans recently sent into Les Errues by the Military Intelligence Department of the United States Army now fighting in France are still at large somewhere in this forest. Two of them are operating together, the well-known escaped prisoner, Kay McKay, and the woman secret-agent, Evelyn Erith. The third American, Alexander Gray, has been wounded in the left hand by one of our riflemen, but managed to escape, and is now believed to be attempting to find and join the agents McKay and Erith.




          This must be prevented. All German agents now operating in Les Errues are formally instructed to track down and destroy without traces these three spies whenever and wherever encountered according to plan. It is expressly forbidden to attempt to take any one or all of these spies alive. No prisoners! No traces! Germans, do your duty! The Fatherland is in peril!




          (Signed) "HOCHSTIM."




          McKay wriggled cautiously backward from the chasm's granite edge and crawled into the thicket of alpine roses where Evelyn Erith lay.




          "No way out, Kay?" she asked under her breath.




          "No way THAT way, Yellow-hair."




          "Then?"




          "I don't—know," he said slowly.




          "You mean that we ought to turn back."




          "Yes, we ought to. The forest is narrowing very dangerously for us. It runs to a point five miles farther east, overlooking impassable gulfs…. We should be in a cul-de-sac, Yellow-hair."




          "I know."




          He mused for a few moments, cool, clear-eyed, apparently quite undisturbed by their present peril and intent only on the mission which had brought them here, and how to execute it before their unseen trackers executed them.




          "To turn now, and attempt to go back along this precipice, is to face every probability of meeting the men we have so far managed to avoid," he said aloud in his pleasant voice, but as though presenting the facts to himself alone.




          "Of course we shall account for some of the Huns; but that does not help us to win through…. Even an exchange of shots would no doubt be disastrous to our plans. We MUST keep away from them…. Otherwise we could never hope to creep into the valley alive,… Tell me, Yellow-hair, have you thought of anything new?"




          The girl shook her head.




          "No, Kay…. Except that chance of running across this new man of whom we never had heard before the stupid Boche advertised his presence in Les Errues."




          "Alexander Gray," nodded McKay, taking from his pocket the paper which the Huns had nailed to the great pine, and unfolding it again.




          The girl rested her chin on his shoulder to reread it—an apparent familiarity which he did not misunderstand. The dog that believes in you does it—from perplexity sometimes, sometimes from loneliness. Or, even when afraid—not fearing with the baser emotion of the poltroon, but afraid with that brave fear which is a wisdom too, and which feeds and brightens the steady flame of courage.




          "Alexander Gray," repeated McKay. "I never supposed that we would send another man in here—at least not until something had been heard concerning our success or failure…. I had understood that such a policy was not advisable. You know yourself, Yellow-hair, that the fewer people we have here the better the chance. And it was so decided before we left New York…. And—I wonder what occurred to alter our policy."




          "Perhaps the Boches have spread reports of our capture by Swiss authorities," she said simply.




          "That might be. Yes, and the Hun newspapers might even have printed it. I can see their scare-heads: 'Gross Violation of Neutral Soil!




          "'Switzerland invaded by the Yankees! Their treacherous and impudent spies caught in the Alps!'—that sort of thing. Yes, it might be that… and yet—"




          "You think the Boche would not call attention to such an attempt even to trap others of our agents for the mere pleasure of murdering them?"




          "That's what I think, Eve."




          He called her "Eve" only when circumstances had become gravely threatening. At other times it was usually "Yellow-hair!"




          "Then you believe that this man, Gray, has been sent into Les Errues to aid us to carry on independently the operation in which we have so far failed?"




          "I begin to think so." The girl's golden eyes became lost in retrospection.




          "And yet," she ventured after a few moments' thought, "he must have come into Les Errues learning that we also had entered it; and apparently he has made no effort to find us."




          "We can't know that, Eve."




          "He must be a woodsman," she argued, "and also he must suppose that we are more or less familiar with American woodcraft, and fairly well versed in its signs. Yet—he has left no sign that we could understand where a Hun could not."




          "Because we have discovered no sign we can not be certain that this man Gray has made none for us to read," said McKay.




          "No…. And yet he has left nothing that we have discovered—no blaze; no moss or leaf, no stone or cairn—not a broken twig, not a peeled stick, and no trail!"




          "How do we know that the traces of a trail marked by flattened leaves might not be his trail? Once, on that little sheet of sand left by rain in the torrent's wake, you found the imprint of a hobnailed shoe such as the Hun hunters wear," she reminded him. "And there we first saw the flattened trail of last year's leaves—if indeed it be truly a trail."




          "But, Eve dear, never have we discovered in any dead and flattened leaf the imprint of hobnails,—let alone the imprint of a human foot."




          "Suppose, whoever made that path, had pulled over his shoes a heavy woolen sock." He nodded.




          "I feel, somehow, that the Hun flattened out those leaves," she went on. "I am sure that had an American made the trail he would also have contrived to let us know—given us some indication of his identity."




          The girl's low voice suddenly failed and her hand clutched McKay's shoulder.




          They lay among the alpine roses like two stones, never stirring, the dappled sunlight falling over them as harmoniously and with no more and no less accent than it spotted tree-trunk and rock and moss around them.




          And, as they lay there, motionless, her head resting on his thigh, a man came out of the dimmer woods into the white sunshine that flooded the verge of the granite chasm.




          The man was very much weather-beaten; his tweeds were torn; he carried a rifle in his right hand. And his left was bound in bloody rags. But what instantly arrested McKay's attention was the pack strapped to his back and supported by a "tump-line."




          Never before had McKay seen such a pack carried in such a manner excepting only in American forests.




          The man stood facing the sun. His visage was burnt brick colour, a hue which seemed to accentuate the intense blue of his eyes and make his light-coloured hair seem almost white.




          He appeared to be a man of thirty, superbly built, with a light, springy step, despite his ragged and weary appearance.




          McKay's eyes were fastened desperately upon him, upon the strap of the Indian basket which crossed his sun-scorched forehead, upon his crystal-blue eyes of a hunter, upon his wounded left hand, upon the sinewy red fist that grasped a rifle, the make of which McKay should have known, and did know. For it was a Winchester 45-70—no chance for mistaking that typical American weapon. And McKay fell a-trembling in every limb.




          Presently the man cautiously turned, scanned his back trail with that slow-stirrng wariness of a woodsman who never moves abruptly or without good reason; then he went back a little way, making no sound on the forest floor.


        


      




      

        

          AND MCKAY SAW THAT HE WORE KNEE MOCCASINS.


        




        

          At the same time Evelyn Erith drew her little length noiselessly along his, and he felt her mouth warm against his ear:




          "Gray?" He nodded.




          "I think so, too. His left hand is injured. He wears American moccasins. But in God's name be careful, Kay. It may be a trap."




          He nodded almost imperceptibly, keeping his eyes on the figure which now stood within the shade of the trees in an attitude which might suggest listening, or perhaps merely a posture of alert repose.




          Evelyn's mouth still rested against his ear and her light breath fell warmly on him. Then presently her lips moved again:




          "Kay! He LOOKS safe."




          McKay turned his head with infinite caution and she inclined hers to his lips:




          "I think it is Gray. But we've got to be certain, Eve." She nodded.




          "He does look right," whispered McKay. "No Boche cradles a rifle in the hollow of his left arm so naturally. It is HABIT, because he does it in spite of a crippled left hand."




          She nodded again.




          "Also," whispered McKay, "everything else about him is convincing—the pack, tump-line, moccasins, Winchester: and his manner of moving…. I know deer-stalkers in Scotland and in the Alps. I know the hunters of ibex and chamois, of roe-deer and red stag, of auerhahn and eagle. This man is DIFFERENT. He moves and behaves like our own woodsmen—like one of our own hunters."




          She asked with dumb lips touching his ear: "Shall we chance it?"




          "No. It must be a certainty."




          "Yes. We must not offer him a chance."




          "Not a ghost of a chance to do us harm," nodded McKay. "Listen attentively, Eve; when he moves on, rise when I do; take the pigeon and the little sack because I want both hands free. Do you understand, dear?"




          "Yes."




          "Because I shall have to kill him if the faintest hint of suspicion arises in my mind. It's got to be that way, Eve."




          "Yes, I know."




          "Not for our own safety, but for what our safety involves," he added.




          She inclined her head in acquiescence.




          Very slowly and with infinite caution McKay drew from their holsters beneath his armpits two automatic pistols.




          "Help me, Eve," he whispered.




          So she aided him where he lay beside her to slip the pack straps over his shoulders. Then she drew toward her the little osier cage in which their only remaining carrier-pigeon rested secured by elastic bands, grasped the smaller sack with the other hand, and waited.




          They had waited an hour and more; and the figure of the stranger had moved only once—shifted merely to adjust itself against a supporting tree-trunk and slip the tump-line.




          But now the man was stirring again, cautiously resuming the forehead-straps.




          Ready, now, to proceed in whichever direction he might believe lay his destination, the strange man took the rifle into the hollow of his left arm once more, remained absolutely motionless for five full minutes, then, stirring stealthily, his moccasins making no sound, he moved into the forest in a half-crouching attitude.




          And after him went McKay with Evelyn Erith at his elbow, his sinister pistols poised, his eyes fixed on the figure which passed like a shadow through the dim forest light ahead.




          Toward mid-afternoon their opportunity approached; for here was the first water they had encountered—and the afternoon had become burning hot—and their own throats were cracking with that fierce thirst of high places where, even in the summer air, there is that thirst-provoking hint of ice and snow.




          For a moment, however, McKay feared that the man meant to go on, leaving the thin, icy rivulet untasted among its rocks and mosses; for he crossed the course of the little stream at right angles, leaping lithely from one rock to the next and travelling upstream on the farther bank.




          Then suddenly he stopped stock-still and looked back along his trail—nearly blind save for a few patches of flattened dead leaves which his moccasined tread had patted smooth in the shadier stretches where moisture lingered undried by the searching rays of the sun.




          For a few moments the unknown man searched his own back-trail, standing as motionless as the trunk of a lichened beech-tree. Then, very slowly, he knelt on the dead leaves, let go his pack, and, keeping his rifle in his right hand, stretched out his sinewy length above the pool on the edge of which he had halted.




          Twice, before drinking, he lifted his head to sweep the woods around him, his parched lips still dry. Then, with the abruptness—not of man but of some wild thing—he plunged his sweating face into the pool.




          And McKay covered him where he lay, and spoke in a voice which stiffened the drinking man to a statue prone on its face:




          "I've got you right! Don't lift your head! You'll understand me if you're American!"




          The man lay as though dead. McKay came nearer; Evelyn Erith was at his elbow.




          "Take his rifle, Eve."




          The girl walked over and coolly picked up the Winchester.




          "Now cover him!" continued McKay. "Find a good rest for your gun and keep him covered, Eve."




          She laid the rifle level across a low branch, drew the stock snug and laid her cheek to it and her steady finger on the trigger.




          "When I say'squeeze,' let him have it! Do you understand, Eve?"




          "Perfectly."




          Then, with one pistol poised for a drop shot, McKay stepped forward and jerked open the man's pack. And the man neither stirred nor spoke. For a few minutes McKay remained busy with the pack, turning out packets of concentrated rations of American manufacture, bits of personal apparel, a meagre company outfit, spare ammunition—the dozen-odd essentials to be always found in an American hunter's pack.




          Then McKay spoke again:




          "Eve, keep him covered. Shoot when I say shoot."




          "Right," she replied calmly. And to the recumbent and unstirring figure McKay gave a brief order:




          "Get up! Hands up!"




          The man rose as though made of steel springs and lifted both hands.




          Water still ran from his chin and lips and sweating cheeks. But McKay, resting the muzzle of his pistol against the man's abdomen, looked into a face that twitched with laughter.




          "You think it's funny?" he snarled, but the blessed relief that surged through him made his voice a trifle unsteady.




          "Yes," said the man, "it hits me that way."




          "Something else may hit you," growled McKay, ready to embrace him with sheer joy.




          "Not unless you're a Boche," retorted the man coolly. "But I guess you're Kay McKay—"




          "Don't get so damned familiar with names!"




          "That's right, too. I'll just call you Seventy-Six, and this young lady Seventy-Seven…. And I'm Two Hundred and Thirty."




          "What else?"




          "My name?"




          "Certainly."




          "It isn't expected—"




          "It is in this case," snapped McKay, wondering at himself for such ultra precaution.




          "Oh, if you insist then, I'm Gray…. Alec Gray of the States United


          Army Intelligence Serv—"




          "All right…. Gad!… It's all right, Gray!"




          He took the man's lifted right hand, jerked it down and crushed it in a convulsive grasp: "It's good to see you…. We're in a hole—deadlocked—no way out but back!" he laughed nervously. "Have you any dope for us?"




          Gray's blue eyes travelled smilingly toward Evelyn and rested on the muzzle of the Winchester. And McKay laughed almost tremulously:




          "All clear, Yellow-hair! This IS Gray—God be thanked!"




          The girl, pale and quiet and smiling, lowered the rifle and came forward offering her hand.




          "It's pleasant to see YOU," she said quite steadily. "We were afraid of a Boche trick."




          "So I notice," said Gray, intensely amused.




          Then the weather-tanned faces of all three sobered.




          "This is no place to talk things over," said Gray shortly.




          "Do you know a better place?"




          "Yes. If you'll follow me."




          He went to his pack, put it swiftly in order, hoisted it, resumed the tump-line, and looked around at Evelyn for his rifle.




          But she had already slung it across her own shoulders and she pointed at his wounded hand and its blood-black bandage and motioned him forward.




          The sun hung on the shoulder of a snow-capped alp when at last these three had had their brief understanding concerning one another's identity, credentials, and future policy.




          Gray's lair, in a bushy hollow between two immense jutting cakes of granite, lay on the very brink of the chasm. And there they sat, cross-legged in the warmth of the declining sun in gravest conference concerning the future.




          "Recklow insisted that I come," repeated Gray. "I was in the 208th Pioneers—in a sawmilll near La Roche Rouge—Vosges—when I got my orders."




          "And Recklow thinks we're caught and killed?"




          "So does everybody in the Intelligence. The Mulhausen paper had it that the Swiss caught you violating the frontier, which meant to Recklow that the Boche had done you in."




          "I see," nodded McKay.




          "So he picked me."




          "And you say you guided in Maine?"




          "Yes, when I was younger. After I was on my own I kept store at


          South Carry, Maine, and ran the guides there."




          "I noticed all the ear-marks," nodded McKay.




          Gray smiled: "I guess they're there all right if a man knows 'em when he sees 'em."




          "Were you badly shot up?"




          "Not so bad. They shoot a pea-rifle, single shot all over silver and swallowtail stock—"




          "I know," smiled McKay.




          "Well, you know them. It drills nasty with a soft bullet, cleaner with a chilled one. My left hand's a wreck but I sha'n't lose it."




          "I had better dress it before night," said Evelyn.




          "I dressed it at noon. I won't disturb it again to-day," said Gray, thanking her with his eloquent blue eyes.




          McKay said: "So you found the place where I once slid off?"




          "It's plain enough, windfall and general wreckage mark it."




          "You say it's a dozen miles west of here?"




          "About."




          "That's odd," said McKay thoughtfully. "I had believed I recognised this ravine. But these deep gulfs all look more or less alike. And I saw it only once and then under hair-raising circumstances."




          Gray smiled, but Evelyn did not. McKay said:




          "So that's where they winged you, was it?"




          "Yes. I was about to negotiate the slide—you remember the V-shaped slate cleft?"




          "Yes."




          "Well, I was just starting into that when the rifle cracked and I jumped for a tree with a broken wing and a bad scare."




          "You saw the man?"




          "I did later. He came over to look for dead game, and I ached to let him go; but it was too risky with Les Errues swarming alive with Boches, and me with the stomach-sickness of a shot-up man. Figure it out, McKay, for yourself."




          "Of course, you did the wise thing and the right one."




          "I think so. I travelled until I fainted." He turned and glanced around. "Strangely enough I saw black right here!—fell into this hole by accident, and have made it my home since then."




          "It was a Godsend," said the girl.




          "It was, Miss Erith," said Gray, resting his eloquent eyes on her.




          "And you say," continued McKay, "that the Boche are sitting up day and night over that slide?"




          "Day and night. The swine seem to know it's the only way out. I go every day, every night. Always the way is blocked; always I discover one or more of their riflemen there in ambush while the rest of the pack are ranging Les Errues."




          "And yet," said McKay, "we've got to go that way, sooner or later."




          There was a silence: then Gray nodded.




          "Yes," he said, "but it is a question of waiting."




          "There is a moon to-night," observed Evelyn Erith.




          McKay lifted his head and looked at her gravely: Gray's blue eyes flashed his admiration of a young girl who quietly proposed to face an unknown precipice at night by moonlight under the rifles of ambushed men.




          "After all," said McKay slowly, "is there ANY other way?"




          In the silence which ensued Evelyn Erith, who had been lying between them on her stomach, her chin propped up on both hands, suddenly raised herself on one arm to a sitting posture.




          Instantly Gray shrank back, white as a sheet, lifting his mutilated hand in its stiffened and bloody rags; and the girl gasped out her agonised apology:




          "Oh—CAN you forgive me! It was unspeakable of me!"




          "It—it's all right," said Gray, the colour coming back to his face; but the girl in her excitement of self-reproach and contrition begged to be allowed to dress the mutilated hand which her own careless movement had almost crushed.




          "Oh, Kay-I set my hand on his wounded fingers and rested my full weight! Oughtn't he to let us dress it again at once?"




          But Gray's pluck was adamant, and he forced a laugh, dismissing the matter with another glance at Evelyn out of clear blue eyes that said a little more than that no harm had been done—said, in one frank and deep-flashing look, more than the girl perhaps cared to understand.




          The sun slipped behind the rocky flank of a great alp; a burst of rosy glory spread fan-wise to the zenith.




          Against it, tall and straight and powerful, Gray rose and walking slowly to the cliff's edge, looked down into the valley mist now rolling like a vast sea of cloud below them.




          And, as he stood there, Evelyn's hand grasped McKay's arm:




          "If he touches his rifle, shoot! Quick, Kay!"




          McKay's right hand fell into his side-pocket—where one of his automatics lay. He levelled it as he grasped it, hidden within the side-pocket of his coat.




          "HIS HAND IS NOT WOUNDED," breathed the girl. "If he touches his rifle he is a Hun!"




          McKay's head nodded almost imperceptibly. Gray's back was still turned, but one hand was extended, carelessly reaching for the rifle that stood leaning against the cake of granite.




          "Don't touch it!" said McKay in a low but distinct voice: and the words galvanised the extended arm and it shot out, grasping the rifle, as the man himself dropped out of sight behind the rock.




          A terrible stillness fell upon the place; there was not a sound, not a movement.




          Suddenly the girl pointed at a shadow that moved between the rocks—and the crash of McKay's pistol deafened them.




          Then, against the dazzling glory of the west a dark shape staggered up, clutching a wavering rifle, reeling there against the rosy glare an instant; and the girl turned her sick eyes aside as McKay's pistol spoke again.




          Like a shadow cast by hell the black form swayed, quivered, sank away outward into the blinding light that shone across the world.




          Presently a tinkling sound came up from the fog-shrouded depths—the falling rifle striking ledge after ledge until the receding sound grew fainter and more distant, and finally was heard no more.




          But that was the only sound they heard; for the man himself lay still on the chasm's brink, propped from the depths by a tuft of alpine roses in full bloom, his blue eyes wide open, a blue hole just between them, and his bandaged hand freed from its camouflage, lying palm upward and quite uninjured on the grass!


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER X


      




      

        

          THE GREATER LOVE


        




        

          As the blinding lens of the sun glittered level and its first rays poured over tree and rock, a man in the faded field-uniform of a Swiss officer of mountain artillery came out on the misty ledge across the chasm.


        




        

          "You over there!" he shouted in English. "Here is a Swiss officer to speak with you! Show yourselves!"




          Again, after waiting a few moments, he shouted: "Show yourselves or answer. It is a matter of life or death for you both!"




          There was no reply to the invitation, no sound from the forest, no movement visible. Thin threads of vapour began to ascend from the tremendous depths of the precipice, steaming upward out of mist-choked gorges where, under thick strata of fog, night still lay dark over unseen Alpine valleys below.




          The Swiss officer advanced to the cliff's edge and looked down upon a blank sea of cloud. Presently he turned east and walked cautiously along the rim of the chasm for a hundred yards. Here the gulf narrowed so that the cleft between the jutting crags was scarcely a hundred feet in width. And here he halted once more and called across in a resonant, penetrating voice:




          "Attention, you, over there in the Forest of Les Errues! You had better wake up and listen! Here is a Swiss officer come to speak with you. Show yourselves or answer!"




          There came no sound from within the illuminated edges of the woods.




          But outside, upon the chasm's sparkling edge, lay a dead man stark and transfigured and stiff as gold in the sun.




          And already the first jewelled death-flies zig-zagged over him, lacing the early sunshine with ominous green lightning.




          They who had killed this man might not be there behind the sunlit foliage of the forest's edge; but the Swiss officer, after waiting a few moments, called again, loudly. Then he called a third time more loudly still, because into his nostrils had stolen the faint taint of dry wood smoke. And he stood there in silhouette against the rising sun listening, certain, at last, of the hidden presence of those he sought.




          Now there came no sound, no stirring behind the forest's sunny edge; but just inside it, in the lee of a huge rock, a young girl in ragged boy's clothing, uncoiled her slender length from her blanket and straightened out flat on her stomach. Her yellow hair made a spot like a patch of sunlight on the dead leaves. Her clear golden eyes were as brilliant as a lizard's.




          From his blanket at her side a man, gaunt and ragged and deeply bitten by sun and wind, was pulling an automatic pistol from its holster. The girl set her lips to his ear:




          "Don't trust him, for God's sake, Kay," she breathed.Perandhoff



          

          

          



          He nodded, felt forward with cautious handgroping toward a damp patch of moss, and drew himself thither, making no sound among the dry leaves.




          "Watch the woods behind us, Yellow-hair," he whispered.




          The girl fumbled in her tattered pocket and produced a pistol. Then she sat up cross-legged on her blanket, rested one elbow across her knee, and, cocking the poised weapon, swept the southern woods with calm, bright eyes.




          Now the man in Swiss uniform called once more across the chasm: "Attention, Americans I I know you are there; I smell your fire. Also, what you have done is plain enough for me to see—that thing lying over there on the edge of the rocks with corpse-flies already whirling over it! And you had better answer me, Kay McKay!"




          Then the man in the forest who now was lying flat behind a birch-tree, answered calmly:




          "You, in your Swiss uniform of artillery, over there, what do you want of me?"




          "So you are there!" cried the Swiss, striving to pierce the foliage with eager eyes. "It is you, is it not, Kay McKay?"




          "I've answered, have I not?"




          "Are you indeed then that same Kay McKay of the Intelligence


          Service, United States Army?"




          "You appear to think so. I am Kay McKay; that is answer enough for you."




          "Your comrade is with you—Evelyn Erith?"




          "None of your business," returned McKay, coolly.




          "Very well; let it be so then. But that dead man there—why did you kill your American comrade?"




          "He was a camouflaged Boche," said McKay contemptously. "And I am very sure that you're another—you there, in your foolish Swiss uniform. So say what you have to say and clear out!"




          The officer came close to the edge of the chasm: "I can not expect you to believe me," he said, "and yet I really am what I appear to be, an officer of Swiss Mountain Artillery. If you think I am something else why do you not shoot me?"




          McKay was silent. "Nobody would know," said the other. "You can kill me very easily. I should fall into the ravine—down through that lake of cloud below. Nobody would ever find me. Why don't you shoot?"




          "I'll shoot when I see fit," retorted McKay in a sombre voice. Presently he added in tones that rang a little yet trembled too—perhaps from physical reasons—"What do you want of a hunted man like me?"




          "I want you to leave Swiss territory!"




          "Leave!" McKay's laugh was unpleasant. "You know damned well I can't leave with Les Errues woods crawling alive with Huns."




          "Will you leave the canton of Les Ernies, McKay, if I show you a safe route out?"




          And, as the other made no reply: "You have no right to be here on neutral territory," he added, "and my Government desires you to leave at once!"




          "I have as much right here as the Huns have," said McKay in his pleasant voice.




          "Exactly. And these Germans have no right here either!"




          "That also is true," rejoined McKay gently, "so why has your Government permitted the Hun to occupy the Canton of Les Errues? Oh, don't deny it," he added wearily as the Swiss began to repudiate the accusation; "you've made Les Errues a No-Man's Land, and it's free hunting now! If you're sick of your bargain, send in your mountain troops and turn out the Huns."




          "And if I also send an escort and a free conduct for you and your comrade?"




          "No."




          "You will not be harmed, not even interned. We set you across our wire at Delle. Do you accept?"




          "No."




          "With every guarantee—"




          "You've made this forest a part of the world's battle-field…. No,


          I shall not leave Les Errues!"




          "Listen to reason, you insane American! You can not escape those who are closing in on you—those who are filtering the forest for you—who are gradually driving you out into the eastern edges of Les Errues! And what then, when at last you are driven like wild game by a line of beaters to the brink of the eastern cliffs? There is no water there. You will die of thirst. There is no food. What is there left for you to do with your back to the final precipice?"




          McKay laughed a hard, unpleasant laugh: "I certainly shall not tell you what I mean to do," he said. "If this is all you have to say to me you may go!"




          There ensued a silence. The Swiss began to pace the opposite cliff, his hands behind him. Finally he halted abruptly and looked across the chasm.




          "Why did you come into Les Errues?" he demanded.




          "Ask your terrified authorities. Perhaps they'll tell you—if their teeth stop chattering long enough—that I came here to find out what the Boche are doing on neutral territory."




          "Do you mean to say that you believe in that absurd rumour about some secret and gigantic undertaking by the Germans which is supposed to be visible from the plateau below us?"




          And, as McKay made no reply: "That is a silly fabrication. If your


          Government, suspicious of the neutrality of mine, sent you here on


          any such errand, it was a ridiculous thing to do. Do you hear me,


          McKay?"




          "I hear you."




          "Well, then! And let me add also that it is a physical impossibility for any man to reach the plateau below us from the forest of Les Errues!"




          "That," said McKay, coldly, "is a lie!"




          "What! You offer a Swiss officer such an injury—"




          "Yes; and I may add an insulting bullet to the injury in another minute. You've lied to me. I have already done what you say is an impossibility. I have reached the plateau below Les Errues by way of this forest. And I'm going there again, Swiss or no Swiss, Hun or no Hun! And if the Boche do drive me out of this forest into the east, where you say there is no water to be found among the brush and bowlders, and where, at last, you say I shall stand with my back to the last sheer precipice, then tell your observation post on the white shoulder of Thusis to turn their telescopes on me!"




          "In God's name, for what purpose?"




          "To take a lesson in how to die from the man your nation has betrayed!" drawled McKay.




          Then, lying flat, he levelled his pistol, supporting it across the palm of his left hand.




          "Yellow-hair?"' he said in a guarded voice, not turning.




          "Yes, Kay."




          "Slip the pack over your shoulders. Take the pigeon and the rifle.


          Be quick, dear."




          "It is done," she said softly.




          "Now get up and make no noise. Two men are lying in the scrub behind that fellow across the chasm. I am afraid they have grenades…. Are you ready, Yellow-hair?"




          "Ready, dear."




          "Go eastward, swiftly, two hundred yards parallel with the precipice. Make no sound, Yellow-hair."




          The girl cast a pallid, heart-breaking look at him, but he lay there without turning his head, his steady pistol levelled across the chasm. Then, bending a trifle forward, she stole eastward through the forest dusk, the pigeon in its wicker cage in one hand, and on her back the pack.




          And all the while, across the gulf out of which golden vapours curled more thickly as the sun's burning searchlight spread out across the world, the man in Swiss uniform stood on the chasm's edge, as though awaiting some further word or movement from McKay.




          And, after awhile, the word came, clear, startling, snapped out across the void:




          "Unsling that haversack! Don't touch the flap! Take it off, quick!"




          The Swiss seemed astounded. "Quick!" repeated McKay harshly, "or I fire."




          "What!" burst out the man, "you offer violence to a Swiss officer on duty within Swiss territory?"




          "I tell you I'll kill you where you stand if you don't take off that haversack!"




          Suddenly from the scrubby thicket behind the Swiss a man's left arm shot up at an angle of forty degrees, and the right arm described an arc against the sun. Something round and black parted from it, lost against the glare of sunrise.




          Then in the woods behind McKay something fell heavily, the solid thud obliterated in the shattering roar which followed.




          The man in Swiss uniform tore at the flap of his haversack, and he must have jerked loose the plug of a grenade in his desperate haste, for as McKay's bullet crashed through his face, the contents of his sack exploded with a deafening crash.




          At the same instant two more bombs fell among the trees behind McKay, exploding instantly. Smoke and the thick golden steam from the ravine blotted from his sight the crag opposite. And now, bending double, McKay ran eastward while behind him the golden dusk of the woods roared and flamed with exploding grenades.




          Evelyn Erith stood motionless and deathly white, awaiting him.




          "Are you all right, Kay?"




          "All right, Yellow-hair."




          He went up to her, shifting his pistol to the other hand, and as he laid his right arm about her shoulders the blaze in his eyes almost dazzled her.




          "We trust no living thing on earth, you and I, Yellow-hair…. I believed that man for awhile. But I tell you whatever is living within this forest is our enemy—and if any man comes in the shape of my dearest friend I shall kill him before he speaks!"




          The man was shaking now; the girl caught his right hand and drew it close around her body—that once warm and slender body now become so chill and thin under the ragged clothing of a boy.




          "Drop your face on my shoulder," she said.




          His wasted cheek seemed feverish, burning against her breast.




          "Steady, Kay," she whispered.




          "Right!… What got me was the thought of you—there when the grenades fell…. They blew a black pit where your blanket lay!"




          He lifted his head and she smiled into the fever-bright eyes set so deeply now in his ravaged visage. There were words on her lips, trembling to be uttered. But she dared not believe they would add to his strength if spoken. He loved her. She had long known that—had long understood that loving her had not hardened his capacity for the dogged duty which lay before him.




          To win out was a task sufficiently desperate; to win out and bring her through alive was the double task that was slowly, visibly killing this man whose burning, sunken eyes gazed into hers. She dared not triple that task; the cry in her heart died unuttered, lest he ever waver in duty to his country when in some vital crisis that sacred duty clashed with the obligations that fettered him to a girl who had confessed she loved him.




          No; the strength that he might derive from such a knowledge was not that deathless energy and clear thinking necessary to blind, stern, unswerving devotion to the motherland. Love of woman, and her love given, could only make the burden of decision triply heavy for this man who stood staring at space beside her here in the forest twilight where shreds of the night mist floated like ghosts and a lost sunspot glowed and waned and glowed on last year's leaves.




          The girl pressed her waist with his arm, straightened her shoulders and stood erect; and with a quick gesture cleared her brow of its cloudy golden hair.




          "Now," she said coolly, "we carry on, you and I, Kay, to the honour and glory of the land that trusts us in her hour of need… Are you are right again?"




          "All right, Yellow-hair," he said pleasantly.




          On the third day the drive had forced them from the hilly western woods, eastward and inexorably toward that level belt of shaggy forest, scrub growth, and arid, bowlder-strewn table-land where there was probably no water, nothing living to kill for food, and only the terrific ravines beyond where cliffs fell downward to the dim green world lying somewhere below under its blanket of Alpine mist.




          On the fourth day, still crowded outward and toward the ragged edge of the mountain world, they found, for the first time, no water to fill their bottles. Realising their plight, McKay turned desperately westward, facing pursuit, ranging the now narrow forest in hopes of an opportunity to break through the closing line of beaters.




          But it proved to be a deadline that he and his half-starved comrade faced; shadowy figures, half seen, sometimes merely heard and divined, flitted everywhere through the open woods beyond them. And at night a necklace of fires—hundreds of them—barred the west to them, curving outward like the blade of a flaming scimitar.




          On the fifth day McKay, lying in his blanket beside the girl, told her that if they found no water that day they must let their carrier-pigeon go.




          The girl sat up in her torn blanket and met his gaze very calmly. What he had just said to her meant the beginning of the end. She understood perfectly. But her voice was sweet and undisturbed as she answered him, and they quietly discussed the chances of discovering water in some sunken hole among the outer ledges and bowlders whither they were being slowly and hopelessly forced.




          Noon found them still searching for some pocket of stale rain-water; but once only did they discover the slightest trace of moisture—a crust of slime in a rocky basin, and from it a blind lizard was slowly creeping—a heavy, lustreless, crippled thing that toiled aimlessly and painfully up the rock, only to slide back into the slime again, leaving a trail of iridescent moisture where its sagging belly dragged.




          In a grove of saplings there were a few ferns; and here McKay dug with his trench knife; but the soil proved to be very shallow; everywhere rock lay close to the surface; there was no water there under the black mould.




          To and fro they roamed, doggedly seeking for some sign of water. And the woods seemed damp, too; and there were long reaches of dewy ferns. But wherever McKay dug, his knife soon touched the solid rock below. And they wandered on.




          In the afternoon, resting in the shade, he noticed her lips were bleeding—and turned away, sharply, unable to endure her torture. She seemed to understand his abrupt movement, for she leaned slightly against him where he sat amid the ferns with his back to a tree—as a dog leans when his master is troubled.




          "I think," she said with an effort, "we should release our pigeon now. It seems to be very weak."




          He nodded.




          The bird appeared languid; hunger and thirst were now telling fast on the little feathered messenger.




          Evelyn shook out the last dusty traces of corn; McKay removed the bands. But the bird merely pecked at the food once or twice and then settled down with beak gaping and the film stealing over its eyes.




          McKay wrote on tissue the date and time of day; and a word more to say that they had, now, scarcely any chance. He added, however, that others ought to try because there was no longer any doubt in his mind that the Boche were still occupied with some gigantic work along the Swiss border in the neighbourhood of Mount Terrible; and that the Swiss Government, if not abetting, at least was cognizant of the Hun activities.




          This message he rolled into a quill, fastened it, took the bird, and tossed it westward into the air.




          The pigeon beat the morning breeze feebly for a moment, then fluttered down to the top of a rock.




          For five minutes that seemed five years they looked at the bird, which had settled down in the sun, its bright eyes alternately dimmed by the film or slowly clearing.




          Then, as they watched, the pigeon stood up and stretched its neck skyward, peering hither and thither at the blue vault above. And suddenly it rose, painfully, higher, higher, seeming to acquire strength in the upper air levels. The sun flashed on its wings as it wheeled; then the distant bird swept westward into a long straight course, flying steadily until it vanished like a mote in mid-air.




          McKay did not trust himself to speak. Presently he slipped his pack over both shoulders and took the rifle from where it lay against a rock. The girl, too, had picked up the empty wicker cage, but recollected herself and let it fall on the dead leaves.




          Neither she nor McKay had spoken. The latter stood staring down at the patch of ferns into which the cage had rolled. And it was some time before his dulled eyes noticed that there was grass growing there, too—swale grass, which he had not before seen in this arid eastern region.




          When finally he realised what it might signify he stood staring; a vague throb of hope stirred the thin blood in his sunken cheeks. But he dared not say that he hoped; he merely turned northward in silence and moved into the swale grass. And his slim comrade followed.




          Half an hour later he waited for the girl to come up along side of him. "Yellow-hair," he said, "this is swale or marsh-grass we are following. And little wild creatures have made a runway through it… as though there were—a drinking-place—somewhere—"




          He forced himself to look up at her—at her dry, blood-blackened lips:




          "Lean on me," he whispered, and threw his arm around her.




          And so, slowly, together, they came through the swale to a living spring.




          A dead roe-deer lay there—stiffened into an indescribable attitude of agony where it had fallen writhing in the swale; and its terrible convulsions had torn up and flattened the grass and ferns around it.




          And, as they gazed at this pitiable dead thing, something else stirred on the edge of the pool—a dark, slim bird, that strove to move at the water's edge, struggled feebly, then fell over and lay a crumpled mound of feathers.




          "Oh God!" whispered the girl, "there are dead birds lying everywhere at the water's edge! And little furry creatures—dead—all dead at the water's edge!"




          There was a flicker of brown wings: a bird alighted at the pool, peered fearlessly right and left, drank, bent its head to drink again, fell forward twitching and lay there beating the grass with feeble wings.




          After a moment only one wing quivered. Then the little bird lay still.




          Perhaps an ancient and tragic instinct possessed these two—for as a wild thing, mortally hurt, wanders away through solitude to find a spot in which to die, so these two moved slowly away together into the twilight of the trees, unconscious, perhaps, what they were seeking, but driven into aimless motion toward that appointed place.




          And somehow it is given to the stricken to recognise the ghostly spot when they draw near it and their appointed hour approaches.




          There was a fallen tree—not long fallen—which in its earthward crash had hit another smaller tree, partly uprooting the latter so that it leaned at a perilous angle over a dry gully below.




          Here dead leaves had drifted deep. And here these two came, and crept in among the withered branches and lay down among the fallen leaves. For a long while they lay motionless. Then she moved, turned over, and slipped into his arms.




          Whether she slept or whether her lethargy was unconsciousness due to privation he could not tell. Her parted lips were blackened, her mouth and tongue swollen.




          He held her for awhile, conscious that a creeping stupor threatened his senses—making no effort to save his mind from the ominous shadows that crept toward him like live things moving slowly, always a little nearer. Then pain passed through him like a piercing thread of fire, and he struggled upright, and saw her head slide down across his knees. And he realised that there were things for him to do yet—arrangements to make before the crawling shadows covered his body and stained his mind with the darkness of eternal night.




          And first, while she still lay across his knees, he filled his pistol. Because she must die quickly if the Hun came. For when the Hun comes death is woman's only sanctuary.




          So he prepared a swift salvation for her. And, if the Hun came or did not come, still this last refuge must be secured for her before the creeping shadows caught him and the light in his mind died out.




          With his loaded pistol lifted he sat a moment, staring into the woods out of bloodshot eyes; then he summoned all his strength and rose, letting his unconscious comrade slip from his knees to the bed of dead leaves.




          Now with his knife he tried the rocky forest floor again, feeling blindly for water. He tried slashing saplings for a drop of sap.




          The great tree that had fallen had broken off a foot above ground. The other tree slanted above a dry gully at such an angle that it seemed as though a touch would push it over, yet its foliage was still green and unwilted although the mesh of roots and earth were all exposed.




          He noted this in a dull way, thinking always of water. And presently, scarcely knowing what he was doing, he placed both arms against the leaning trunk and began to push. And felt the leaning tree sway slowly earthward.




          Then into the pain and confusion of his clouding mind something flashed with a dazzling streak of light—the flare-up of dying memory; and he hurled himself against the leaning tree. And it slowly sank, lying level and uprooted.




          And in the black bed of the roots lay darkling a little pool of water.




          The girl's eyes unclosed on his. Her face and lips were dripping under the sopping, icy sponge of green moss with which he was bathing her and washing out her mouth and tongue.




          Into her throat he squeezed the water, drop by drop only.




          It was late in the afternoon before he dared let her drink.




          During the night she slept an hour or two, awoke to ask for water, then slept again, only to awake to the craving that he always satisfied.




          Before sunrise he took his pack, took both her shoes from her feet, tore some rags from the lining of her skirt and from his own coat, and leaving her asleep, went out into the grey dusk of morning.




          When he again came to the poisoned spring he unslung his pack and, holding it by both straps, dragged it through marsh grass and fern, out through the fringe of saplings, out through low scrub and brake and over moss and lichens to the edge of the precipice beyond.




          And here on a scrubby bush he left fragments of their garments entangled; and with his hobnailed heels he broke crumbling edges of rock and smashed the moss and stunted growth and tore a path among the Alpine roses which clothed the chasm's treacherous edge, so that it might seem as though a heavy object had plunged down into the gulf below.




          Such bowlders as he could stir from their beds and roll over he dislodged and pushed out, listening to them as they crashed downward, tearing the cliff's grassy face until, striking some lower shelf, they bounded out into space.




          Now in this bruised path he stamped the imprints of her two rough shoes in moss and soil, and drove his own iron-shod feet wherever lichen or earth would retain the imprint.




          All the footprints pointed one way and ended at the chasm's edge. And there, also, he left the wicker cage; and one of his pistols, too—the last and most desperate effort to deceive—for, near it, he flung the cartridge belt with its ammunition intact—on the chance that the Hun would believe the visible signs, because only a dying man would abandon such things.




          For they must believe the evidence he had prepared for them—this crazed trail of two poisoned human creatures—driven by agony and madness to their own destruction.




          And now, slinging on his pack, he made his way, walking backward, to the poisoned spring.




          It was scarcely light, yet through the first ghostly grey of daybreak a few birds came; and he killed four with bits of rock before the little things could drink the sparkling, crystalline death that lay there silvered by the dawn.




          She was still asleep when he came once more to the bed of leaves between the fallen trees. And she had not awakened when he covered his dry fire and brought to her the broth made from the birds.




          There was, in his pack, a little food left. When he awakened her she smiled and strove to rise, but he took her head on his knees and fed her, holding the pannikin to her lips. And after he too had eaten he went to look into the hollow where the tree had stood; and found it brimming with water.




          So he filled his bottles; then, with hands and knife, working cautiously and noiselessly he began to enlarge the basin, drawing out stones, scooping out silt and fibre.




          All the morning he worked at his basin, which, fed by some deep-seated and living spring, now overflowed and trickled down into the dry gully below.




          By noon he had a pool as large and deep as a bathtub; and he came and sat down beside her under the fallen mass of branches where she lay watching the water bubble up and clear itself of the clouded silt.




          "You are very wonderful, Kay," she sighed, but her bruised lips smiled at him and her scarred hand crept toward him and lay in his. Seated so, he told her what he had done in the grey of morning while she slept.




          And, even as he was speaking, a far voice cried through the woods—distant, sinister as the harsh scream of a hawk that has made its kill.




          Then another voice shouted, hoarse with triumph; others answered, near and far; the forest was full of the heavy, ominous sounds. For the Huns were gathering in eastward from the wooded western hills, and their sustained clamour filled the air like the unclean racket of vultures sighting abomination and eager to feed.




          McKay laid his loaded pistol beside him.




          "Dear Yellow-hair," he whispered.




          She smiled up at him. "If they think we died there on the edge of the precipice, then you and I should live…. If they doubt it they will come back through these woods…. And it isn't likely that we shall live very long."




          "I know," she said. And laid her other hand in his—a gesture of utter trust so exquisite that, for a moment, tears blinded him, and all the forest wavered grotesquely before his desperately fixed gaze. And presently, within the field of his vision, something moved—a man going westward among the trees his rifle slung over his shoulder. And there were others, too, plodding stolidly back toward the western forests of Les Errues—forms half-seen between trees, none near, and only two who passed within hearing, the trample of their heavy feet loud among the fallen leaves, their guttural voices distinct. And, as they swung westward, rifles slung, pipes alight, and with the air of surly hunters homeward bound after a successful kill, the hunted, lying close under their roof of branches, heard them boasting of their work and of the death their quarry had died—of their agony at the spring which drove them to that death in the depths of the awful gulf beyond.




          "And that," shouted one, stifling with laughter, "I should like to have seen. It is all I have to regret of this jagd-that I did not see the wilde die!"




          The other Hun was less cheerful: "But what a pity to leave that roe-deer lying there. Such good meat poisoned! Schade, immer schade!—to leave good meat like that in the forest of Les Errues!"


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER XI


      




      

        

          VIA MALA


        




        

          The girl sat bolt upright on her bed of dead leaves, still confused by sleep, her ears ringing with the loud, hard voice which had awakened her to consciousness of pain and hunger once again.


        




        

          Not ten feet from her, between where she lay under the branches of a fallen tree, and the edge of the precipice beyond, full in the morning sunlight stood two men in the dress of Swiss mountaineers.




          One of them was reading aloud from a notebook in a slow, decisive, metallic voice; the other, swinging two dirty flags, signalled the message out across the world of mountains as it was read to him in that nasty, nasal Berlin dialect of a Prussian junker.




          "In the Staubbach valley no traces of the bodies have been discovered," continued the tall, square-shouldered reader in his deliberate voice; "It is absolutely necessary that the bodies of these two American secret agents, Kay McKay and Evelyn Erith, be discovered, and all their papers, personal property, and the clothing and accoutrements belonging to them be destroyed without the slightest trace remaining.




          "It is ordered also that, when discovered, their bodies be burned and the ashes reduced to powder and sown broadcast through the forest."




          The voice stopped; the signaller whipped his dirty tattered flags in the sunlight for a few moments more, then ceased and stood stiffly at attention, his sun-dazzled gaze fixed on a far mountain slope where something glittered—perhaps a bit of mica, perhaps the mirror of a helio.




          Presently, in the same disagreeable, distinct, nasal, and measured voice, the speaker resumed the message:




          "Until last evening it has been taken for granted that the American Intelligence Officer, McKay, and his companion, Miss Erith, made insane through suffering after having drunk at a spring the water of which we had prepared for them according to plan, had either jumped or fallen from the eastward cliffs of Les Errues into the gulf through which flows the Staubbach.




          "But, up to last night, my men, who descended by the Via Mala, have been unable to find the bodies of these two Americans, although there is, on the cliffs above, every evidence that they plunged down there to the valley of the brook below, which is now being searched.




          "If, therefore, my men fail to discover these bodies, the alarming presumption is forced upon us that these two Americans have once more tricked us; and that they may still be hiding in the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues.




          "In that event proper and drastic measures will be taken, the air-squadron on the northern frontier co-operating."




          The voice ceased: the flags whistled and snapped in the wind for a little while longer, then the signaller came to stiffest attention.




          "Tell them we descend by the Via Mala," added the nasal voice.




          The flags swung sharply into motion for a few moments more; then the Prussian officer pocketed his notebook; the signaller furled his flags; and, as they turned and strode westward along the border of the forest, the girl rose to her knees on her bed of leaves and peered after them.




          What to do she scarcely knew. Her comrade, McKay, had been gone since dawn in quest of something to keep their souls and bodies en liaison—mountain hare, a squirrel perhaps, perhaps a songbird or two, or a pocketful of coral mushrooms—anything to keep them alive on that heart-breaking trail of duty at the end of which sat old man Death awaiting them, wearing a spiked helmet.




          And what to do in this emergency, and in the absence of McKay, perplexed and frightened her; for her comrade's strict injunction was to remain hidden until his return; and yet one of these men now moving westward there along the forest's sunny edges had spoken of a way out and had called it the Via Mala. And that is what McKay had been looking for—a way out of the Forbidden Forest of Les Errues to the table-land below, where, through a cleft still more profound, rushed the black Staubbach under an endless mist of icy spray.




          She must make up her mind quickly; the two men were drawing away from her—almost out of sight now.




          On her ragged knees among the leaves she groped for his coat where he had flung it, for the weather had turned oppressive in the forest of Les Errues-and fumbling, she found his notebook and pencil, and tore out a leaf:




          "Kay dear, two Prussians in Swiss mountain dress have been signalling across the knees of Thusis that our bodies have not been discovered in the ravine. They have started for the ravine by a way evidently known to them and which they speak of as the Via Mala. You told me to stay here, but I dare not let this last chance go to discover what we have been looking for—a path to the plateau below. I take my pistol and your trench-knife and I will try to leave signs for you to follow. They have started west along the cliffs and they are now nearly out of sight, so I must hurry. Yellow-hair."




          This bit of paper she left on her bed of leaves and pinned it to the ground with a twig. Then she rose painfully, drew in her belt and laced her tattered shoes, and, taking the trench-knife and pistol, limped out among the trees.




          The girl was half naked in her rags; her shirt scarcely hung to her shoulders, and she fastened the stag-horn buttons on her jacket. Her breeches, which left both knees bare, were of leather and held out pretty well, but the heavy wool stockings gaped, and, had it not been for the hob-nails, the soles must have fallen from her hunter's shoes.




          At first she moved painfully and stiffly, but as she hurried, limping forward over the forest moss, limbs and body grew more supple and she felt less pain.




          And now, not far beyond, and still full in the morning sunshine, marched the men she was following. The presumed officer strode on ahead, a high-shouldered frame of iron in his hunter's garb; the signaller with furled flags tucked under his arm clumped stolidly at his heels with the peculiar peasant gait which comes from following uneven furrows in the wake of a plow.




          For ten minutes, perhaps, the two men continued on, then halted before a great mass of debris, uprooted trees, long dead, the vast, mangled roots and tops of which sprawled in every direction between masses of rock, bowlders, and an indescribable confusion of brush and upheaved earth.




          Nearer and nearer crept the girl, until, lying flat behind a beech-tree, she rested within earshot—so close, indeed, that she could smell the cigarette which the officer had lighted—smell, even, the rank stench of the sulphur match.




          Meanwhile the signaller had laid aside his flags and while the officer looked on he picked up a heavy sapling from among the fallen trees. Using this as a lever he rolled aside a tree-trunk, then another, and finally a bowlder.




          "That will do," remarked the officer. "Take your flags and go ahead."




          Then Evelyn Erith, rising cautiously to her scarred knees, saw the signaller gather up his flags and step into what apparently was the bed of the bowlder on the edge of the windfall. But it was deeper than that, for he descended to his knees, to his waist, his shoulders; and then his head disappeared into some hole which she could not see.




          Now the officer who had remained, calmly smoking his cigarette, flung the remains of it over the cliff, turned, surveyed the forest behind him with minute deliberation, then stepped into the excavation down which the signaller had disappeared.




          Some instinct kept the girl motionless after the man's head had vanished; minute after minute passed, and Evelyn Erith never stirred. And suddenly the officer's head and shoulders popped up from the hole and he peered back at the forest like an alarmed marmot. And the girl saw his hands resting on the edge of the hole; and the hands grasped two pistols.




          Presently, apparently reassured and convinced that nobody was attempting to follow him, he slowly sank out of sight once more.




          The girl waited; and while waiting she cut a long white sliver from the beech-tree and carved an arrow pointing toward the heap of debris. Then, with the keen tip of her trench-knife she scratched on the silvery bark:




          "An underground way in the windfall. I have followed them.


          Yellow-hair."




          She crept stealthily out into the sunshine through the vast abatis of the fallen trees and came to the edge of the hole. Looking down fearfully she realised at once that this was the dry, rocky stairs of some subterranean watercourse through which, in springtime, great fields of melting snow poured in torrents down the face of the precipice below.




          There were no loose stones to be seen; the rocky escalier had been swept clean unnumbered ages since; but the rocks were fearfully slippery, shining with a vitreous polish where the torrents of many thousand years had worn them smooth.




          And this was what they called the Via Mala!—this unsuspected and secret underground way that led, God knew how, into the terrific depths below.




          There was another Via Mala: she had seen it from Mount Terrible; but it was a mountain path trodden not infrequently. This Via Mala, however, wormed its way downward into shadows. Where it led and by what perilous ways she could only imagine. And were these men perhaps, lying in ambush for her somewhere below—on the chance that they might have been seen and followed?




          What would they do to her—shoot her? Push her outward from some rocky shelf into the misty gulf below? Or would they spring on her and take her alive? At the thought she chilled, knowing what a woman might expect from the Hun.




          She threw a last look upward where they say God dwells somewhere behind the veil of blinding blue; then she stepped downward into the shadows.




          For a rod or two she could walk upright as long as she could retain her insecure footing on the glassy, uneven floor of rock; and a vague demi-light reigned there making objects distinct enough for her to see the stalactites and stalagmites like discoloured teeth in a chevaux-de-frise.




          Between these gaping fangs she crept, listening, striving to set her feet on the rocks without making any noise. But that seemed to be impossible and the rocky tunnel echoed under her footsteps, slipping, sliding, hob-nails scraping in desperate efforts not to fall.




          Again and again she halted, listening fearfully, one hand crushed against her drumming heart; but she had heard no sound ahead; the men she followed must be some distance in advance; and she stole forward again, afraid, desperately crushing out the thoughts—that crowded and surged in her brain—the terrible living swarm of fears that clamoured to her of the fate of white women if captured by the things men called Boche and Hun.




          And now she was obliged to stoop as the roof of the tunnel dipped lower and she could scarcely see in the increasing darkness, clearly enough to avoid the stalactites.




          However, from far ahead came a glimmer; and even when she was obliged to drop to her knees and creep forward, she could still make out the patch of light, and the Via Mala again became visible with its vitreous polished floor and its stalactites and water-blunted stalagmites always threatening to trip her and transfix her.




          Now, very far ahead, something moved and partly obscured the distant glimmer; and she saw, at a great distance, the two men she followed, moving in silhouette across the light. When they had disappeared she ventured to move on again. And her knees were bleeding when she crept out along a heavy shelf of rock set like a balcony on the sheer face of the cliff.




          Tufts of alpine roses grew on it, and slippery lichens, and a few seedlings which next spring's torrent would wash away into the still, misty depths below.




          But this shelf of rock was not all. The Via Mala could not end on the chasm's brink.




          Cautiously she dragged herself out along the shadow of the cliff, listening, peering among the clefts now all abloom with alpen rosen; and saw nothing—no way forward; no steep path, hewn by man or by nature, along the face of that stupendous battlement of rock.




          She lay listening. But if there was a river roaring somewhere through the gorge it was too far below her for her to hear it.




          Nothing stirred there; the distant bluish parapets of rock across the ravine lay in full sunshine, but nothing moved there, neither man nor beast nor bird; and the tremendous loneliness of it all began to frighten her anew.




          Yet she must go on; they had gone on; there was some hidden way. Where? Then, all in a moment, what she had noticed before, and had taken for a shadow cast by a slab of projecting rock, took the shape of a cleft in the facade of the precipice itself—an opening that led straight into the cliff.




          When she dragged herself up to it she saw it had been made by man. The ancient scars of drills still marked it. Masses of rock had been blasted from it; but that must have been years ago because a deep growth of moss and lichen covered the scars and the tough stems of crag-shrubs masked every crack.




          Here, too, bloomed the livid, over-rated edelweiss, dear to the maudlin and sentimental side of an otherwise wolfish race, its rather ghastly flowers starring the rocks.




          As at the entrance to a tomb the girl stood straining her frightened eyes to pierce the darkness; then, feeling her way with outstretched pistol-hand, she entered.




          The man-fashioned way was smooth. Or Hun or Swiss, whoever had wrought this Via Mala out of the eternal rock, had wrought accurately and well. The grade was not steep; the corridor descended by easy degrees, twisting abruptly to turn again on itself, but always leading downward in thick darkness.




          No doubt that those accustomed to travel the Via Mala always carried lights; the air was clean and dry and any lighted torch could have lived in such an atmosphere. But Evelyn Erith carried no lights—had thought of none in the haste of setting out.




          Years seemed to her to pass in the dreadful darkness of that descent as she felt her way downward, guided by the touch of her feet and the contact of her hand along the unseen wall.




          Again and again she stopped to rest and to check the rush of sheerest terror that threatened at moments her consciousness.




          There was no sound in the Via Mala. The thick darkness was like a fabric clogging her movements, swathing her, brushing across her so that she seemed actually to feel the horrible obscurity as some concrete thing impeding her and resting upon her with an increasing weight that bent her slender figure.




          There was something grey ahead…. There was light—a sickly pin-point. It seemed to spread but grow duller. A pallid patch widened, became lighter again. And from an infinite distance there came a deadened roaring—the hollow menace of water rushing through depths unseen.




          She stood within the shadow zone inside the tunnel and looked out upon the gorge where, level with the huge bowlders all around her, an alpine river raged and dashed against cliff and stone, flinging tons of spray into the air until the whole gorge was a driving sea of mist. Here was the floor of the canon; here was the way they had searched for. Her task was done. And now, on bleeding little feet, she must retrace her steps; the Via Mala must become the Via Dolorosa, and she must turn and ascend that Calvary to the dreadful crest.




          She was very weak. Privation had sapped the young virility that had held out so long. She had not eaten for a long while—did not, indeed, crave food any longer. But her thirst raged, and she knelt at a little pool within the cavern walls and bent her bleeding mouth to the icy fillet of water. She drank little, rinsed her mouth and face and dried her lips on her sleeve. And, kneeling so, closed her eyes in utter exhaustion for a moment.




          And when she opened them she found herself looking up at two men.




          Before she could move one of the men kicked her pistol out of her nerveless hand, caught her by the shoulder and dragged the trench-knife from her convulsive grasp. Then he said in English:




          "Get up." And the other, the signalman, struck her across her back with the furled flags so that she lost her balance and fell forward on her face. They got her to her feet and pushed her out among the bowlders, through the storming spray, and across the floor of the ravine into the sunlight of a mossy place all set with trees. And she saw butterflies flitting there through green branches flecked with sunshine.




          The officer seated himself on a fallen tree and crossed his heavy feet on a carpet of wild flowers. She stood erect, the signaller holding her right arm above the elbow.




          After the officer had leisurely lighted a cigarette he asked her who she was. She made no answer.




          "You are the Erith woman, are you not?" he demanded.




          She was silent.




          "You Yankee slut," he added, nodding to himself and staring up into her bloodless face.




          Her eyes wandered; she looked at, but scarcely saw the lovely wildflowers under foot, the butterflies flashing their burnished wings among the sunbeams.




          "Drop her arm." The signaller let go and stood at attention.




          "Take her knife and pistol and your flags and go across the stream to the hut."




          The signaller saluted, gathered the articles mentioned, and went away in that clumping, rocking gait of the land peasant of Hundom.




          "Now," said the officer, "strip off your coat!"




          She turned scarlet, but he sprang to his feet and tore her coat from her. She fought off every touch; several times he struck her—once so sharply that the blood gushed from her mouth and nose; but still she fought him; and when he had completed his search of her person, he was furious, streaked with sweat and all smeared with her blood.




          "Damned cat of a Yankee!" he panted, "stand there where you are or


          I'll blow your face off!"




          But as he emptied the pockets of her coat she seized it and put it on, sobbing out her wrath and contempt of him and his threats as she covered her nearly naked body with the belted jacket and buttoned it to her throat.




          He glanced at the papers she had carried, at the few poor articles that had fallen from her pockets, tossed them on the ground beside the log and resumed his seat and cigarette.




          "Where's McKay?"




          No answer.




          "So you tricked us, eh?" he sneered. "You didn't get your rat-poison at the spring after all. The Yankees are foxes after all!" He laughed his loud, nasal, nickering laugh—"Foxes are foxes but men are men. Do you understand that, you damned vixen?"




          "Will you let me kill myself?" she asked in a low but steady voice.




          He seemed surprised, then realising why she had asked that mercy, showed all his teeth and smirked at her out of narrow-slitted eyes.




          "Where is McKay?" he repeated.




          She remained mute.




          "Will you tell me where he is to be found?"




          "No!"




          "Will you tell me if I let you go?"




          "No."




          "Will you tell me if I give you back your trench-knife?"




          The white agony in her face interested and amused him and he waited her reply with curiosity.




          "No!" she whispered.




          "Will you tell me where McKay is to be found if I promise to shoot you before—"




          "No!" she burst out with a strangling sob.




          He lighted another cigarette and, for a while, considered her musingly as he sat smoking. After a while he said: "You are rather dirty—all over blood. But you ought to be pretty after you're washed." Then he laughed.




          The girl swayed where she stood, fighting to retain consciousness.




          "How did you discover the Via Mala?" he inquired with blunt curiosity.




          "You showed it to me!"




          "You slut!" he said between his teeth. Then, still brutishly curious: "How did you know that spring had been poisoned? By those dead birds and animals, I suppose…. And that's what I told everybody, too. The wild things are bound to come and drink. But you and your running-mate are foxes. You made us believe you had gone over the cliff. Yes, even I believed it. It was well done—a true Yankee trick. All the same, foxes are only foxes after all. And here you are."




          He got up; she shrank back, and he began to laugh at her.




          "Foxes are only foxes, my pretty, dirty one!—but men are men, and a


          Prussian is a super-man. You had forgotten that, hadn't you, little


          Yankee?"




          He came nearer. She sprang aside and past him and ran for the river; but he caught her at the edge of a black pool that whirled and flung sticky chunks of foam over the bowlders. For a while they fought there in silence, then he said, breathing heavily, "A fox can't drown. Didn't you know that, little fool?"




          Her strength was ebbing. He forced her back to the glade and stood there holding her, his inflamed face a sneering, leering mask for the hot hell that her nearness and resistance had awakened in him. Suddenly, still holding her, he jerked his head aside and stared behind him. Then he pushed her violently from him, clutched at his holster, and started to run. And a pistol cracked and he pitched forward across the log upon which he had sat, and lay so, dripping dark blood, and fouling the wild-flowers with the flow.




          "Kay!" she said in a weak voice.




          McKay, his pack strapped to his back, his blood-shot eyes brilliant in his haggard visage, ran forward and bent over the thing. Then he shot him again, behind the ear.




          The rage of the river drowned the sound of the shots; the man in the hut across the stream did not come to the door. But McKay caught sight of the shack; his fierce eyes questioned the girl, and she nodded.




          He crossed the stream, leaping from bowlder to bowlder, and she saw him run up to the door of the hut, level his weapon, then enter. She could not hear the shots; she waited, half-dead, until he came out again, reloading his pistol.




          She struggled desperately to retain her senses—to fight off the deadly faintness that assailed her. She could scarcely see him as he came swiftly toward her—she put out her arms blindly, felt his fierce clasp envelop her, passed so into blessed unconsciousness.




          A drop or two of almost scalding broth aroused her. He held her in his arms and fed her—not much—and then let her stretch out on the sun-hot moss again.




          Before sunset he awakened her again, and he fed her—more this time.




          Afterward she lay on the moss with her golden-brown eyes partly open. And he had constructed a sponge of clean, velvety moss, and with this he washed her swollen mouth and bruised cheek, and her eyes and throat and hands and feet.




          After the sun went down she slept again: and he stretched out beside her, one arm under her head and about her neck.




          Moonlight pierced the foliage, silvering everything and inlaying the earth with the delicate tracery of branch and leaf.




          Moonlight still silvered her face when she awoke. After a while the shadow slipped from his face, too.




          "Kay?" she whispered.




          "Yes, Yellow-hair."




          And, after a little while she turned her face to his and her lips rested on his.




          Lying so, unstirring, she fell asleep once more.


        


      


    




    

      

        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        CHAPTER XII


      




      

        

          THE GREAT SECRET


        




        

          All that morning American infantry had been passing through Delle over the Belfort road. The sun of noon saw no end to them.


        




        

          The endless column of shadows, keeping pace with them, lengthened with the afternoon along their lengthening line.




          Now and then John Recklow opened the heavy wooden door in his garden wall and watched them until duty called him to his telephone or to his room where maps and papers littered the long table. But he always returned to the door in the garden wall when duty permitted and leaned at ease there, smoking his pipe, keen-eyed, impassive, gazing on the unbroken line of young men—men of his own race, sun-scorched, dusty, swinging along the Belfort road, their right elbows brushing Switzerland, their high sun-reddened pillar of dust drifting almost into Germany, and their heavy tread thundering through that artery of France like the prophetic pulse of victory.




          A rich September sunset light streamed over them; like a moving shaft of divine fire the ruddy dust marched with them upon their right hand; legions of avenging shadows led them forward where, for nearly half a century beyond the barriers of purple hills, naked and shackled, the martyr-daughters of the Motherland stood waiting—Alsace and Lorraine.




          "We are on our way!" laughed the Yankee bugles.




          The Fortress of Metz growled "Nein!"




          Recklow went back to his telephone. For a long while he remained there very busy with Belfort and Verdun. When again he returned to the green door in his garden wall, the Yankee infantry had passed; and of their passing there remained no trace save for the smouldering pillar of fire towering now higher than the eastern horizon and leagthened to a wall that ran away into the north as far as the eye could see.




          His cats had come out into the garden for "the cats' hour"—that mysterious compromise between day and evening when all things feline awake and stretch and wander or sit motionless, alert, listening to occult things. And in the enchantment of that lovely liaison which links day and night—when the gold and rose soften to mauve as the first star is born—John Recklow raised his quiet eyes and saw two dead souls come into his garden by the little door in the wall.




          "Is it you, Kay McKay?" he said at last.




          But the shock of the encounter still fettered him so that he walked very slowly to the woman who was now moving toward him across the grass.




          "Evelyn Erith," he said, taking her thin hands in his own, which were trembling now.




          "It's a year," he complained unsteadily.




          "More than a year," said McKay in his dead voice.




          With his left hand, then, John Recklow took McKay's gaunt hand, and stood so, mute, looking at him and at the girl beside him.




          "God!" he said blankly. Then, with no emphasis: "It's rather more than a year!… They sent me two fire-charred skulls—the head of a man and the head of a woman…. That was a year ago…. After your pigeon arrived… I found the scorched skulls wrapped in a Swiss newspaper-lying inside the garden wall—over there on the grass!… And the swine had written your names on the skulls…."




          Into Evelyn Erith's eyes there came a vague light—the spectre of a smile. And as Recklow looked at her he remembered the living glory she had once been; and wrath blazed wildly within him. "What have they done to you?" he asked in an unsteady voice. But McKay laid his hand on Recklow's arm:




          "Nothing. It is what they have not done—fed her. That's all she needs—and sleep."




          Recklow gazed heavily upon her. But if the young fail rapidly, they also respond quickly.




          "Come into the house,"




          Perhaps it was the hot broth with wine in it that brought a slight colour back into her ghastly face—the face once so youthfully lovely but now as delicate as the mask of death itself.




          Candles twinkled on the little table where the girl now lay back listlessly in the depths of an armchair, her chin sunk on her breast.




          Recklow sat opposite her, writing on a pad in shorthand. McKay, resting his ragged elbows on the cloth, his haggard face between both hands, went on talking in a colourless, mechanical voice which an iron will alone flogged into speech:




          "Killed two of them and took their clothes and papers," he continued


          monotonously; "that was last August—near the end of the month….


          The Boche had tens of thousands working there. AND EVERY ONE OF THEM


          WAS INSANE."




          "What!"




          "Yes, that is the way they were operating—the only way they dared operate. I think all that enormous work has been done by the insane during the last forty years. You see, the Boche have nothing to dread from the insane. Anyway the majority of them died in harness. Those who became useless—intractable or crippled—were merely returned to the asylums from which they had been drafted. And the Hun government saw to it that nobody should have access to them.




          "Besides, who would believe a crazy man or woman if they babbled about the Great Secret?"




          He covered his visage with his bony hands and rested so for a few moments, then, forcing himself again:




          "The Hun for forty years has drafted the insane from every asylum in the Empire to do this gigantic work for him. Men, women, even children, chained, guarded, have done the physical work…. The Pyramids were builded so, they say…. And in this manner is being finished that colossal engineering work which is never spoken of among the Huns except when necessary, and which is known among them as The Great Secret…. Recklow, it was conceived as a vast engineering project forty-eight years ago—in 1870 during the Franco-Prussian war. It was begun that same year…. And it is practically finished. Except for one obstacle."




          Recklow's lifted eyes stared at him over his pad.




          "It is virtually finished," repeated McKay in his toneless, unaccented voice which carried such terrible conviction to the other man. "Forty-eight years ago the Hun planned a huge underground highway carrying four lines of railroad tracks. It was to begin east of the Rhine in the neighbourhood of Zell, slant into the bowels of the earth, pass deep under the Rhine, deep under the Swiss frontier, deep, deep under Mount Terrible and under the French frontier, and emerge in France BEHIND Belfort, Toul, Nancy, and Verdun."




          Recklow laid his pad on the table and looked intently at McKay. The latter said in his ghost of a voice: "You are beginning to suspect my sanity." He turned with an effort and fixed his hollow eyes on Evelyn Erith.




          "We are sane," he said. "But I don't blame you, Recklow. We have lived among the mad for more than a year—among thousands and thousands and thousands of them—of men and women and even children in whose minds the light of reason had died out…. Thirty thousand dying minds in which only a dreadful twilight reigned!… I don't know how we endured it—and retained our reason…. Do you, Yellow-hair?"




          The girl did not reply. He spoke to her again, then fell silent. For the girl slept, her delicate, deathly face dropped forward on her breast.




          Presently McKay turned to Recklow once more; and Recklow picked up his pad with a slight shudder.




          "Forty-eight years," repeated McKay—"and the work of the Hun is nearly done—a wide highway under the earth's surface flanked by four lines of rails—broad-gauge tracks—everything now working, all rolling-stock and electric engines moving smoothly and swiftly…. Two tracks carry troops; two carry ammunition and munitions. A highway a hundred feet wide runs between.




          "Ten miles from the Rhine, under the earth, there is a Hun city, with a garrison of sixty thousand men!… There are other cities along the line—"




          "Deep down!"




          "Deep under the earth."




          "There must be shafts!" said Recklow hoarsely.




          "None."




          "No shafts to the surface?"




          "Not one."




          "No pipe? No communication with the outer air?"




          Then McKay's sunken eyes glittered and he stiffened up, and his wasted features seemed to shrink until the parting of his lips showed his teeth. It was a dreadful laughter—his manner, now, of expressing mirth.




          "Recklow," he said, "in 1914 that vast enterprise was scheduled to be finished according to plan. With the declaration of war in August the Hun was to have blasted his way to the surface of French soil behind the barrier forts! He was prepared to do it in half an hour's time.




          "Do you understand? Do you see how it was planned? For forty-eight years the Hun had been preparing to seize France and crush Europe.




          "When the Hun was ready he murdered the Austrian archduke—the most convenient solution of the problem for the Hun Kaiser, who presented himself with the pretext for war by getting rid of the only Austrian with whom he couldn't do business."




          Again McKay laughed, silently, showing his discoloured teeth.




          "So the archduke died according to plan; and there was war—according to plan. And then, Recklow, GOD'S HAND MOVED!—very slightly—indolently—scarcely stirring at all…. A drop of icy water percolated the limestone on Mount Terrible; other drops followed; linked by these drops a thin stream crept downward in the earth along the limestone fissures, washing away glacial sands that had lodged there since time began."… He leaned forward and his brilliant, sunken eyes peered into Recklow's:




          "Since 1914," he said, "the Staubbach has fallen into the bowels of the earth and the Hun has been fighting it miles under the earth's surface.




          "They can't operate from the glacier on the white Shoulder of Thusis; whenever they calk it and plug it and stop it with tons of reinforced waterproof concrete—whenever on the surface of the world they dam it and turn it into new channels, it evades them. And in a new place its icy water bursts through—as though every stratum in the Alps dipped toward their underground tunnel to carry the water from the Glacier of Thusis into it!"




          He clenched his wasted hands and struck the table without a sound:




          "God blocks them, damn them!" he said in his ghost of a voice. "God bars the Boche! They shall not pass!"




          He leaned nearer, twisting his clenched fingers together: "We saw them, Recklow. We saw the Staubbach fighting for right of way; we saw the Hun fighting the Staubbach—Darkness battling with Light!—the Hun against the Most High!—miles under the earth's crust, Recklow…. Do you believe in God?"




          "Yes."




          "Yes…. We saw Him at work—that young girl asleep there, and I—month after month we watched Him check and dismay the modern Pharaoh—we watched Him countermine the Nibelungen and mock their filthy Gott! And Recklow, we laughed, sometimes, where laughter among clouded minds means nothing—nothing even to the Hun—nor causes suspicion nor brings punishment other than the accustomed kick and blow which the Hun reserves for all who are helpless."… He bowed his head in his hands. "All who are weak and stricken," he whispered to himself.




          Recklow said: "Did they harm—HER?" And,




          McKay looked up at that, baring his teeth in a swift snarl:




          "No—you see her clipped hair—and the thin body…. In her blouse she passed for a boy, unquestioned, unnoticed. There were thousands of us, you see…. Some of the insane women were badly treated—all of the younger ones…. But she and I were together…. And I had my pistol in reserve—for the crisis!—always in reserve—always ready for her." Recklow nodded. McKay went on:




          "We fought the Staubbach in shifts…. And all through those months of autumn and winter there was no chance for us to get away. It is not cold under ground…. It was like a dark, thick dream. We tried to realise that war was going on, over our heads, up above us somewhere in daylight—where there was sun and where stars were…. It was like a thick dream, Recklow. The stars seemed very far…."




          "You had passed as inmates of some German asylum?"




          "We had killed two landwehr on the Staubbach. That was a year ago last August—" He looked at the sleeping girl beside him: "My little comrade and I undressed the swine and took their uniforms…. After a long while—privations had made us both light-headed I think—we saw a camp of the insane in the woods—a fresh relay from Mulhaus. We talked with their guards—being in Landwehr uniform it was easy. The insane were clothed like miners. Late that night we exchanged clothes with two poor, demented creatures who retained sufficient reason, however, to realise that our uniforms meant freedom…. They crept away into the forest. We remained…. And marched at dawn—straight into the jaws of the Great Secret!"




          Recklow had remained at the telephone until dawn. And now Belfort was through with him and Verdun understood, and Paris had relayed to Headquarters and Headquarters had instructed John Recklow.




          Before Recklow went to bed he parted his curtain and looked out at the misty dawn.




          In the silvery dusk a cock-pheasant was crowing somewhere on a wheat-field's edge. A barnyard chanticleer replied. Clear and truculent rang out the challenge of the Gallic cock in the dawn, warning his wild neighbour to keep to the wilds. So the French trumpets challenge the shrill, barbaric fanfares of the Hun, warning him back into the dull and shadowy wilderness from whence he ventured.




          Recklow was awake, dressed, and had breakfasted by eight o'clock.




          McKay, in his little chamber on the right, still slept. Evelyn


          Erith, in the tiny room on the left, slept deeply.




          So Recklow went out into his garden, opened the wooden door in the wall, seated himself, lighted his pipe, and watched the Belfort road.




          About ten o'clock two American electricians came buzzing up on motor-cycles. Recklow got up and went to the door in the wall as they dismounted. After a short, whispered consultation they guided their machines into the garden, through a paved alley to a tiled shed. Then they went on duty, one taking the telephone in Recklow's private office, the other busying himself with the clutter of maps and papers. And Recklow went back to the door in the wall. About eleven an American motor ambulance drove up. A nurse carrying her luggage got out, and Recklow met her.




          After another whispered consultation he picked up the nurse's luggage, led her into the house, and showed her all over it.




          "I don't know," he said, "whether they are too badly done in to travel as far as Belfort. There'll be a Yankee regimental doctor here to-day or to-morrow. He'll know. So let 'em sleep. And you can give them the once-over when they wake, and then get busy in the kitchen."




          The girl laughed and nodded.




          "Be good to them," added Recklow. "They'll get crosses and legions enough but they've got to be well to enjoy them. So keep them in bed until the doctor comes. There are bathrobes and things in my room."




          "I understand, sir."




          "Right," said Recklow briefly. Then he went to his room, changed his clothes to knickerbockers, his shoes for heavier ones, picked up a rifle, a pair of field-glasses and a gas-mask, slung a satchel containing three days' rations over his powerful shoulders, and went out into the street.




          Six Alpinists awaited him. They were peculiarly accoutred, every soldier carrying, beside rifle, haversack and blanket, a flat tank strapped on his back like a knapsack.




          Their sergeant saluted; he and Recklow exchanged a few words in whispers. Then Recklow strode away down the Belfort road. And the oddly accoutred Alpinists followed him, their steel-shod soles ringing on the pavement.




          Where the Swiss wire bars the frontier no sentinels paced that noon.


          This was odd. Stranger still, a gap had been cut in the wire.




          And into this gap strode Recklow, and behind him trotted the nimble blue-devils, single file; and they and their leader took the ascending path which leads to the Calvary on Mount Terrible.




          Standing that same afternoon on the rocks of that grim Calvary, with the weatherbeaten figure of Christ towering on the black cross above them, Recklow and his men gazed out across the tumbled mountains to where the White Shoulder of Thusis gleamed in the sun.




          Through their glasses they could sweep the glacier to its terminal moraine. That was not very far away, and the "dust" from the Staubbach could be distinguished drifting out of the green ravine like a windy cloud of steam.




          "Allons," said Recklow briefly.




          They slept that night in their blankets so close to the Staubbach that its wet, silvery dust powdered them, at times, like snow.




          At dawn they were afield, running everywhere over the rocks, searching hollows, probing chasms, creeping into ravines, and always following the torrent which dashed whitely through its limestone canon.




          Perhaps the Alpine eagles saw them. But no Swiss patrol disturbed them. Perhaps there was fear somewhere in the Alpine Confederation—fear in high places.




          Also it is possible that the bellowing bluster of the guns at Metz may have allayed that fear in high places; and that terror of the Hun was already becoming less deathly among the cantons of a race which had trembled under Boche blackmail for a hundred years. However, for whatever reason it might have been, no Swiss patrols bothered the blue devils and Mr. Recklow.




          And they continued to swarm over the Alpine landscape at their own convenience; on the Calvary of Mount Terrible they erected a dwarf wireless station; a hundred men came from Delle with radio-impedimenta; six American airmen arrived; American planes circled over the northern border, driving off the squadrilla of Count von Dresslin.




          And on the second night Recklow's men built fires and camped carelessly beside the brilliant warmth, while "mountain mutton" frizzled on pointed sticks and every blue-devil smacked his lips.




          On the early morning of the third day Recklow discovered what he had been looking for. And an Alpinist signalled an airplane over Mount Terrible from the White Shoulder of Thusis. Two hours later a full battalion of Alpinists crossed Mount Terrible by the Neck of Woods and exchanged flag signals with Recklow's men. They had with them a great number of cylinders, coils of wire, and other curious-looking paraphernalia.




          When they came up to the ravine where Recklow and his men were grouped they immediately became very busy with their cylinders, wires, hose-pipes, and other instruments.




          It had been a beautiful ravine where Recklow now stood—was still as pretty and picturesque as a dry water-course can be with the bowlders bleaching in the sun and green things beginning to grow in what had been the bed of a rushing stream. For, just above this ravine, the water ended: the Staubbach poured its full, icy volume directly downward into the bowels of the earth with a hollow, thundering sound; the bed of the stream was bone-dry beyond. And now the blue-devils were unreeling wire and plumbing this chasm into which the Staubbach thundered. On the end of the wire was an electric bulb, lighted. Recklow watched the wire unreeling, foot after foot, rod after rod, plumbing the dark burrow of the Boche deep down under the earth.




          And, when they were ready, guided by the wire, they lowered the curious hose-pipe, down, down, ever down, attaching reel after reel to the lengthening tube until Recklow checked them and turned to watch the men who stood feeding the wire into the roaring chasm.




          Suddenly, as he watched, the flowing wire stopped, swayed violently sideways, then was jerked out of the men's hands.




          "The Boche bites!" they shouted. Their officer, reading the measured wire, turned to Recklow and gave him the depth; the hose-pipe ran out sixty yards; then Recklow checked it and put on his gasmask as the whistle signal rang out along the mountain.




          Now, everywhere, masked figures swarmed over the place; cylinders were laid, hose attached, other batteries of cylinders were ranged in line and connections laid ready for instant adjustment.




          Recklow raised his right arm, then struck it downward violently. The gas from the first cylinder went whistling into the hose.




          At the same time an unmasked figure on the cliff above began talking by American radiophone with three planes half a mile in the air above him. He spoke naturally, easily, into a transmitter to which no wires were attached.




          He was still talking when Recklow arrived at his side from the ravine below, tore off his gas-mask, and put on a peculiar helmet. Then, taking the transmitter into his right hand: "Do you get them?" he demanded of his companion, an American lieutenant.




          "No trouble, sir. No need to raise one's voice. They hear quite perfectly, and one hears them, sir."




          Then Recklow spoke to the three airplanes circling like hawks in the sky overhead; and one by one the observers in each machine replied in English, their voices easily audible.




          "I want Zell watched from the air," said Recklow. "The Boche have an underground tunnel beginning near Zell, continuing under Mount Terrible to the French frontier.




          "I want the Zell end of the tunnel kept under observation.




          "Send our planes in from Belfort, Toul, Nancy, and Verdun.




          "And keep me informed whether railroad trains, camions, or cavalry come out. And whether indeed any living thing emerges from the end of the tunnel near Zell.




          "Because we are gassing the tunnel from this ravine. And I think we've got the dirty vermin wholesale!"




          At sundown a plane appeared overhead and talked to Recklow:




          "One railroad train came out. But it was manned by dead men, I think, because it crashed into the rear masonry of the station and was smashed."




          "Nothing else, living or dead, came out?"




          "Nothing, sir. There is wild excitement at Zell. Troops at the tunnel's mouth wear gas-masks. We bombed them and raked them. The Boche planes took the air but two crashed and the rest turned east."




          "You saw no living creature escape from the Zell end of the tunnel?"




          "Not a soul, sir."




          Recklow turned to the group of officers around him:




          "I guess they're done for," he said. "That fumigation cleaned out the vermin. But keep the tunnel pumped full of gas…. Au revoir, messieurs!"




          On his way back across Mount Terrible he encountered a relay of Alpinists bringing fresh gas. tanks; and he laughed and saluted their officers. "This poor old world needs a de-lousing," he said. "Foch will attend to it up here on top of the world. See that you gentlemen, purge her interior!"




          The nurse opened the door and looked into the garden. Then she closed the door, gently, and went back into the house.




          For she had seen a slim girl with short yellow hair curling all over her head, and that head was resting on a young man's shoulder.




          It seemed unnecessary, too, because there were two steamer chairs under the rose arbor, side by side, and pillows sufficient for each.




          And why a slim young girl should prefer to pillow her curly, yellow head upon the shoulder of a rather gaunt young man—the shoulder, presumably, being bony and uncomfortable—she alone could explain perhaps.




          The young man did not appear to be inconvenienced. He caressed her hair while he spoke:




          "From here to Belfort," he was saying in his musing, agreeable voice, "and from Belfort to Paris; and from Paris to London, and from London to Strathlone Head, and from Strathlone Head to Glenark Cliffs, and from Glenark Cliffs to Isla Water, and from Isla Water—to our home! Our home, Yellow-hair," he repeated. "What do you think of that?"




          "I think you have forgotten the parson's house on the way. You are immoral, Kay."




          "Can't a Yank sky-pilot in Paris—"




          "Darling, I must have some clothing!"




          "Can't you get things in Paris?"




          "Yes, if you'll wait and not become impatient for Isla. And I warn you, Kay, I simply won't marry you until I have some decent gowns and underwear."




          "You don't care for me as much as I do for you," he murmured in lazy happiness.




          "I care for you more. I've cared for you longer, too."




          "How long, Yellow-hair?"




          "Ever—ever since your head lay on my knees in my car a year ago last winter! You know it, too," she added. "You are a spoiled young man. I shall not tell you again how much I care for you!"




          "Say 'love',' Yellow-hair," he coaxed.




          "No!"




          "Don't you?"




          "Don't I what?"




          "Love me?"




          "Yes."




          "Then won't you say it?"




          She laughed contentedly. Then her warm head moved a little on his shoulder; he looked down; lightly their lips joined.




          "Kay—my dear—dear Kay," she whispered.




          "There's somebody opening the garden door," she said under her breath, and sat bolt upright.




          McKay also sat up on his steamer chair.




          "Oh!" he cried gaily, "hello, Recklow! Where on earth have you been for three days?"




          Recklow came into the rose arbour. The blossoms were gone from the vines but it was a fragrant, golden place into which the September sun filtered. He lifted Miss Erith's hand and kissed it gravely. "How are you?" he inquired.




          "Perfectly well, and ready for Paris!" she said smilingly.




          Recklow shook hands with McKay.




          "You'll want a furlough, too," he remarked. "I'll fix it. How do you feel, McKay?"




          "All right. Has anything come out of our report on the Great


          Secret?"




          Recklow seated himself and they listened in strained silence to his careful report. Once Evelyn caught her breath and Recklow paused and turned to look at her.




          "There were thousands and thousands of insane down there under the earth," she said pitifully.




          "Yes," he nodded.




          "Did—did they all die?"




          "Are the insane not better dead, Miss Erith?" he asked calmly….


          And continued his recital.




          That evening there was a full moon over the garden. Recklow lingered with them after dinner for a while, discussing the beginning of the end of all things Hunnish. For Foch was striking at last; Pershing was moving; Haig, Gouraud, Petain, all were marching toward the field of Armageddon. They conversed for a while, the men smoking. Then Recklow went away across the dewy grass, followed by two frisky and factious cats.




          But when McKay took Miss Erith's head into his arms the girl's eyes were wet.




          "The way they died down there—I can't help it, Kay," she faltered.


          "Oh, Kay, Kay, you must love me enough to make me forget—forget—"




          And she clasped his neck tightly in both her arms.
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          One evening in May, 1888, the Café des Écoles was even more crowded and more noisy than usual. The marble-topped tables were wet with beer and the din was appalling. Someone shouted to make himself heard.




          ``Any more news from the Salon?''




          ``Yes,'' said Elliott, ``Thaxton's in with a number three. Rhodes is out and takes it hard. Clifford's out too, and takes it -- ''




          A voice began to chant:


        




        

          Je n'sais comment faire,


             Comment concillier


          Ma maitresse et mon père,


             Le Code et Bullier.


        




        

          ``Drop it! Oh, drop it!'' growled Rhodes, and sent a handful of billiard chalk at the singer.




          Mr Clifford returned a volley of the Café spoons, and continued:


        




        

          Mais c'que je trouve de plus bête,


             C'est qu' i' faut financer


          Avec ma belle galette,


             J'aimerai mieux m'amuser.


        




        

          Several other voices took up the refrain, lamenting the difficulty of reconciling their filial duties with balls at Bullier's, and protesting that they would rather amuse themselves than consider financial questions. Rhodes sipped his curaçoa sulkily.




          ``The longer I live in the Latin Quarter,'' he said to his neighbor, ``the less certain I feel about a place of future punishment. It would be so tame after this.'' Then, reverting to his grievance, he added, ``The slaughter this year at the Salon is awful.''




          Reginald Gethryn stirred nervously but did not speak.




          ``Have a game, Rex?'' called Clifford, waving a cue.




          Gethryn shook his head, and reaching for a soiled copy of the Figaro, glanced listlessly over its contents. He sighed and turned his paper impatiently. Rhodes echoed the sigh.




          ``What's at the theaters?''




          ``Same as last week, excepting at the Gaieté. They've put on `La Belle Hélène' there.''




          ``Oh! Belle Hélène!'' cried Clifford.


        




        

          Tzing! la! la! Tzing! la! la!


             C'est avec ces dames qu' Oreste


          Fait danser l'argent de Papa!


        




        

          Rhodes began to growl again.




          ``I shouldn't think you'd feel like gibbering that rot tonight.''




          Clifford smiled sweetly and patted him on the head. ``Tzing! la! la! My shot, Elliott?''




          ``Tzing! la! la!'' laughed Thaxton, ``That's Clifford's biography in three words.''




          Clifford repeated the refrain and winked impudently at the pretty bookkeeper behind her railing. She, alas! returned it with a blush.




          Gethryn rose restlessly and went over to another table where a man, young, but older than himself, sat, looking comfortable.




          ``Braith,'' he began, trying to speak indifferently, ``any news of my fate?''




          The other man finished his beer and then answered carelessly, ``No.'' But catching sight of Gethryn's face he added, with a laugh:




          ``Look here, Rex, you've got to stop this moping.''




          ``I'm not moping,'' said Rex, coloring up.




          ``What do you call it, then?'' Braith spoke with some sharpness, but continued kindly, ``You know I've been through it all. Ten years ago, when I sent in my first picture, I confess to you I suffered the torments of the damned until -- ''




          ``Until?''




          ``Until they sent me my card. The color was green.''




          ``But I thought a green card meant `not admitted.'''




          ``It does. I received three in three years.''




          ``Do you mean you were thrown out three years in succession?''




          Braith knocked the ashes out of his pipe. ``I gave up smoking for those three years.''




          ``You?''




          Braith filled his pipe tenderly. ``I was very poor,'' he said.




          ``If I had half your sand!'' sighed Rex.




          ``You have, and something more that the rest of us have not. But you are very young yet.''




          This time Gethryn colored with surprise and pleasure. In all their long and close friendship Braith had never before given him any other encouragement than a cool, ``Go ahead!''




          He continued: ``Your curse thus far has been want of steady application, and moreover you're too easily scared. No matter what happens this time, no knocking under!''




          ``Oh, I'm not going to knock under. No more is Clifford, it seems,'' Rex added with a laugh, as Clifford threw down his cue and took a step of the devil's quadrille.




          ``Oh! Elliott!'' he crowed, ``what's the matter with you?''




          Elliott turned and punched a sleepy waiter in the ribs.




          ``Emile -- two bocks!''




          The waiter jumped up and rubbed his eyes. ``What is it, monsieur?'' he snapped.




          Elliott repeated the order and they strolled off toward a table. As Clifford came lounging by, Carleton said, ``I hear you lead with a number one at the Salon.''




          ``Right, I'm the first to be fired.''




          ``He's calm now,'' said Elliott, ``but you should have seen him yesterday when the green card came.''




          ``Well, yes. I discoursed a little in several languages.''




          ``After he had used up his English profanity, he called the Jury names in French, German and Spanish. The German stuck, but came out at last like a cork out of a bottle -- ''




          ``Or a bung out of a barrel.''




          ``These comparisons are as offensive as they are unjust,'' said Clifford.




          ``Quite so,'' said Braith. ``Here's the waiter with your beer.''




          ``What number did you get, Braith?'' asked Rhodes, who couldn't keep his mind off the subject and made no pretense of trying.




          ``Three,'' answered Braith.




          There was a howl, and all began to talk at once.




          ``There's justice for you!'' ``No justice for Americans!'' ``Serves us right for our tariff!'' ``Are Frenchmen going to give us all the advantages of their schools and honors besides while we do all we can to keep their pictures out of our markets?''




          ``No, we don't, either! Tariff only keeps out the sweepings of the studios -- ''




          ``If there were no duty on pictures the States would be flooded with trash.''




          ``Take it off!'' cried one.




          ``Make it higher!'' shouted another.




          ``Idiots!'' growled Rhodes. ``Let 'em flood the country with bad work as well as good. It will educate the people, and the day will come when all good work will stand an equal chance -- be it French or be it American.''




          ``True,'' said Clifford, ``Let's all have a bock. Where's Rex?''




          But Gethryn had slipped out in the confusion. Quitting the Café des Écoles, he sauntered across the street, and turning through the Rue de Vaugirard, entered the rue Monsieur le Prince. He crossed the dim courtyard of his hôtel, and taking a key and a candle from the lodge of the Concierge, started to mount the six flights to his bedroom and studio. He felt irritable and fagged, and it did not make matters better when he found, on reaching his own door, that he had taken the wrong key. Nor did it ease his mind to fling the key over the banisters into the silent stone hallway below. He leaned sulkily over the railing and listened to it ring and clink down into the darkness, and then, with a brief but vigorous word, he turned and forced in his door with a crash. Two bull pups which had flown at him with portentous growls and yelps of menace now gamboled idiotically about him, writhing with anticipation of caresses, and a gray and scarlet parrot, rudely awakened, launched forth upon a musical effort resembling the song of a rusty cart-wheel.




          ``Oh, you infernal bird!'' murmured the master, lighting his candle with one hand and fondling the pups with the other. ``There, there, puppies, run away!'' he added, rolling the ecstatic pups into a sort of dog divan, where they curled themselves down at last and subsided with squirms and wriggles, gurgling affection.




          Gethryn lighted a lamp and then a cigarette. Then, blowing out the candle, he sat down with a sigh. His eyes fell on the parrot. It annoyed him that the parrot should immediately turn over and look at him upside down. It also annoyed him that ``Satan,'' an evil-looking raven, was evidently preparing to descend from his perch and worry ``Mrs Gummidge.''




          ``Mrs Gummidge'' was the name Clifford had given to a large sad-eyed white tabby who now lay dozing upon a panther skin.




          ``Satan!'' said Gethryn. The bird checked his sinister preparations and eyed his master. ``Don't,'' said the young man.




          Satan weighed his chances and came to the conclusion that he could swoop down, nip Mrs Gummidge, and get back to his bust of Pallas without being caught. He tried it, but his master was too quick for him, and foiled, he lay sullenly in Gethryn's hands, his two long claws projecting helplessly between the brown fists of his master.




          ``Oh, you fiend!'' muttered Rex, taking him toward a wicker basket, which he hated. ``Solitary confinement for you, my boy.''




          ``Double, double, toil and trouble,'' croaked the parrot.




          Gethryn started nervously and shut him inside the cage, a regal gilt structure with ``Shakespeare'' printed over the door. Then, replacing the agitated Gummidge on her panther skin, he sat down once more and lighted another cigarette.




          His picture. He could think of nothing else. It was a serious matter with Gethryn. Admitted to the Salon meant three more years' study in Paris. Failure, and back he must go to New York.




          The personal income of Reginald Gethryn amounted to the magnificent sum of two hundred and fifty dollars. To this, his aunt, Miss Celestia Gethryn, added nine hundred and fifty dollars more. This gave him a sum of twelve hundred dollars a year to live on and study in Paris. It was not a large sum, but it was princely when compared to the amount on which many a talented fellow subsists, spending his best years in a foul atmosphere of paint and tobacco, ill fed, ill clothed, scarcely warmed at all, often sick in mind and body, attaining his first scant measure of success just as his overtaxed powers give way.




          Gethryn's aunt, his only surviving relative, had recently written him one of her ponderous letters. He took it from his pocket and began to read it again, for the fourth time.


        




        

          You have now been in Paris three years, and as yet I have seen no results. You should be earning your own living, but instead you are still dependent upon me. You are welcome to all the assistance I can give you, in reason, but I expect that you will have something to show for all the money I expend upon you. Why are you not making a handsome income and a splendid reputation, like Mr Spinder?


        




        

          The artist named was thirty-five and had been in Paris fifteen years. Gethryn was twenty-two and had been studying three years.


        




        

          Why are you not doing beautiful things, like Mr Mousely? I'm told he gets a thousand dollars for a little sketch.


        




        

          Rex groaned. Mr Mousely could neither draw nor paint, but he made stories of babies' deathbeds on squares of canvas with china angels solidly suspended from the ceiling of the nursery, pointing upward, and he gave them titles out of the hymnbook, which caused them to be bought with eagerness by all the members of the congregation to which his family belonged.




          The letter proceeded:


        




        

          I am told by many reliable persons that three years abroad is more than enough for a thorough art education. If no results are attained at the end of that time, there is only one of two conclusions to be drawn. Either you have no talent, or you are wasting your time. I shall wait until the next Salon before I come to a decision. If then you have a picture accepted and if it shows no trace of the immorality which is rife in Paris, I will continue your allowance for three years more; this, however, on condition that you have a picture in the Salon each year. If you fail again this year, I shall insist upon your coming home at once.


        




        

          Why Gethryn should want to read this letter four times, when one perusal of it had been more than enough, no one, least of all himself, could have told. He sat now crushing it in is hand, tasting all the bitterness that is stored up for a sensitive artist tied by fate to an omniscient Philistine who feeds his body with bread and his soul with instruction about art and behavior.




          Presently he mastered the black mood which came near being too much for him, his face cleared and he leaned back, quietly smoking. From the rug rose a muffled rumbling where Mrs Gummidge dozed in peace. The clock ticked sharply. A mouse dropped silently from the window curtain and scuttled away unmarked.




          The pups lay in a soft heap. The parrot no longer hung head downward, but rested in his cage in a normal position, one eye fixed steadily on Gethryn, the other sheathed in a bluish-white eyelid, every wrinkle of which spoke scorn of men and things.




          For some time Gethryn had been half-conscious of a piano sounding on the floor below. It suddenly struck him now that the apartment under his, which had been long vacant, must have found an occupant.




          ``Idiots!'' he grumbled. ``Playing at midnight! That will have to stop. Singing too! We'll see about that!''




          The singing continued, a girl's voice, only passably trained, but certainly fresh and sweet.




          Gethryn began to listen, reluctantly and ungraciously. There was a pause. ``Now she's going to stop. It's time,'' he muttered. But the piano began again -- a short prelude which he knew, and the voice was soon in the midst of the Dream Song from ``La Belle Hélène.''




          Gethryn rose and walked to his window, threw it open and leaned out. An April night, soft and delicious. The air was heavy with perfume from the pink and white chestnut blossoms. The roof dripped with moisture. Far down in the dark court the gas-jets flickered and flared. From the distance came the softened rumble of a midnight cab, which, drawing nearer and nearer and passing the hôtel with a rollicking rattle of wheels and laughing voices, died away on the smooth pavement by the Luxembourg Gardens. The voice had stopped capriciously in the middle of the song. Gethryn turned back into the room whistling the air. His eye fell on Satan sitting behind his bars in crumpled malice.




          ``Poor old chap,'' laughed the master, ``want to come out and hop around a bit? Here, Gummidge, we'll remove temptation out of his way,'' and he lifted the docile tabby, who increased the timbre of her song to an ecstatic squeal at his touch, and opening his bedroom door, gently deposited her on his softest blankets. He then reinstated the raven on his bust of Pallas, and Satan watched him from thence warily as he fussed about the studio, sorting brushes, scraping a neglected palette, taking down a dressing gown, drawing on a pair of easy slippers, opening his door and depositing his boots outside. When he returned the music had begun again.




          ``What on earth does she mean by singing at a quarter to one o'clock?'' he thought, and went once more to the window. ``Why -- that is really beautiful.''


        




        

          Oui! c'est un rêve, Oui! c'est un rêve doux d'amour.


             La nuit lui prête son mystère,


          Il doit finir -- il doit finir avec le jour.


        




        

          The song of Hélène ceased. Gethryn leaned out and gazed down at the lighted windows under his. Suddenly the light went out. He heard someone open the window, and straining his eyes, could just discern the dim outline of a head and shoulders, unmistakably those of a girl. She had perched herself on the windowsill. Presently she began to hum the air, then to sing it softly. Gethryn waited until the words came again:


        




        

          Oui, c'est un rêve --


        




        

          and then struck in with a very sweet baritone:


        




        

          Oui, c'est un rêve --


        




        

          She never moved, but her voice swelled out fresh and clear in answer to his, and a really charming duet came to a delightful finish. Then she looked up. Gethryn was reckless now.




          ``Shall it be, then, only a dream?'' he laughed. Was it his fate that made him lean out and whisper, ``Is it, then, only a dream, Hélène?''




          There was nothing but the rustling of the chestnut branches to answer his folly. Not another sound. He was half inclined to shut his window and go in, well satisfied with the silence and beginning to feel sleepy. All at once from below came a faint laugh, and as he leaned out he caught the words:




          ``Paris, Hélène bids you good night!''




          ``Ah, Belle Hélène!'' -- he began, but was cut short by the violent opening of a window opposite.




          ``Bon dieu de bon dieu!'' howled an injured gentleman. ``To sleep is impossible, tas d'imbeciles! -- ''




          And Hélène's window closed with a snap.




          Two




          The day broke hot and stifling. The first sunbeams which chased the fog from bridge and street also drove the mists from the cool thickets of the Luxembourg Garden, and revealed groups of dragoons picketed in the shrubbery.




          ``Dragoons in the Luxembourg!'' cried the gamins to each other. ``What for?''




          But even the gamins did not know -- yet.




          At the great Ateliers of Messieurs Bouguereau and Lefebvre the first day of the week is the busiest -- and so, this being Monday, the studios were crowded.




          The heat was suffocating. The walls, smeared with the refuse of a hundred palettes, fairly sizzled as they gave off a sickly odor of paint and turpentine. Only two poses had been completed, but the tired models stood or sat, glistening with perspiration. The men drew and painted, many of them stripped to the waist. The air was heavy with tobacco smoke and the respiration of some two hundred students of half as many nationalities.




          ``Dieu! quel chaleur!'' gasped a fat little Frenchman, mopping his clipped head and breathing hard.




          ``Clifford,'' he inquired in English, ``ees eet zat you haf a so great -- a -- heat chez vous?''




          Clifford glanced up from his easel. ``Heat in New York? My dear Deschamps, this is nothing.''




          The other eyed him suspiciously.




          ``You know New York is the capital of Galveston?'' said Clifford, slapping on a brush full of color and leaning back to look at it.




          The Frenchman didn't know, but he nodded.




          ``Well, that's very far south. We suffer -- yes, we suffer, but our poor poultry suffer more.''




          ``Ze -- ze pooltree? Wat eez zat?''




          Clifford explained.




          ``In summer the fire engines are detailed to throw water on the hens to keep their feathers from singeing. Singeing spoils the flavor.''




          The Frenchman growled.




          ``One of our national institutions is the `Hen's Mutual Fire Insurance Company,' supported by the Government,'' added Clifford.




          Deschamps snorted.




          ``That is why,'' put in Rhodes, lazily dabbing at his canvas, ``why we seldom have omelets -- the eggs are so apt to be laid fried.''




          ``How, zen, does eet make ze chicken?'' spluttered the Frenchman, his wrath rising.




          ``Our chickens are also -- '' a torrent of bad language from Monsieur Deschamps, and a howl of execration from all the rest, silenced Clifford.




          ``It's too hot for that sort of thing,'' pleaded Elliott.




          ``Idiot!'' muttered the Frenchman, shooting ominous glances at the bland youth, who saw nothing.




          ``C'est l'heure,'' cried a dozen voices, and the tired model stretched his cramped limbs. Clifford rose, dropped a piece of charcoal down on his neighbor's neck, and stepping across Thaxton's easel, walked over to Gethryn.




          ``Rex, have you heard the latest?''




          ``No.''




          ``The Ministry has fallen again, and the Place de la Concorde is filled with people yelling, A bas la Republique! Vive le General Boulanger!''




          Gethryn looked serious. Clifford went on, speaking low.




          ``I saw a troop of cavalry going over this morning, and old Forain told me just now that the regiments at Versailles were ready to move at a minute's notice.''




          ``I suppose things are lively across the river,'' said Gethryn.




          ``Exactly, and we're all going over to see the fun. You'll come?''




          ``Oh, I'll come. Hello! here's Rhodes; tell him.''




          Rhodes knew. Ministry fallen. Mob at it some more. Been fired on by the soldiers once. Pont Neuf and the Arc guarded by cannon. Carleton came hurrying up.




          ``The French students are loose and raising Cain. We're going to assist at the show. Come along.''




          ``No,'' growled Braith, and looked hard at Rex.




          ``Oh, come along! We're all going,'' said Carleton, ``Elliott, Gethryn, the Colossus, Thaxton, Clifford.''




          Braith turned sharply to Rex. ``Yes, going to get your heads smashed by a bullet or carved by a saber. What for? What business is it of yours?''




          ``Braith thinks he looks like a Prussian and is afraid,'' mused Clifford.




          ``Come on, won't you, Braith?'' said Gethryn.




          ``Are you going?''




          ``Why not?'' said the other, uneasily, ``and why won't you?''




          ``No French mob for me,'' answered Braith, quietly. ``You fellows had better keep away. You don't know what you may get into. I saw the siege, and the man who was in Paris in '71 has seen enough.''




          ``Oh, this is nothing serious,'' urged Clifford. ``If they fire I shall leg it; so will the lordly Reginald; so will we all.''




          Braith dug his hands into the pockets of his velveteens, and shook his head.




          ``No,'' he said, ``I've got some work to do. So have you, Rex.''




          ``Come on, we're off,'' shouted Thaxton from the stairway.




          Clifford seized Gethryn's arm, Elliott and Rhodes crowded on behind. A small earthquake shock followed as the crowd of students launched itself down the stairs.




          ``Braith doesn't approve of my cutting the atelier so often,'' said Gethryn, ``and he's right. I ought to have stayed.''




          ``Reggy going to back out?'' cooed Clifford.




          ``No,'' said Rex. ``Here's Rhodes with a cab.''




          ``It's too hot to walk,'' gasped Rhodes. ``I secured this. It was all I could get. Pile in.''




          Rex sprang up beside the driver.




          ``Allons!'' he cried, ``to the Obelisk!''




          ``But, monsieur -- '' expostulated the cabby, ``it is today the revolution. I dare not.''




          ``Go on, I tell you,'' roared Rhodes. ``Clifford, take his reins away if he refuses.''




          Clifford made a snatch at them, but was repulsed by the indignant cabby.




          ``Go on, do you hear?'' shouted the Colossus. The cabman looked at Gethryn.




          ``Go on!'' laughed Rex, ``there is no danger.''




          Jehu lifted his shoulders to the level of his shiny hat, and giving the reins a jerk, muttered, ``Crazy English! -- Heu -- heu -- Cocotte!''




          In twenty minutes they had arrived at the bridge opposite the Palais Bourbon.




          ``By Jove!'' said Gethryn, ``look at that crowd! The Place de la Concorde is black with them!''




          The cab stopped with a jolt. Half a dozen policemen stepped into the street. Two seized the horses' heads.




          ``The bridge is forbidden to vehicles, gentlemen,'' they said, courteously. ``To cross, one must descend.''




          Clifford began to argue, but Elliott stopped him.




          ``It's only a step,'' said he, paying the relieved cabby. ``Come ahead!''




          In a moment they were across the bridge and pushing into the crowd, single file.




          ``What a lot of troops and police!'' said Elliott, panting as he elbowed his way through the dense masses. ``I tell you, the mob are bent on mischief.''




          The Place de la Concorde was packed and jammed with struggling, surging humanity. Pushed and crowded up to the second fountain, clinging in bunches to the Obelisk, overrunning the first fountain, and covering the pedestals of the ``Cities of France,'' it heaved, shifted, undulated like clusters of swarming ants.




          In the open space about the second fountain was the Prefect of the Seine, surrounded by a staff of officers. He looked worn and anxious as he stood mopping the perspiration from his neck and glancing nervously at his men, who were slowly and gently rolling back the mob. On the bridge a battalion of red-legged soldiers lounged, leaning on their rifles. To the right were long lines of cavalry in shining helmets and cuirasses. The men sat motionless in their saddles, their armor striking white fire in the fierce glow of the midday sun. Ever and anon the faint flutter of a distant bugle announced the approach of more regiments.




          Among the shrubbery of the Gardens, a glimmer of orange and blue betrayed the lurking presence of the Guards. Down the endless vistas of the double and quadruple rows of trees stretching out to the Arc, and up the Cour la Reine, long lines of scarlet were moving toward the central point, the Place de la Concorde. The horses of a squadron of hussars pawed and champed across the avenue, the men, in their pale blue jackets, presenting a cool relief to the universal glare. The Champs Elysees was deserted, excepting by troops. Not a civilian was to be seen on the bridge. In front of the Madeleine three points of fire blazed and winked in the sun. They were three cannon.




          Suddenly, over by the Obelisk, began a hoarse murmur, confused and dull at first, but growing louder, until it swelled into a deafening roar. ``Long live Boulanger!'' ``Down with Ferry!'' ``Long live the Republic!'' As the great wave of sound rose over the crowd and broke sullenly against the somber masses of the Palace of the Bourbons, a thin, shrill cry from the extreme right answered, ``Vive la Commune!'' Elliott laughed nervously.




          ``They'll charge those howling Belleville anarchists!''




          Clifford began, in pure deviltry, to whistle the Carmagnole.




          ``Do you want to get us all into hot water?'' whispered Thaxton.




          ``Monsieur is of the Commune?'' inquired a little man, suavely.




          And, the devil still prompting Clifford, he answered: ``Because I whistled the Carmagnole? Bah!''




          The man scowled.




          ``Look here, my friend,'' said Clifford, ``my political principles are yours, and I will be happy to drink at your expense.''




          The other Americans exchanged looks, and Elliott tried to check Clifford's folly before it was too late.




          ``Espion!'' muttered the Frenchman, adding, a little louder, ``Sale Allemand!''




          Gethryn looked up startled.




          ``Keep cool,'' whispered Thaxton; ``if they think we're Germans we're done for.''




          Carleton glanced nervously about. ``How they stare,'' he whispered. ``Their eyes pop out of their heads as if they saw Bismarck.''




          There was an ominous movement among the throng.




          ``Vive l'Anarchie! A bas les Prussiens!'' yelled a beetle-browed Italian. ``A bas les etrangers!''




          ``My friend,'' said Clifford, pleasantly, ``you've got a very vile accent yourself.''




          ``You're a Prussian!'' screamed the man.




          Every one was now looking at them. Gethryn began to fume.




          ``I'll thrash that cur if he says Prussian again,'' said he.




          ``You'll keep quiet, that's what you'll do,'' growled Thaxton, looking anxiously at Rhodes.




          ``Yes, you will!'' said the Colossus, very pale.




          ``Pig of a Prussian!'' shouted a fearful-looking hag, planting herself in front of Clifford with arms akimbo and head thrust forward. ``Pig of a Prussian spy!''




          She glanced at her supporters, who promptly applauded.




          ``Ah--h--h!'' she screamed, her little green eyes shining like a tiger's -- ``Spy! German spy!''




          ``Madam,'' said Clifford, politely, ``go and wash yourself.''




          ``Hold your cursed tongue, Clifford!'' whispered Thaxton. ``Do you want to be torn to pieces?''




          Suddenly a man behind Gethryn sprang at his back, and then, amazed and terrified at his own daring, yelled lustily for help. Gethryn shook him off as he would a fly, but the last remnant of self-control went at the same time, and, wheeling, he planted a blow square in the fellow's neck. The man fell like an ox. In an instant the mob was upon them. Thaxton received a heavy kick in the ribs, which sent him reeling against Carleton. Clifford knocked two men down in as many blows, and, springing back, stood guard over Thaxton until he could struggle to his feet again. Elliott got a sounding thwack on the nose, which he neatly returned, adding one on the eye for interest. Gethryn and Carleton fought back to back. Rhodes began by half strangling a son of the Commune and then flung him bodily among his howling compatriots.




          ``Good Heavens,'' gasped Rhodes, ``we can't keep this up!'' And raising his voice, he cried with all the force of his lungs, ``Help! This way, police!'' A shot answered him, and a man, clapping his hands to his face, tilted heavily forward, the blood spurting between his fingers.




          Then a terrible cry arose, a din in which the Americans caught the clanging of steel and the neighing of horses. A man was hurled violently against Gethryn, who, losing in turn his balance, staggered and fell. Rising to his knees, he saw a great foam-covered horse rearing almost over him, and a red-faced rider in steel helmet and tossing plume slashing furiously among the crowd. Next moment he was dragged to his feet and back into the flying mob.




          ``Look out,'' panted Thaxton, ``the cavalry -- they've charged -- run!'' Gethryn glanced over his shoulder. All along the edge of the frantic, panic-stricken crowd the gleaming crests of the cavalry surged and dashed like a huge wave of steel.




          Cries, groans, and curses rose and were drowned in the thunder of the charging horses and the clashing of weapons.




          ``Spy!'' screamed a voice in his ear. Gethryn turned, but the fellow was legging it for safety.




          Suddenly he saw a woman who, pushed and crowded by the mob, stumbled and fell. In a moment he was by her side, bent over to raise her, was hurled upon his face, rose blinded by dust and half-stunned, but dragging her to her feet with him.




          Swept onward by the rush, knocked this way and that, he still managed to support the dazed woman, and by degrees succeeded in controlling his own course, which he bent toward the Obelisk. As he neared the goal of comparative safety, exhausted, he suffered himself and the woman to be carried on by the rush. Then a blinding flash split the air in front, and the crash of musketry almost in his face hurled him back.




          Men threw up their hands and sank in a heap or spun round and pitched headlong. For a moment he swayed in the drifting smoke. A blast of hot, sickening air enveloped him. Then a dull red cloud seemed to settle slowly, crushing, grinding him into the earth.




          Three




          When Gethryn unclosed his eyes the dazzling sunlight almost blinded him. A thousand grotesque figures danced before him, a hot red vapor seemed to envelop him. He felt a dull pain in his ears and a numb sensation about the legs. Gradually he recalled the scene that had just passed; the flying crowd lashed by that pitiless iron scourge; the cruel panic; the mad, suffocating rush; and then that crash of thunder which had crushed him.




          He lay quite still, not offering to move. A strange languor seemed to weigh down his very heart. The air reeked with powder smoke. Not a breath was stirring.




          Presently the numbness in his knees changed to a hot, pricking throb. He tried to move his legs, but found he could not. Then a sudden thought sent the blood with a rush to his heart. Perhaps he no longer had any legs! He remembered to have heard of legless men whose phantom members caused them many uncomfortable sensations. He certainly had a dull pain where his legs belonged, but the question was, had he legs also? The doubt was too much, and with a faint cry he struggled to rise.




          ``The devil!'' exclaimed a voice close to his head, and a pair of startled eyes met his own. `` The devil!'' repeated the owner of the eyes, as if to a apostrophize some particular one. He was a bird-like little fellow, with thin canary-colored hair and eyebrows and colorless eyes, and he was seated upon a campstool about two feet from Gethryn's head.




          He blinked at Gethryn. ``These Frenchmen,'' said he, ``have as many lives as a cat.''




          ``Thanks!'' said Gethryn, smiling faintly.




          ``An Englishman! The devil!'' shouted the pale-eyed man, hopping in haste from his campstool and dropping a well-thumbed sketching-block as he did so.




          ``Don't be an ass,'' suggested Gethryn; ``you'd much better help me to get up.''




          ``Look here,'' cried the other, ``how was I to know you were not done for?''




          ``What's the matter with me?'' said Gethryn. ``Are my -- my legs gone?''




          The little man glanced at Gethryn's shoes.




          No, they're all there, unless you originally had more than the normal number -- in fact I'm afraid -- I think you're all right.




          Gethryn stared at him.




          ``And what the devil am I to do with this sketch?'' he continued, kicking the fallen block. ``I've been at it for an hour. It isn't half bad, you know. I was going to call it `Love in Death.' It was for theLondon Illustrated Mirror.''




          Gethryn lay quite still. He had decided the little fellow was mad.




          ``Dead in each other's arms!'' continued the stranger, sentimentally. ``She so fair -- he so brave -- ''




          Gethryn sprang up impatiently, but only a little way. Something held him down and he fell back.




          ``Do you want to get up?'' asked the stranger.




          ``I should rather think so.''




          The other bent down and placed his hands under Gethryn's arms, and -- half helped, half by his own impatient efforts -- Rex sat up, leaning against the other man. A sharp twinge shot through the numbness of his legs, and his eyes, seeking the cause, fell upon the body of a woman. She lay across his knees, apparently dead. Rex remembered her now for the first time.




          ``Lift her,'' he said weakly.




          The little man with some difficulty succeeded in moving the body; then Gethryn, putting one arm around the other's neck, struggled up. He was stiff, and toppled about a little, but before long he was pretty steady on his feet.




          ``The woman,'' he said, ``perhaps she is not dead.''




          ``Dead she is,'' said the Artist of the Mirror cheerfully, gathering up his pencils, which lay scattered on the steps of the pedestal. He leaned over the little heap of crumpled clothing.




          ``Shot, I fancy,'' he muttered.




          Gethryn, feeling his strength returning and the circulation restored to his limbs, went over to the place where she lay.




          ``Have you a flask?'' he asked. The little Artist eyed him suspiciously.




          ``Are you a newspaperman?''




          ``No, an art student.''




          ``Nothing to do with newspapers?''




          ``No.''




          ``I don't drink,'' said the queer little person.




          ``I never said you did,'' said Gethryn. ``Have you a flask, or haven't you?''




          The stranger slowly produced one, and poured a few drops into his pink palm.




          ``We may as well try,'' he said, and began to chafe her forehead. ``Here, take the whiskey -- let it trickle, so, between her teeth. Don't spill any more than you can help,'' he added.




          ``Has she been shot?'' asked Gethryn.




          ``Crushed, maybe.''




          ``Poor little thing, look at her roll of music!'' said Gethryn, wiping a few drops of blood from her pallid face, and glancing compassionately at the helpless, dust-covered figure.




          ``I'm afraid it's no use -- ''




          ``Give her some more whiskey, quick!'' interrupted the stranger.




          Gethryn tremblingly poured a few more drops between the parted lips. A faint color came into her temples. She moved, shivered from head to foot, and then, with a half-choked sob, opened her eyes.




          ``Mon Dieu, comme je souffre!''




          ``Where do you suffer?'' said Gethryn gently.




          ``The arm; I think it is broken.''




          Gethryn stood up and looked about for help. The Place was nearly deserted. The blue-jacketed hussars were still standing over by the Avenue, and an occasional heavy, red-faced cuirassier walked his sweating horse slowly up and down the square. A few policemen lounged against the river wall, chatting with the sentries, and far down the dusty Rue Royale, the cannon winked and blinked before the Church of the Madeleine.




          The rumble of wheels caused him to turn. A clumsy, blue-covered wagon drew up at the second fountain. It was a military ambulance. A red-capped trooper sprang down jingling from one of the horses, and was joined by two others who had followed the ambulance and who also dismounted. Then the three approached a group of policemen who were lifting something from the pavement. At the same moment he heard voices beside him, and turning, found that the girl had risen and was sitting on the campstool, her head leaning against the little stranger's shoulder.




          An officer stood looking down at her. His boots were spotless. The band of purple on his red and gold cap showed that he was a surgeon.




          ``Can we be of any assistance to madame?'' he inquired.




          ``I was looking for a cab,'' said Gethryn, ``but perhaps she is not strong enough to be taken to her home.''




          A frightened look came into the girl's face and she glanced anxiously at the ambulance. The surgeon knelt quietly beside her.




          ``Madame is not seriously hurt,'' he said, after a rapid examination. ``The right arm is a little strained, but it will be nothing, I assure you, Madame; a matter of a few days, that is all.''




          He rose and stood brushing the knees of his trousers with his handkerchief. ``Monsieur is a foreigner?''




          Gethryn smiled. ``The accent?''




          ``On the contrary, I assure you, Monsieur,'' cried the officer with more politeness than truth. He eyed the ambulance. ``The people of Paris have learned a lesson today,'' he said.




          A trooper clattered up, leading an officer's horse, and dismounted, saluting. The young surgeon glanced at his watch.




          ``Picard,'' he said, ``stop a closed cab and send it here.''




          The trooper wheeled his horse and galloped away across the square, and the officer turned to the others.




          ``Madame, I trust, will soon recover,'' he said courteously. ``Madame, messieurs, I have the honor to salute you.'' And with many a clink and jingle, he sprang into the saddle and clattered away in the wake of the slowly moving ambulance.




          At the corner of the Rue Royale, Gethryn saw the trooper stop a cab and point to the Obelisk. He went over and asked the canary-colored stranger, ``Will you take her home, or shall I?''




          ``Why, you, of course; you brought her here.''




          ``No, I didn't. I never saw her until I noticed her being pushed about by the crowd.'' He caught the girl's eye and colored furiously, hoping she did not suspect the nature of their discussion. Before her helplessness it seemed so brutal.




          The cab drew up before the Obelisk and a gruff voice cried, ``V'la! M'ssieurs! -- 'dames!''




          ``Put your arm on my shoulder -- so,'' said Gethryn, and the two men raised her gently. Once in the cab, she sank back, looking limp and white. Gethryn turned sharply to the other man.




          ``Shall I go?''




          ``Rather,'' replied the little stranger, pleasantly.




          Opening his coat in haste, he produced a square of pasteboard. ``My card,'' he said, offering one to Gethryn, who bowed and fumbled in his pockets. As usual, his card-case was in another coat.




          ``I'm sorry I have none,'' he said at length, ``but my name is Reginald Gethryn, and I shall give myself the pleasure of calling to thank you for -- ''




          ``For nothing,'' laughed the other, ``excepting for the sketch, which you may have when you come to see me.''




          ``Thanks, and au revoir,'' glancing at the card. ``Au revoir, Mr Bulfinch.''




          He was giving the signal to the cabby when his new acquaintance stopped him.




          ``You're quite sure -- you -- er -- don't know any newspapermen?''




          ``Quite.''




          ``All right -- all right -- and -- er -- just don't mention about my having a flask, if you do meet any of them. I -- er -- keep it for others. I don't drink.''




          ``Certainly not,'' began Gethryn, but Mr T. Hoppley Bulfinch had seized his campstool and trotted away across the square.




          Gethryn leaned into the cab.




          ``Will you give me your address?'' he asked gently.




          ``Rue Monsieur le Prince -- 430 -- '' she whispered. ``Do you know where it is?''




          ``Yes,'' said Gethryn. It was his own number.




          ``Rue Monsieur le Prince 430'', he repeated to the driver, and stepping in, softly shut the door.




          Four




          Rain was falling steadily. The sparrows huddled under the eaves, or hopped disconsolately along the windowsills, uttering short, ill-tempered chirps. The wind was rising, blowing in quick, sharp gusts and sweeping the forest of rain spears, rank upon rank, in mad dashes against the glass-roofed studio.




          Gethryn, curled up in a corner of his sofa, listlessly watched the showers of pink and white blossoms which whirled and eddied down from the rocking chestnuts, falling into the windy court in little heaps. One or two stiff-legged flies crawled rheumatically along the window glass, only to fall on their backs and lie there buzzing.




          The two bull pups had silently watched the antics of these maudlin creatures, but their interest changed to indignation when one sodden insect attempted a final ascent and fell noisily upon the floor under their very noses. Then they rose as one dog and leaped madly upon the intruder, or meant to; but being pups, and uncertain in their estimation of distances, they brought up with startled yelps against the wall. Gethryn took them in his arms, where they found consolation in chewing the buttons off his coat. The parrot had driven the raven nearly crazy by turning upside down and staring at him for fifteen minutes of insulting silence. Mrs Gummidge was engaged in a matronly and sedate toilet, interrupting herself now and then to bestow a critical glance upon the parrot. She heartily approved of his attitude toward the raven, and although the old cynic cared nothing for Mrs Gummidge's opinion, he found a sour satisfaction in warning her of her enemy's hostile intentions. This he always did with a croak, causing Mrs Gummidge to look up just in time, and the raven to hop back disconcerted.




          The rain beat a constant tattoo on the roof, and this, mingling with the drowsy purr of the cat, who was now marching to and fro with tail erect in front of Gethryn, exercised a soothing influence, and presently a snore so shocked the parrot that he felt obliged to relieve his mind by a series of intricate gymnastics upon his perch.




          Gethryn was roused by a violent hammering on his door. The room had grown dark, and night had come on while he slept.




          ``All right -- coming,'' he shouted, groping his way across the room. Slipping the bolt, he opened the door and looked out, but could see nothing in the dark hallway. Then he felt himself seized and hugged and dragged back into his studio, where he was treated to a heavy slap on the shoulder. Then someone struck a match and presently, by the light of a candle, he saw Clifford and Elliott, and farther back in the shade another form which he thought he knew.




          Clifford began, ``Here you are! We thought you were dead -- killed through my infernal fooling.'' He turned very red, and stammered, ``Tell him, Elliott.''




          ``Why, you see,'' said Elliott, ``we've been hunting for you high and low since the fight yesterday afternoon. Clifford was nearly crazy. He said it was his fault. We went to the Morgue and then to the hospitals, and finally to the police -- '' A knock interrupted him, and a policeman appeared at the door.




          Clifford looked sheepish.




          ``The young gentleman who is missing -- this is his room?'' inquired the policeman.




          ``Oh, he's found -- he's all right,'' said Clifford, hurriedly. The officer stared.




          ``Here he is,'' said Elliott, pointing to Rex.




          The man transferred his stare to Gethryn, but did not offer to move.




          ``I am the supposed deceased,'' laughed Rex, with a little bow.




          ``But how am I to know?'' said the officer.




          ``Why, here I am.''




          ``But,'' said the man, suspiciously, ``I want to know how I am to know?''




          ``Nonsense,'' said Elliott, laughing.




          ``But, Monsieur,'' expostulated the officer, politely.




          ``This is Reginald Gethryn, artist, I tell you!''




          The policeman shrugged his shoulders. He was noncommittal and very polite.




          ``Messieurs,'' he said, ``my orders are to lock up this room.''




          ``But it's my room, I can't spare my room,'' laughed Gethryn. ``From whom did you take your orders?''




          ``From Monsieur the Prefect of the Seine.''




          ``Oh, it is all right, then,'' said Gethryn. ``Take a seat.''




          He went to his desk, wrote a hasty note, and then called the man. ``Read that, if you please, Monsieur Sergeant de Ville.''




          The man's eyes grew round. ``Certainly, Monsieur, I will take the note to the Prefect,'' he said; ``Monsieur will pardon the intrusion.''




          ``Don't mention it,'' said Rex, smiling, and slipped a franc into his big red fist. The officer pocketed it with a demure ``Merci, Monsieur,'' and presently the clank of his bayonet died away on the stairs.




          ``Well,'' said Elliott, ``you're found.'' Clifford was beginning again with self-reproaches and self-abasement, but Rex broke in: ``You fellows are awfully good -- I do assure you I appreciate it. But I wasn't in any more danger than the rest of you. What about Thaxton and the Colossus and Carleton?'' He grew anxious as he named them.




          ``We all got off with no trouble at all, only we missed you -- and then the troops fired, and they chased us over the bridge and scattered us in the Quarter, and we all drifted one by one into the Café des Écoles. And then you didn't come, and we waited till after dinner, and finally came here to find your door locked -- ''




          ``Oh!'' burst out Clifford, ``I tell you, Rex -- damn it! I will express my feelings!''




          ``No, you won't,'' said Rex; ``drop 'em, old boy, don't express 'em. Here we are -- that's enough, isn't it, Shakespeare?''




          The bird had climbed to Gethryn's shoulder and was cocking his eye fondly at Clifford. They were dear friends. Once he had walked up Clifford's arm and had grabbed him by the ear, for which Clifford, more in sorrow than in anger, soaked him in cold water. Since that, their mutual understanding had been perfect.




          ``Where are you going to, you old fiend?'' said Clifford, tickling the parrot's throat.




          ``Hell!'' shrieked the bird.




          ``Good Heavens! I never taught him that,'' said Gethryn.




          Clifford smiled, without committing himself.




          ``But where were you, Rex?'' asked Elliott.




          Rex flushed. ``Hullo,'' cried Clifford, ``here's Reginald blushing. If I didn't know him better I'd swear there's a woman in it.'' The dark figure at the end of the room rose and walked swiftly over, and Rex saw that it was Braith, as he had supposed.




          ``I swear I forgot him,'' laughed Elliott. ``What a queer bird you are, Braith, squatting over there as silent as a stuffed owl!''




          ``He has been walking his legs off after you,'' began Clifford, but Braith cut him short with a brusque --




          ``Where were you, Rex?''




          Gethryn winced. ``I'd rather -- I think'' -- he began, slowly --




          ``Excuse me -- it's not my business,'' growled Braith, throwing himself into a seat and beginning to rub Mrs Gummidge the wrong way. ``Confound the cat!'' he added, examining some red parallel lines which suddenly decorated the back of his hand.




          ``She won't stand rubbing the wrong way,'' said Rex, smiling uneasily.




          ``Like the rest of us,'' said Elliott.




          ``More fool he who tries it,'' said Braith, and looked at Gethryn with an affectionate smile that made him turn redder than before.




          ``Rex,'' began Clifford again, with that fine tact for which he was celebrated, ``own up! You spent last night warbling under the windows of Lisette.''




          ``Or Frisette,'' said Elliott, ``or Cosette.''




          ``Or Babette, Lisette, Frisette, Cosette, Babette!'' chanted the two young men in a sort of catch.




          Braith so seldom swore, that the round oath with which he broke into their vocal exercises stopped them through sheer astonishment. But Clifford, determined on self-assertion and loving an argument, especially out of season, turned on Braith and began:




          ``Why should not Youth love?''




          ``Love! Bah!'' said Braith.




          ``Why Bah?'' he persisted, stimulated by the disgust of Braith. ``Now if a man -- take Elliott, for example -- ''




          ``Take yourself,'' cried the other.




          ``Well -- myself, for example. Suppose when my hours of weary toil are over -- returning to my lonely cell, I encounter the blue eyes of Ninette on the way, or the brown eyes of Cosette, or perhaps the black eyes of -- ''




          Braith stamped impatiently.




          ``Lisette,'' said Clifford, sweetly. ``Why should I not refresh my drooping spirits by adoring Lisette -- Cos--- ''




          ``Oh, come, you said that before,'' said Gethryn. ``You're getting to be a bore, Clifford.''




          ``You at least can no longer reproach me,'' said the other, with a quick look that increased Gethryn's embarrassment.




          ``Let him talk his talk of bewitching grisettes, and gay students,'' said Braith, more angry than Rex had ever seen him. ``He's never content except when he's dangling after some fool worse than himself. Damn this `Bohemian love' rot! I've been here longer than you have, Clifford,'' he said, suddenly softening and turning half apologetically to the latter, who nodded to intimate that he hadn't taken offense. ``I've seen all that shabby romance turn into such reality as you wouldn't like to face. I've seen promising lives go out in ruin and disgrace -- here in this very street -- in this very house -- lives that started exactly on the lines that you are finding so mighty pleasant just now.''




          Clifford was in danger of being silenced. That would never do.




          ``Papa Braith,'' he smiled, ``is it that you too have been through the mill? Shall I present your compliments to the miller? I'm going. Come, Elliott.''




          Elliott took up his hat and followed.




          ``Braith,'' he said, ``we'll drink your health as we go through the mill.''




          ``Remember that the mill grinds slowly but surely,'' said Braith.




          ``He speaks in parables,'' laughed Clifford, halfway downstairs, and the two took up the catch they had improvised, singing, ``Lisette -- Cosette -- Ninette -- '' in thirds more or less out of tune, until Gethryn shut the door on the last echoes that came up from the hall below.




          Gethryn came back and sat down, and Braith took a seat beside him, but neither spoke. Braith had his pipe and Rex his cigarette.




          When the former was ready, he began to speak. He could not conceal the effort it cost him, but that wore away after he had been talking a while.




          ``Rex,'' he began, ``when I say that we are friends, I mean, for my own part, that you are more to me than any man alive; and now I am going to tell you my story. Don't interrupt me. I have only just courage enough; if any of it oozes out, I may not be able to go on. Well, I have been through the mill. Clifford was right. They say it is a phase through which all men must pass. I say, must or not, if you pass through it you don't come out without a stain. You're never the same man after. Don't imagine I mean that I was brutally dissolute. I don't want you to think worse of me than I deserve. I kept a clean tongue in my head -- always. So do you. I never got drunk -- neither do you. I kept a distance between myself and the women whom those fellows were celebrating in song just now -- so do you. How much is due in both of us to principle, and how much to fastidiousness, Rex? I found out for myself at last, and perhaps your turn will not be long in coming. After avoiding entanglements for just three years -- '' He looked at Rex, who dropped his head -- ``I gave in to a temptation as coarse, vulgar and silly as any I had ever despised. Why? Heaven knows. She was as vulgar a leech as ever fastened on a calf like myself. But I didn't think so then. I was wildly in love with her. She said she was madly in love with me.'' Braith made a grimace of such disgust that Rex would have laughed, only he saw in time that it was self-disgust which made Braith's mouth look so set and hard.




          ``I wanted to marry her. She wouldn't marry me. I was not rich, but what she said was: `One hates one's husband.' When I say vulgar, I don't mean she had vulgar manners. She was as pretty and trim and clever -- as the rest of them. An artist, if he sees all that really exists, sometimes also sees things which have no existence at all. Of these were the qualities with which I invested her -- the moral and mental correspondencies to her blonde skin and supple figure. She justified my perspicacity one day by leaving me for a loathsome little Jew. The last time I heard of her she had been turned out of a gambling hell in his company. His name is Emanuel Pick. Is not this a shabby romance? Is it not enough to make a self-respecting man hang his head -- to know that he has once found pleasure in the society of the mistress of Mr Emanuel Pick?''




          A long silence followed, during which the two men smoked, looking in opposite directions. At last Braith reached over and shook the ashes out of his pipe. Rex lighted a fresh cigarette at the same time, and their eyes met with a look of mutual confidence and goodwill. Braith spoke again, firmly this time.




          ``God keep you out of the mire, Rex; you're all right thus far. But it is my solemn belief that an affair of that kind would be your ruin as an artist; as a man.''




          ``The Quarter doesn't regard things in that light,'' said Gethryn, trying hard to laugh off the weight that oppressed him.




          ``The Quarter is a law unto itself. Be a law unto yourself, Rex -- Good night, old chap.''




          ``Good night, Braith,'' said Gethryn slowly.




          Five




          Thirion's at six pm. Madame Thirion, neat and demure, sat behind her desk; her husband, in white linen apron and cap, scuttled back and forth shouting, ``Bon! Bon!'' to the orders that came down the call trumpet. The waiters flew crazily about, and cries went up for ``Pierre'' and ``Jean'' and ``green peas and fillet.''




          The noise, smoke, laughter, shouting, rattle of dishes, the penetrating odor of burnt paper and French tobacco, all proclaimed the place a Latin Quarter restaurant. The English and Americans ate like civilized beings and howled like barbarians. The Germans, when they had napkins, tucked them under their chins. The Frenchmen -- well! they often agreed with the hated Teuton in at least one thing; that knives were made to eat with. But which of the four nationalities exceeded the others in turbulence and bad language would be hard to say.




          Clifford was eating his chop and staring at the blonde adjunct of a dapper little Frenchman.




          ``Clifford,'' said Carleton, ``stop that.''




          ``I'm mesmerizing her,'' said Clifford. ``It's a case of hypnotism.''




          The girl, who had been staring back at Clifford, suddenly shrugged her shoulders, and turning to her companion, said aloud:




          ``How like a monkey, that foreigner!''




          Clifford withdrew his eyes in a hurry, amid a roar of laughter from the others. He was glad when Braith's entrance caused a diversion.




          ``Hullo, Don Juan! I see you, Lothario! Drinking again?''




          Braith took it all as a matter of course, but this time failed to return as good as they gave. He took a seat beside Gethryn and said in a low tone:




          ``I've just come from your house. There's a letter from the Salon in your box.''




          Gethryn set down his wine untasted and reached for his hat.




          ``What's the matter, Reggy? Has Lisette gone back on you?'' asked Clifford, tenderly.




          ``It's the Salon,'' said Braith, as Gethryn went out with a hasty ``Good night.''




          ``Poor Reggy, how hard he takes it!'' sighed Clifford.




          Gethryn hurried along the familiar streets with his heart in his boots sometimes, and sometimes in his mouth.




          In his box was a letter and a note addressed in pencil. He snatched them both, and lighting a candle, mounted the stairs, unlocked his door and sank breathless upon the lounge. He tore open the first envelope. A bit of paper fell out. It was from Braith and said:


        




        

          I congratulate you either way. If you are successful I shall be as glad as you are. If not, I still congratulate you on the manly courage which you are going to show in turning defeat into victory.


        




        

          ``He's one in a million,'' thought Gethryn, and opened the other letter. It contained a folded paper and a card. The card was white. The paper read:


        




        

          You are admitted to the Salon with a No. 1. My compliments.     J. Lefebvre


        




        

          He ought to have been pleased, but instead he felt weak and giddy, and the pleasure was more like pain. He leaned against the table quite unstrung, his mind in a whirl. He got up and went to the window. Then he shook himself and walked over to his cabinet. Taking out a bunch of keys, he selected one and opened what Clifford called his ``cellar.''




          Clifford knew and deplored the fact that Gethryn's ``cellar'' was no longer open to the public. Since the day when Rex returned from Julien's, tired and cross, to find a row of empty bottles on the floor and Clifford on the sofa conversing incoherently with himself, and had his questions interrupted by a maudlin squawk from the parrot -- also tipsy -- since that day Gethryn had carried the key. He now produced a wine glass and a dusty bottle, filled the one from the other and emptied it three times in rapid succession. Then he took the glass to the washbasin and rinsed it with great slowness and precision. Then he sat down and tried to think. Number One meant a mention, perhaps a medal. He would telegraph his aunt tomorrow. Suddenly he felt a strong desire to tell someone. He would go and see Braith. No, Braith was in the evening class at the Beaux Arts; so were the others, excepting Clifford and Elliott, and they were at a ball across the river.




          Whom could he see? He thought of the garçon. He would ring him up and give him a glass of wine. Alcide was a good fellow and stole very little. The clock struck eleven.




          ``No, he's gone to bed. Alcide, you've missed a glass of wine and a cigar, you early bird.''




          His head was clear enough now. He realized his good fortune. He had never been so happy in his life. He called the pups and romped with them until an unlucky misstep sent Mrs Gummidge, with a shriek, to the top of the wardrobe, whence she glared at Gethryn and spit at the delighted raven.




          The young man sat down fairly out of breath, but the pups still kept making charges at his legs and tumbled over themselves with barking. He gathered them up and carried them into his bedroom to their sleeping box. As he stooped to drop them in, there came a knock at his studio door. But when he hastened to open it, glad of company, there was no one there. Surprised, he turned back and saw on the floor before him a note. Picking it up, he took it to the lamp and read it. It was signed, ``Yvonne Descartes.''




          When he had read it twice, he sat down to think. Presently he took something out of his waistcoat pocket and held it close to the light. It was a gold brooch in the shape of a fleur-de-lis. On the back was engraved ``Yvonne.'' He held it in his hand a while, and then, getting up, went slowly towards the door. He opened the door, closed it behind him and moved toward the stairs. Suddenly he started.




          ``Braith! Is that you?''




          There was no answer. His voice sounded hollow in the tiled hallway.




          ``Braith,'' he said again. ``I thought I heard him say `Rex.''' But he kept on to the next floor and stopped before the door of the room which was directly under his own. He paused, hesitated, looking up at a ray of light which came out from a crack in the transom.




          ``It's too late,'' he muttered, and turned away irresolutely.




          A clear voice called from within, ``Entrez donc, Monsieur.''




          He opened the door and went in.




          On a piano stood a shaded lamp, which threw a soft yellow light over everything. The first glance gave him a hasty impression of a white lace-covered bed and a dainty toilet table on which stood a pair of tall silver candlesticks; and then, as the soft voice spoke again, ``Will Monsieur be seated?'' he turned and confronted the girl whom he had helped in the Place de la Concorde. She lay in a cloud of fleecy wrappings on a lounge that was covered with a great white bearskin. Her blue eyes met Gethryn's, and he smiled faintly. She spoke again:




          ``Will Monsieur sit a little nearer? It is difficult to speak loudly -- I have so little strength.''




          Gethryn walked over to the sofa and half unconsciously sank down on the rug which fell on the floor by the invalid's side. He spoke as he would to a sick child.




          ``I am so very glad you are better. I inquired of the concierge and she told me.''




          A slight color crept into the girl's face. ``You are so good. Ah! what should I have done -- what can I say?'' She stopped; there were tears in her eyes.




          ``Please say nothing -- please forget it.''




          ``Forget!'' Presently she continued, almost in a whisper, ``I had so much to say to you, and now you are really here, I can think of nothing, only that you saved me.''




          ``Mademoiselle -- I beg!''




          She lay silent a moment more; then she raised herself from the sofa and held out her hand. His hand and eyes met hers.




          ``I thank you,'' she said, ``I can never forget.'' Then she sank back among the white fluff of lace and fur. ``I only learned this morning,'' she went on, after a minute, `` who sat beside me all that night and bathed my arm, and gave me cooling drinks.''




          Gethryn colored. ``There was no one else to take care of you. I sent for my friend, Doctor Ducrot, but he was out of town. Then Dr Bouvier promised to come, and didn't. The concierge was ill herself -- I could not leave you alone. You know, you were a little out of your head with fright and fever. I really couldn't leave you to get on by yourself.''




          ``No,'' cried the girl, excitedly, ``you could not leave me after carrying me out of that terrible crowd; yourself hurt, exhausted, you sat by my side all night long.''




          Gethryn laid his hand on her. ``Hélène,'' he said, half jesting, ``I did what anyone else would have done under the circumstances -- and forgotten.''




          She looked at him shyly. ``Don't forget,'' she said.




          ``I couldn't forget your face,'' he rashly answered, moved by the emotion she showed.




          She brightened.




          ``Did you know me when you first saw me in the crowd?'' She expected him to say ``Yes.''




          ``No,'' he replied, ``I only saw you were a woman and in danger of your life.''




          The brightness fell from her face. ``Then it was all the same to you who I was.''




          He nodded. ``Yes -- any woman, you know.''




          ``Old and dirty and ugly?''




          His hand slipped from hers. ``And a woman -- yes.''




          She shrugged her pretty shoulders. ``Then I wish it had been someone else.''




          ``So do I, for your sake,'' he answered gravely.




          She glanced at him, half frightened; then leaning swiftly toward him:




          ``Forgive me; I would not change places with a queen.''




          ``Nor I with any man!'' he cried gayly. ``Am I not Paris?''




          ``And I?''




          ``You are Hélène,'' he said, laughing. ``Let me see -- Paris and Hélène would not have changed -- ''




          She interrupted him impatiently. ``Words! you do not mean them. Nor do I, either,'' she added, hastily. After that neither spoke for a while. Gethryn, half stretched on the big rug, idly twisting bits of it into curls, felt very comfortable, without troubling to ask himself what would come next. Presently she glanced up.




          ``Paris, do you want to smoke?''




          ``You don't think I would smoke in this dainty nest?''




          ``Please do, I like it. We are -- we will be such very good friends. There are matches on that table in the silver box.''




          He shook his head, laughing. ``You are too indulgent.''




          ``I am never indulgent, excepting to myself. But I have caprices and I generally die when they are not indulged. This is one. Please smoke.''




          ``Oh, in that case, with Hélène's permission.''




          She laughed delightedly as he blew the rings of fragrant smoke far up to the ceiling. There was another long pause, then she began again:




          ``Paris, you speak French very well.''




          He came from where he had been standing by the table and seated himself once more among the furs at her feet.




          ``Do I, Hélène?''




          ``Yes -- but you sing it divinely.''




          Gethryn began to hum the air of the dream song, smiling, ``Yes 'tis a dream -- a dream of love,'' he repeated, but stopped.




          Yvonne's temples and throat were crimson.




          ``Please open the window,'' she cried, ``it's so warm here.''




          ``Hélène, I think you are blushing,'' said he, mischievously.




          She turned her head away from him. He rose and opened the window, leaning out a moment; his heart was beating violently. Presently he returned.




          ``It's one o'clock.''




          No answer.




          ``Hélène, it's one o'clock in the morning.''




          ``Are you tired?'' she murmured.




          ``No.''




          ``Nor I -- don't go.''




          ``But it's one o'clock.''




          ``Don't go yet.''




          He sank down irresolutely on the rug again. ``I ought to go,'' he murmured.




          ``Are we to remain friends?''




          ``That is for Hélène to say.''




          ``And Hélène will leave it to Homer!''




          ``To whom?'' said Gethryn.




          ``Monsieur Homer,'' said the girl, faintly.




          ``But that was a tragedy.''




          ``But they were friends.''




          ``In a way. Yes, in a way.''




          Gethryn tried to return to a light tone. ``They fell in love, I believe.'' No answer. ``Very well,'' said Gethryn, still trying to joke, ``I will carry you off in a boat, then.''




          ``To Troy -- when?''




          ``No, to Meudon, when you are well. Do you like the country?''




          ``I love it,'' she said.




          ``Well, I'll take my easel and my paints along too.''




          She looked at him seriously. ``You are an artist -- I heard that from the concierge.''




          ``Yes,'' said Gethryn, ``I think I may claim the title tonight.''




          And then he told her about the Salon. She listened and brightened with sympathy. Then she grew silent.




          ``Do you paint landscapes?''




          ``Figures,'' said the young man, shortly.




          ``From models?''




          ``Of course,'' he answered, still more drily.




          ``Draped,'' she persisted.




          ``No.''




          ``I hate models!'' she cried out, almost fiercely.




          ``They are not a pleasing set, as a rule,'' he admitted. ``But I know some decent ones.''




          She shivered and shook her curly head. ``Some are very pretty, I suppose.''




          ``Some.''




          ``Do you know Sarah Brown?''




          ``Yes, I know Sarah.''




          ``Men go wild about her.''




          ``I never did.''




          Yvonne was out of humor. ``Oh,'' she cried, petulantly, ``you are very cold -- you Americans -- like ice.''




          ``Because we don't run after Sarah?''




          ``Because you are a nation of business, and -- ''




          ``And brains,'' said Gethryn, drily.




          There was an uncomfortable pause. Gethryn looked at the girl. She lay with her face turned from him.




          ``Hélène!'' No answer. ``Yvonne -- Mademoiselle!'' No answer. ``It's two o'clock.''




          A slight impatient movement of the head.




          ``Good night.'' Gethryn rose. ``Good night,'' he repeated. He waited for a moment. ``Good night, Yvonne,'' he said, for the third time.




          She turned slowly toward him, and as he looked down at her he felt a tenderness as for a sick child.




          ``Good night,'' he said once more, and, bending over her, gently laid the little gold clasp in her open hand. She looked at it in surprise; then suddenly she leaned swiftly toward him, rested a brief second against him, and then sank back again. The golden fleur-de-lis glittered over his heart.




          ``You will wear it?'' she whispered.




          ``Yes.''




          ``Then -- good night.''




          Half unconsciously he stooped and kissed her forehead; then went his way. And all that night one slept until the morning broke, and one saw morning break, then fell asleep.




          Six




          It was the first day of June. In the Luxembourg Gardens a soft breeze stirred the tender chestnut leaves, and blew sparkling ripples across the water in the Fountain of Marie de Medicis.




          The modest little hothouse flowers had quite recovered from the shock of recent transplanting and were ambitiously pushing out long spikes and clusters of crimson, purple and gold, filling the air with spicy perfume, and drawing an occasional battered butterfly, gaunt and seedy, from his long winter's sleep, but still remembering the flowery days of last season's brilliant debut.




          Through the fresh young leaves the sunshine fell, dappling the glades and thickets, bathing the gray walls of the Palais du Sénat, and almost warming into life the queer old statues of long departed royalty, which for so many years have looked down from the great terrace to the Palace of the King.




          Through every gate the people drifted into the gardens, and the winding paths were dotted and crowded with brightly-colored, slowly-moving groups.




          Here a half dozen meager, black-robed priests strolled silently amid the tender verdure; here a noisy crowd of children, gamboling awkwardly in the wake of a painted rubber ball, made day hideous with their yells.




          Now a slovenly company of dragoons shuffled by, their big shapeless boots covered with dust, and their whalebone plumes hanging in straight points to the middle of their backs; now a group of strutting students and cocottes passed noisily, the girls in spotless spring plumage, the students vying with each other in the display of blinking eyeglasses, huge bunchy neckties, and sleek checked trousers. Policemen, trim little grisettes (for whatever is said to the contrary, the grisette is still extant in Paris), nurse girls with turbaned heads and ugly red streamers, wheeling ugly red babies; an occasional stray zouave or turco in curt Turkish jacket and white leggings; grave old gentlemen with white mustache and military step; gay, baggy gentlemen from St Cyr, looking like newly-painted wooden soldiers; students from the Ecole Polytechnique; students from the Lycée St Louis in blue and red; students from Julien's and the Beaux Arts with a plentiful sprinkling of berets and corduroy jackets; and group after group of jingling artillery officers in scarlet and black, or hussars and chasseurs in pale turquoise, strolled and idled up and down the terrace, or watched the toy yachts braving the furies of the great fountain.




          Over by the playgrounds, the Polichinel nuisance drummed and squeaked to an appreciative audience of tender years. The ``Jeu de paume'' was also in full swing, a truly exasperating spectacle for a modern tennis player.




          The old man who feeds the sparrows in the afternoon, and beats his wife at night, was intent on the former cheerful occupation, and smiled benevolently upon the little children who watched him, open mouthed. The numerous waterfowl -- mallard, teal, red-head, and dusky -- waddled and dived and fought the big mouse-colored pigeons for a share of the sparrow's crumbs.




          A depraved and mongrel pointer, who had tugged at his chain in a wild endeavor to point the whole heterogeneous mass of feathered creatures from sparrow to swan, lost his head and howled dismally until dragged off by the lean-legged student who was attached to the other end of the chain.




          Gethryn, sprawling on a bench in the sunshine, turned up his nose. Braith grunted scornfully.




          A man passed in the crowd, stopped, stared, and then hastily advanced toward Gethryn.




          ``You?'' said Rex, smiling and shaking hands. ``Mr Clifford, this is Mr Bulfinch; Mr Braith,'' -- but Mr Bulfinch was already bowing to Braith and offering his hand, though with a curious diminution of his first beaming cordiality. Braith's constraint was even more marked. He had turned quite white. Bulfinch and Gethryn, who had risen to receive him, remained standing side by side, stranded on the shoals of an awkward situation. The little Mirror man made a grab at a topic which he thought would float them off, and laid hold instead on one which upset them altogether.




          ``I hope Mrs Braith is well. She met you all right at Vienna?''




          Braith bowed stiffly, without answering.




          Rex gave him a quick look, and turning on his heel, said carelessly:




          ``I see you and Mr Braith are old acquaintances, so I won't scruple to leave you with him for a moment. Bring Mr Bulfinch over to the music stand, Braith.'' And smiling, as if he were assisting at a charming reunion, he led Clifford away. The latter turned, as he departed, an eye of delighted intelligence upon Braith.




          To renew his acquaintance with Mr Bulfinch was the last thing Braith desired, but since the meeting had been thrust upon him he thanked Gethryn's tact for removing such a witness of it as Clifford would have been. He had no intention, however, of talking with the little Mirror man, and maintained a profound silence, smoking steadily. This conduct so irritated the other that he determined to force an explanation of the matter which seemed so distasteful to his ungracious companion. He certainly thought he had his own reasons for resenting the sight of Braith upon a high horse, and he resumed the conversation with all the jaunty ease which the calling of newspaper correspondent is said to cultivate.




          ``I hope Mrs Braith found no difficulty in meeting you in Vienna?''




          ``Madame was not my wife, and we did not meet in Vienna,'' said Braith shortly.




          Bulfinch began to stare, and to feel a little less at ease.




          ``She told me -- that is, her courier came to me and -- ''




          ``Her courier? Mr Bulfinch, will you please explain what you are talking about?'' Braith turned square around and looked at him in a way that caused a still further diminution of his jauntiness and a proportionate increase of respect.




          ``Oh -- I'll explain, if I know what you want explained. We were at Brindisi, were we not?''




          ``Yes.''




          ``On our way to Cairo?''




          ``Yes.''




          ``In the same hotel?''




          ``Yes.''




          ``But I had no acquaintance with madame, and had only exchanged a word or two with you, when you were suddenly summoned to Paris by a telegram.''




          Braith bowed. He remembered well the false dispatch that had drawn him out of the way.




          ``Well, and when you left you told her you would be obliged to give up going to Cairo, and asked her to meet you in Vienna, whither you would have to go from Paris?''




          ``Oh, did I?''




          ``And you recommended a courier to her whom you knew very well, and in whom you had great confidence.''




          ``Ah! And what was that courier's name?''




          ``Emanuel Pick. I wasn't fond of Emanuel myself,'' with a sharp glance at Braith's eyes, ``but I supposed you knew something in his favor, or you would not have left -- er -- the lady in his charge.''




          Braith was silent.




          ``I understood him to be your agent,'' said the little man, cautiously.




          ``He was not.''




          ``Oh!''




          A long silence followed, during which Mr Bulfinch sought and found an explanation of several things. After a while he said musingly:




          ``I should like to meet Mr Pick again.''




          ``Why should you want to meet him?''




          ``I wish to wring his nose two hundred times, one for each franc I lent him.''




          ``How was that?'' said Braith, absently.




          ``It was this way. He came to me and told me what I have repeated to you, and that you desired madame to go on at once and wait for you in Vienna, which you expected to reach in a few days after her arrival. That you had bought tickets -- one first class for madame, two second class for him and for her maid -- before you left, and had told her you had placed plenty of money for the other expenses in her dressing case. But this morning, on looking for the money, none could be found. Madame was sure it had not been stolen. She thought you must have meant to put it there, and forgotten afterwards. If she only had a few francs, just to last as far as Naples! Madame was well known to the bankers on the Santa Lucia there! etc. Well, I'm not such an ass that I didn't first see madame and get her to confirm his statement. But when she did confirm it, with such a charming laugh -- she was very pretty -- I thought she was a lady and your wife -- ''




          In the midst of his bitterness, Braith could not help smiling at the thought of Nina with a maid and a courier. He remembered the tiny apartment in the Latin Quarter which she had been glad to occupy with him until conducted by her courier into finer ones. He made a gesture of disgust, and his face burned with the shame of a proud man who has received an affront from an inferior -- and who knows it to be his own fault.




          ``I can at least have the satisfaction of setting that right,'' he said, holding two notes toward the little Mirror man, ``and I can't thank you enough for giving me the opportunity.''




          Bulfinch drew back and stammered, ``You don't think I spoke for that! You don't think I'd have spoken at all if I had known -- ''




          ``I do not. And I'm very glad you did not know, for it gives me a chance to clear myself. You must have thought me strangely forgetful, Mr Bulfinch, when the money was not repaid in due time.''




          ``I -- I didn't relish the manner in which you met me just now, I confess, but I'm very much ashamed of myself. I am indeed.''




          ``Shake hands,'' said Braith, with one of his rare smiles.




          The notes were left in Mr Bulfinch's fingers, and as he thrust them hastily out of sight, as if he truly was ashamed, he said, blinking up at Braith, ``Do you -- er -- would you -- may I offer you a glass of whiskey?'' adding hastily, ``I don't drink myself.''




          ``Why, yes,'' said Braith, ``I don't mind, but I won't drink all alone.''




          ``Coffee is my tipple,'' said the other, in a faint voice.




          ``All right; suit yourself. But I should think that rather hot for such a day.''




          ``Oh, I'll take it iced.''




          ``Then let us walk over to the Café by the bandstand. We shall find the others somewhere about.''




          They strolled through the grove, past the music-stand, and sat down at one of the little iron tables under the trees. The band of the Garde Republicaine was playing. Bulfinch ordered sugar and Eau de selz for Braith, and iced coffee for himself.




          Braith looked at the program: No. 1, Faust; No. 2, La Belle Hélène.




          ``Rex ought to be here, he's so fond of that.''




          Mr Bulfinch was mixing, in a surprisingly scientific manner for a man who didn't drink himself, something which the French call a ``coquetelle''; a bit of ice, a little seltzer, a slice of lemon, and some Canadian Club whiskey. Braith eyed the well-worn flask.




          ``I see you don't trust to the Café's supplies.''




          ``I only keep this for medicinal purposes,'' said the other, blinking nervously, ``and -- and I don't usually produce it when there are any newspapermen around.''




          ``But you,'' said Braith, sipping the mixture with relish, ``do you take none yourself?''




          ``I don't drink,'' said the other, and swallowed his coffee in such a hurry as to bring on a fit of coughing. Beads of perspiration clustered above his canary-colored eyebrows as he set down the glass with a gasp.




          Braith was watching the crowd. Presently he exclaimed:




          ``There's Rex now,'' and rising, waved his glass and his cane and called Gethryn's name. The people sitting at adjacent tables glanced at one another resignedly. ``More crazy English!''




          ``Rex! Clifford!'' Braith shouted, until at last they heard him. In a few moments they had made their way through the crowd and sat down, mopping their faces and protesting plaintively against the heat.




          Gethryn's glance questioned Braith, who said, ``Mr Bulfinch and I have had the deuce of a time to make you fellows hear. You'd have been easier to call if you knew what sort of drink he can brew.''




          Clifford was already sniffing knowingly at the glass and turning looks of deep intelligence on Bulfinch, who responded gayly, ``Hope you'll have some too,'' and with a sidelong blink at Gethryn, he produced the bottle, saying, ``I don't drink myself, as Mr Gethryn knows.''




          Rex said, ``Certainly not,'' not knowing what else to say. But the fondness of Clifford's gaze was ineffable.




          Braith, who always hated to see Clifford look like that, turned to Gethryn. ``Favorite of yours on the program.''




          Rex looked.




          ``Oh,'' he cried, ``Belle Hélène.'' Next moment he flushed, and feeling as if the others saw it, crimsoned all the deeper. This escaped Clifford, however, who was otherwise occupied. But he joined in the conversation, hoping for an argument.




          ``Braith and Rex go in for the Meistersinger, Walküre, and all that rot -- but I like some tune to my music.''




          ``Well, you're going to get it now,'' said Braith; ``the band are taking their places. Now for La Belle Hélène.'' He glanced at Gethryn, who had turned aside and leaned on the table, shading his eyes with his program.




          The leader of the band stood wiping his mustache with one hand while he turned the leaves of his score with the other. The musicians came in laughing and chattering, munching their bit of biscuit or smacking their lips over lingering reminiscences of the intermission.




          They hung their bayonets against the wall, and at the rat-tat of attention, came to order, standing in a circle with bugles and trombones poised and eyes fixed on the little gold-mounted baton.




          A slow wave of the white-gloved hand, a few gentle tips of the wand, and then a sweep which seemed to draw out the long, rich opening chord of the Dream Song and set it drifting away among the trees till it lost itself in the rattle and clatter of the Boulevard St Michel.




          Braith and Bulfinch set down their glasses and listened. Clifford silently blew long wreaths of smoke into the branches overhead. Gethryn leaned heavily on the table, one hand shading his eyes.


        




        

          Oui c'est un rêve;


             Un rêve doux d'amour --


        




        

          The music died away in one last throb. Bulfinch sighed and blinked sentimentally, first on one, then on the other of his companions.




          Suddenly the little Mirror man's eyes bulged out, he stiffened and grasped Braith's arm; his fingers were like iron.




          ``What the deuce!'' began Braith, but, following the other's eyes, he became silent and stern.




          ``Talk of the devil -- do you see him -- Pick?''




          ``I see,'' growled Braith.




          ``And -- and excuse me, but can that be madame? So like, and yet -- ''




          Braith leaned forward and looked steadily at a couple who were slowly moving toward them in deep conversation.




          ``No,'' he said at last; and leaning back in his seat he refused to speak again.




          Bulfinch chattered on excitedly, and at last he brought his fist down on the table at his right, where Clifford sat drawing a caricature on the marble top.




          ``I'd like,'' cried Bulfinch, ``to take it out of his hide!''




          ``Hello!'' said Clifford, disturbed in his peaceful occupation, ``whose hide are you going to tan?''




          ``Nobody's,'' said Braith, sternly, still watching the couple who had now almost reached their group.




          Clifford's start had roused Gethryn, who stirred and slowly looked up; at the same moment, the girl, now very near, raised her head and Rex gazed full into the eyes of Yvonne.




          Her glance fell and the color flew to her temples. Gethryn's face lost all its color.




          ``Pretty girl,'' drawled Clifford, ``but what a dirty little beggar she lugs about with her.''




          Pick heard and turned, his eyes falling first on Gethryn, who met his look with one that was worse than a kick. He glanced next at Braith, and then he turned green under the dirty yellow of the skin. Braith's eyes seemed to strike fire; his mouth was close set. The Jew's eyes shifted, only to fall on the pale, revengeful glare of T. Hoppley Bulfinch, who was half rising from his chair with all sorts of possibilities written on every feature.




          ``Let him go,'' whispered Braith, and turned his back.




          Bulfinch sat down, his eyes like saucers. ``I'd like -- but not now!'' he sputtered in a weird whisper.




          Clifford had missed the whole thing. He had only eyes for the girl.




          Gethryn sat staring after the couple, who were at that moment passing the gate into the Boulevard St Michel. He saw Yvonne stop and hastily thrust something into the Jew's hand, then, ignoring his obsequious salute, leave him and hurry down the Rue de Medicis.




          The next Gethryn knew, Braith was standing beside him.




          ``Rex, will you join us at the Golden Pheasant for dinner?'' was what he said, but his eyes added, ``Don't let people see you look like that.''




          ``I -- I -- don't know,'' said Gethryn. ``Yes, I think so,'' with an effort.




          ``Come along, then!'' said Braith to the others, and hurried them away.




          Rex sat still till they were out of sight, then he got up and turned into the Avenue de l'Observatoire. He stopped and drank some cognac at a little café, and then started on, but he had no idea where he was going.




          Presently he found himself crossing a bridge, and looked up. The great pile of Notre Dame de Paris loomed on his right. He crossed the Seine and wandered on without any aim -- but passing the Tour St Jacques, and wishing to avoid the Boulevard, he made a sharp detour to the right, and after long wandering through byways and lanes, he crossed the foul, smoky Canal St Martin, and bore again to the right -- always aimlessly.




          Twilight was falling when his steps were arrested by fatigue. Looking up, he found himself opposite the gloomy mass of La Roquette prison. Sentinels slouched and dawdled up and down before the little painted sentry boxes under the great gate.




          Over the archway was some lettering, and Gethryn stopped to read it:


        




        

          La Roquette


          Prison of the Condemned


        




        

          He looked up and down the cheerless street. It was deserted save by the lounging sentinels and one wretched child, who crouched against the gateway.




          ``Fiche moi le camp! Allons! En route!'' growled one of the sentinels, stamping his foot and shaking his fist at the bundle of rags.




          Gethryn walked toward him.




          ``What's the matter with the little one?'' he asked.




          The soldier dropped the butt of his rifle with a ring, and said deferentially:




          ``Pardon, Monsieur, but the gamin has been here every day and all day for two weeks. It's disgusting.''




          ``Is he hungry?''




          ``Ma foi? I can't tell you,'' laughed the sentry, shifting his weight to his right foot and leaning on the cross of his bayonet.




          ``Are you hungry, little one?'' called Gethryn, pleasantly.




          The child raised his head, with a wolfish stare, then sank it again and murmured: ``I have seen him and touched him.''




          Gethryn turned to the soldier.




          ``What does he mean by that?'' he demanded.




          The sentry shrugged his shoulders. ``He means he saw a hunchback. They say when one sees a hunchback and touches him, it brings good luck, if the hunchback is neither too old nor too young. Dame! I don't say there's nothing in it, but it can't save Henri Rigaud.''




          ``And who is Henri Rigaud?''




          ``What! Monsieur has not heard of the affair Rigaud? Rigaud who did the double murder!''




          ``Oh, yes! In the Faubourg du Temple.''




          The sentry nodded. ``He dies this week.''




          ``And the child?''




          ``Is his.''




          Gethryn looked at the dirty little bundle of tatters.




          ``No one knows the exact day set for the affair, but,'' the sentry sank his voice to a whisper, ``between you and me, I saw the widow going into the yard just before dinner, and Monsieur de Paris is here. That means tomorrow morning -- click!''




          ``The -- the widow?'' repeated Gethryn.




          ``The guillotine. It will be over before this time tomorrow and the gamin there, who thinks the bossu will give him back his father -- he'll find out his mistake, all in good time -- all in good time!'' and shouldering his rifle, the sentry laughed and resumed his slouching walk before the gateway.




          Gethryn nodded to the soldier's salute and went up to the child, who stood leaning sullenly against the wall.




          ``Do you know what a franc is?'' he asked.




          The gamin eyed him doggedly.




          ``But I saw him,'' he said.




          ``Saw what?'' said Gethryn, gently.




          ``The bossu,'' repeated the wretched infant vacantly.




          ``See here,'' said Gethryn, ``listen to me. What would you do with twenty francs?''




          ``Eat, all day long, forever!''




          Rex slipped two twenty-franc pieces into the filthy little fist.




          ``Eat,'' he murmured, and turned away.




          Seven




          Next morning, when Clifford arrived at the Atelier of MM. Boulanger and Lefebvre, he found the students more excited than usual over the advent of a ``Nouveau.''




          Hazing at Julien's has assumed, of late, a comparatively mild form. Of course there are traditions of serious trouble in former years and a few fights have taken place, consequent upon the indignant resistance of new men to the ridiculous demands forced upon them by their ingenious tormentors. Still, the hazing of today is comparatively inoffensive, and there is not much of it. In the winter the students are too busy to notice a newcomer, except to make him feel strange and humble by their lofty scorn. But in the autumn, when the men have returned from their long out-of-door rest, with brush and palette, a certain amount of friskiness is developed, which sometimes expends itself upon the luckless ``nouveau.'' A harmless search for the time-honored ``grand reflecteur,'' an enforced song and dance, a stern command to tread the mazes of the shameless quadrille with an equally shameless model, is usually the extent of the infliction. Occasionally the stranger is invited to sit on a high stool and read aloud to the others while they work, as he would like to do himself. But sometimes, if a man resists these reasonable demands in a contumacious manner, he is ``crucified.'' This occurs so seldom, however, that Clifford, on entering the barn-like studios that morning, was surprised to see that a ``crucifixion'' was in progress.




          A stranger was securely strapped to the top rungs of a twenty-foot ladder which a crowd of Frenchmen were preparing to raise and place in a slanting position against the wall.




          ``Who is it that those fellows are fooling with?'' he asked.




          ``An Englishman, and it's about time we put a stop to it,'' answered Elliott.




          When Americans or Englishmen are hazed by the French students, they make common cause in keeping watch that the matter does not go too far.




          ``How many of us are here this morning?'' said Clifford.




          ``Fourteen who can fight,'' said Elliott; ``they only want someone to give the word.''




          Clifford buttoned his jacket and shouldered his way into the middle of the crowd. ``That's enough. He's been put through enough for today,'' he said coolly.




          A Frenchman, who had himself only entered the Atelier the week previous, laughed and replied, ``We'll put you on, if you say anything.''




          There was an ominous pause. Every old student there knew Clifford to be one of the most skillful and dangerous boxers in the school.




          They looked with admiration upon their countryman. It didn't cost anything to admire him. They urged him on, and he didn't need much urging, for he remembered his own recent experience as a new man, and he didn't know Clifford.




          ``Go ahead,'' cried this misguided student, ``he's a nouveau, and he's going up!''




          Clifford laughed in his face. ``Come along,'' he called, as some dozen English and American students pushed into the circle and gathered round the prostrate Englishman.




          ``See here, Clifford, what's the use of interrupting?'' urged a big Frenchman.




          Clifford began loosening the straps. ``You know, Bonin, that we always do interfere when it goes as far as this against an Englishman or an American.'' He laughed good naturedly. ``There's always been a fight over it before, but I hope there won't be any today.''




          Bonin grinned and shrugged his shoulders.




          After vainly fussing with the ropes, Clifford and the others finally cut them and the ``nouveau'' scrambled to his feet and took an attitude which may be seen engraved in any volume of instruction in the noble art of self-defense. He was an Englishman of the sandy variety. Orange-colored whiskers decorated a carefully scrubbed face, terminating in a red-brown mustache. He had blue eyes, now lighted to a pale green by the fire of battle, reddish-brown hair, and white hands spattered with orange-colored freckles. All this, together with a well made suit of green and yellow checks, and the seesaw accent of the British Empire, answered, when politely addressed, to the name of Cholmondeley Rowden, Esq.




          ``I say,'' he began, ``I'm awfully obliged, you know, and all that; but I'd jolly well like to give some of these cads a jolly good licking, you know.''




          ``Go in, my friend, go in!'' laughed Clifford; ``but next time we'll leave you to hang in the air for an hour or two, that's all.''




          ``Damn their cheek!'' began the Englishman.




          ``See here,'' cried Elliott sharply, ``you're only a nouveau, and you'd better shut up till you've been here long enough to talk.''




          ``In other words,'' said Clifford, ``don't buck against custom.''




          ``But I cahn't see it,'' said the nouveau, brushing his dusty trousers. ``I don't see it at all, you know. Damn their cheek!''




          At this moment the week-weaned Frenchman shoved up to Clifford.




          ``What did you mean by interfering? Eh! You English pig.''




          Clifford looked at him with contempt. ``What do you want, my little Nouveau?''




          ``Nouveau!'' spluttered the Gaul, ``Nouveau, eh!'' and he made a terrific lunge at the American, who was sent stumbling backward, and slipping, fell heavily.




          The Frenchman gazed around in triumph, but his grin was not reflected on the faces of his compatriots. None of them would have changed places with him.




          Clifford picked himself up deliberately. His face was calm and mild as he walked up to his opponent, who hurriedly put himself into an attitude of self-defense.




          ``Monsieur Nouveau, you are not wise. But some day you will learn better, when you are no longer a nouveau,'' said Clifford, kindly. The man looked puzzled, but kept his fists up.




          ``Now I am going to punish you a little,'' proceeded Clifford, in even tones, ``not harshly, but with firmness, for your good,'' he added, walking straight up to the Frenchman.




          The latter struck heavily at Clifford's head, but he ducked like a flash, and catching his antagonist around the waist, carried him, kicking, to the water-basin, where he turned on the water and shoved the squirming Frenchman under. The scene was painful, but brief; when one of the actors in it emerged from under the water-spout, he no longer asked for anybody's blood.




          ``Go and dry yourself,'' said Clifford, cheerfully; and walking over to his easel, sat down and began to work.




          In ten minutes, all trace of the row had disappeared, excepting that one gentleman's collar looked rather limp and his hair was uncommonly sleek. The men worked steadily. Snatches of song and bits of whistling rose continuously from easel and taboret, all blending in a drowsy hum. Gethryn and Elliott caught now and then, from behind them, words of wisdom which Clifford was administering to the now subdued Rowden.




          ``Yes,'' he was saying, ``many a man has been injured for life by these Frenchmen for a mere nothing. I had two brothers,'' he paused, ``and my golden-haired boy -- '' he ceased again, apparently choking with emotion.




          ``But -- I say -- you're not married, you know,'' said the Englishman.




          ``Hush,'' sighed Clifford, ``I -- I -- married the daughter of an African duke. She was brought to the States by a slave trader in infancy.''




          ``Black?'' gasped Mr Rowden.




          ``Very black, but beautiful. I could not keep her. She left me, and is singing with Haverley's Minstrels now.''




          Like the majority of his countrymen, Mr Rowden was ready to believe anything he heard of social conditions in the States, but one point required explanation.




          ``You said the child had golden hair.''




          ``Yes, his mother's hair was red,'' sighed Clifford.




          Gethryn, glancing round, saw the Englishman's jaw drop, as he said, ``How extraordinary!'' Then he began to smile as if suspecting a joke. But Clifford's eye met his in gentle rebuke.




          ``C'est l'heure! Rest!'' Down jumped the model. The men leaned back noisily. Clifford rose, bowed gravely to the Englishman, and stepped across the taborets to join his friends.




          Gethryn was cleaning his brushes with turpentine and black soap.




          ``Going home, Rex?'' inquired Clifford, picking up a brush and sending a fine spray of turpentine over Elliott, who promptly returned the attention.




          ``Quit that,'' growled Gethryn, ``don't ruin those brushes.''




          ``What's the nouveau like, Clifford?'' asked Elliott. ``We heard you instructing him a little. He seems to have the true Englishman's sense of humor.''




          ``Oh, he's not a bad sort,'' said Clifford. ``Come and be introduced. I'm half ashamed of myself for guying him, for he's really a very decent, plucky fellow, a bit stiff and pig-headed, as many of 'em are at first, and as for humor, I suppose they know their own kind, but they do get a little confused between fact and fancy when they converse with us.''




          The two strolled off with friendly intent, to seek out and ameliorate the loneliness of Cholmondeley Rowden, Esq.




          Gethryn tied up his brushes, closed his color box and, flinging on his hat, hurried down the stairs and into the court, nodding to several students who passed with canvas and paint-boxes tucked under their arms. He reached the street, and, going through the Passage Brady, emerged upon the Boulevard Sebastopol.




          A car was passing and he boarded it, climbing up to the imperiale. The only vacant seat was between a great, red-faced butcher, and a market woman from the Halles, and although the odors of raw beef and fish were unpleasantly perceptible, he settled himself back and soon became lost in his own thoughts. The butcher had a copy of the Petit Journal and every now and then he imparted bits of it across Gethryn, to the market woman, lingering with relish over the criminal items.




          ``Dites donc,'' he cried, ``here is the affair Rigaud!''




          Gethryn roused up and listened.




          ``This morning, I knew it,'' cackled the woman, folding her fat hands across her apron. ``I said to Sophie, `Voyons Sophie,' I said -- ''




          ``Shut up,'' interrupted the butcher, ``I'm going to read.''




          ``I was sure of it,'' said the woman, addressing Gethryn, ```Voyons, Sophie,' said -- '' but the butcher interrupted her, again reading aloud:




          ``The condemned struggled fearfully, and it required the united efforts of six gendarmes -- ''




          ``Cochon!'' said the woman.




          ``Listen, will you!'' cried the man. ``Some disturbance was caused by a gamin who broke from the crowd and attacked a soldier. But the miserable was seized and carried off, screaming. Two gold pieces of 20 francs each fell from some hiding-place in his ragged clothes and were taken charge of by the police.''




          The man paused and gloated over the column. ``Here,'' he cried, ``Listen -- `Even under the knife the condemned -- '''




          Gethryn rose roughly and, crowding past the man, descended the steps and, entering the car below, sat down there.




          ``Butor!'' roared the butcher. ``Cochon! He trod on my foot!''




          ``He is an English pig!'' sneered the woman, reaching for the newspaper. ``Let me read it now,'' she whined.




          ``Hands off,'' growled the man, ``I'll read you what I think good.''




          ``But it's my paper.''




          ``It's mine now -- shut up.''




          The first thing Gethryn did on reaching home was to write a note to his friend, the Prefect of the Seine, telling him how the child of Rigaud came by the gold pieces. Then he had a quiet smoke, and then he went out and lunched at the Café des Écoles, frugally, on a sandwich and a glass of beer. After that he returned to his studio and sat down to his desk again. He opened a small memorandum book and examined some columns of figures. They were rather straggling, not very well kept, but they served to convince him that his accounts were forty francs behind, and he would have to economize a little for the next week or two. After this, he sat and thought steadily. Finally he took a sheet of his best cream laid note paper, dipped his pen in the ink, and began to write. The note was short, but it took him a long while to compose it, and when it was sealed and directed to ``Miss Ruth Deane, Lung' Arno Guicciardini, Florence, Italy,'' he sat holding it in his hand as if he did not know what to do with it.




          Two o'clock struck. He started up, and quickly rolling up the shades from the glass roof and pulling out his easel, began to squeeze tube after tube of color upon his palette. The parrot came down and tiptoed about the floor, peering into color boxes, pastel cases, and pots of black soap, with all the curiosity of a regulation studio bore. Steps echoed on the tiles outside.




          Gethryn opened the door quickly. ``Ah, Elise! Bon jour!'' he said, pleasantly. ``Entrez donc!''




          ``Merci, Monsieur Gethryn,'' smiled his visitor, a tall, well-shaped girl with dark eyes and red cheeks.




          ``Ten minutes late,'' Elise, said Gethryn, laughing, ``my time's worth a franc a minute; so prepare to pay up.''




          ``Very well,'' retorted the girl, also laughing and showing her pretty teeth, ``but I have decided to charge twenty francs an hour from today. Now, what do you owe me, Monsieur?''




          Gethryn shook his brushes at her. ``You are spoiled, Elise -- you used to pose very well and were never late.''




          ``And I pose well now!'' she cried, her professional pride piqued. ``Monsieur Bonnat and Monsieur Constant have praised me all this week. Voila,'' she finished, throwing off her waist and letting her skirts fall in a circle to her feet.




          ``Oh, you can pose if you will,'' answered Gethryn, pleasantly. ``Come, we begin?''




          The girl stepped daintily out of the pile of discarded clothes, and picking her way across the room with her bare feet, sprang lightly upon the model stand.




          ``The same as last week?'' she asked, smiling frankly.




          ``Yes, that's it,'' he replied, shifting his easel and glancing up at the light; ``only drop the left elbow a bit -- there, that's it; now a little to the left -- the knee -- that will do.''




          The girl settled herself into the pose, glanced at the clock, and then turning to Gethryn said, ``And I am to look at you, am I not?''




          ``Where could you find a more charming object?'' murmured he, sorting his brushes.




          ``Thank you,'' she pouted, stealing a glance at him; ``than you?''




          ``Except Mademoiselle Elise. There, now we begin!''




          The rest of the hour was disturbed only by the sharp rattle of brushes and the scraping of the palette knife.




          ``Are you tired?'' asked Gethryn, looking at the clock; ``you have ten minutes more.''




          ``No,'' said the girl, ``continue.''




          Finally Gethryn rose and stepped back.




          ``Time,'' he said, still regarding his work. ``Come and give me a criticism, Elise.''




          The girl stretched her limbs, and then, stepping down, trotted over to Gethryn.




          ``What do you say?'' he demanded, anxiously.




          Artists often pay more serious attention to the criticisms of their models than to those of a brother artist. For, although models may be ignorant of method -- which, however, is not always the case -- from seeing so much good work they acquire a critical acumen which often goes straight to the mark.




          It was for one of these keen criticisms that the young man was listening now.




          ``I like it very much -- very much,'' answered the girl, slowly; ``but, you see -- I am not so cold in the face -- am I?''




          ``Hit it, as usual,'' muttered the artist, biting his lip; ``I've got more greens and blues in there than there are in a peacock's tail. You're right,'' he added, aloud, ``I must warm that up a bit -- there in the shadows, and keep the high lights pure and cold.''




          Elise nodded seriously. ``Monsieur Chaplain and I have finished our picture,'' she announced, after a pause.




          It is a naïve way models have of appropriating work in which, truly enough, they have no small share. They often speak of ``our pictures'' and ``our success.''




          ``How do you like it?'' asked the artist, absently.




          ``Good,'' -- she shrugged her shoulders -- ``but not truth.''




          ``Right again,'' murmured Gethryn.




          ``I prefer Dagnan,'' added the pretty critic.




          ``So do I -- rather!'' laughed Gethryn.




          ``Or you,'' said the girl.




          ``Come, come,'' cried the young man, coloring with pleasure, ``you don't mean it, Elise!''




          ``I say what I mean -- always,'' she replied, marching over to the pups and gathering them into her arms.




          ``I'm going to take a cigarette,'' she announced, presently.




          ``All right,'' said Gethryn, squeezing more paint on his palette, ``you'll find some mild ones on the bookcase.''




          Elise gave the pups a little hug and kiss, and stepped lightly over to the bookcase. Then she lighted a cigarette and turned and surveyed herself in the mirror.




          ``I'm thinner than I was last year. What do you think?'' she demanded, studying her pretty figure in the glass.




          ``Perhaps a bit, but it's all the better. Those corsets simply ruined you as a model last year.''




          Elise looked serious and shook her head.




          ``I do feel so much better without them. I won't wear them again.''




          ``No, you have a pretty, slender figure, and you don't want them. That's why I always get you when I can. I hate to draw or paint from a girl whose hips are all discolored with ugly red creases from her confounded corset.''




          The girl glanced contentedly at her supple, clean-limbed figure, and then, with a laugh, jumped upon the model stand.




          ``It's not time,'' said Gethryn, ``you have five minutes yet.''




          ``Go on, all the same.'' And soon the rattle of the brushes alone broke the silence.




          At last Gethryn rose and backed off with a sigh.




          ``How's that, Elise?'' he called.




          She sprang down and stood looking over his shoulder.




          ``Now I'm like myself!'' she cried, frankly; ``it's delicious! But hurry and block in the legs, why don't you?''




          ``Next pose,'' said the young man, squeezing out more color.




          And so the afternoon wore away, and at six o'clock Gethryn threw down his brushes with a long-drawn breath.




          ``That's all for today. Now, Elise, when can you give me the next pose? I don't want a week at a time on this; I only want a day now and then.''




          The model went over to her dress and rummaged about in the pockets.




          ``Here,'' she said, handing him a notebook and diary.




          He selected a date, and wrote his name and the hour.




          ``Good,'' said the girl, reading it; and replacing the book, picked up her stockings and slowly began to dress.




          Gethryn lay back on the lounge, thoroughly tired out. Elise was humming a Normandy fishing song. When, at last, she stood up and drew on her gloves, he had fallen into a light sleep.




          She stepped softly over to the lounge and listened to the quiet breathing of the young man.




          ``How handsome -- and how good he is!'' she murmured, wistfully.




          She opened the door very gently.




          ``So different, so different from the rest!'' she sighed, and noiselessly went her way.




          Eight




          Although the sound of the closing door was hardly perceptible, it was enough to wake Gethryn.




          ``Elise!'' he called, starting up, ``Elise!''




          But the girl was beyond earshot.




          ``And she went away without her money, too; I'll drop around tomorrow and leave it; she may need it,'' he muttered, rubbing his eyes and staring at the door.




          It was dinner time, and past, but he had little appetite.




          ``I'll just have something here,'' he said to himself, and catching up his hat ran down stairs. In twenty minutes he was back with eggs, butter, bread, a paté, a bottle of wine and a can of sardines. The spirit lamp was lighted and the table deftly spread.




          ``I'll have a cup of tea, too,'' he thought, shaking the blue tea canister, and then, touching a match to the well-filled grate, soon had the kettle fizzling and spluttering merrily.




          The wind had blown up cold from the east and the young man shivered as he closed and fastened the windows. Then he sat down, his chin on his hands, and gazed into the glowing grate. Mrs Gummidge, who had smelled the sardines, came rubbing up against his legs, uttering a soft mew from sheer force of habit. She was not hungry -- in fact, Gethryn knew that the concierge, whose duty it was to feed all the creatures, overdid it from pure kindness of heart -- at Gethryn's expense.




          ``Gummidge, you're stuffed up to your eyes, aren't you?'' he said.




          At the sound of his voice the cat hoisted her tail, and began to march in narrowing circles about her master's chair, making gentle observations in the cat language.




          Gethryn placed a bit of sardine on a fork and held it out, but the little humbug merely sniffed at it daintily, and then rubbed against her master's hand.




          He laughed and tossed the bit of fish into the fire, where it spluttered and blazed until the parrot woke up with a croak of annoyance. Gethryn watched the kettle in silence.




          Faces he could never see among the coals, but many a time he had constructed animals and reptiles from the embers, and just now he fancied he could see a resemblance to a shark among the bits of blazing coal.




          He watched the kettle dreamily. The fire glowed and flashed and sank, and glowed again. Now he could distinctly see a serpent twisting among the embers. The clock ticked in measured unison with the slow oscillation of the flame serpent. The wind blew hard against the panes and sent a sudden chill creeping to his feet.




          Bang! Bang! went the blinds. The hallway was full of strange noises. He thought he heard a step on the threshold; he imagined that his door creaked, but he did not turn around from his study of the fire; it was the wind, of course.




          The sudden hiss of the kettle, boiling over, made him jump and seize it. As he turned to set it down, there was a figure standing beside the table. Neither spoke. The kettle burnt his hand and he set it back on the hearth; then he remained standing, his eyes fixed on the fire.




          After a while Yvonne broke the silence -- speaking very low: ``Are you angry?''




          ``Why?''




          ``I don't know,'' said the girl, with a sigh.




          The silence was too strained to last, and finally Gethryn said, ``Won't you sit down?''




          She did so silently.




          ``You see I'm -- I'm about to do a little cooking,'' he said, looking at the eggs.




          The girl spoke again, still very low.




          ``Won't you tell me why you are angry?''




          ``I'm not,'' began Gethryn, but he sat down and glanced moodily at the girl.




          ``For two weeks you have not been to see me.''




          ``You are mistaken, I have been -- '' he began, but stopped.




          ``When?''




          ``Saturday.''




          ``And I was not at home?''




          ``And you were at home,'' he said grimly. ``You had a caller -- it was easy to hear his voice, so I did not knock.''




          She winced, but said quietly, ``Don't you think that is rude?''




          ``Yes,'' said Gethryn, ``I beg pardon.''




          Presently she continued: ``You and -- and he -- are the only two men who have been in my room.''




          ``I'm honored, I'm sure,'' he answered, drily.




          The girl threw back her mackintosh and raised her veil.




          ``I ask your pardon again,'' he said; ``allow me to relieve you of your waterproof.''




          She rose, suffering him to aid her with her cloak, and then sat down and looked into the fire in her turn.




          ``It has been so long -- I -- I -- hoped you would come.''




          ``Whom were you with in the Luxembourg Gardens?'' he suddenly broke out.




          She did not misunderstand or evade the question, and Gethryn, watching her face, thought perhaps she had expected it. But she resented his tone.




          ``I was with a friend,'' she said, simply.




          He came and sat down opposite her.




          ``It is not my business,'' he said, sulkily; ``excuse me.''




          She looked at him for some moments in silence.




          ``It was Mr Pick,'' she said at length.




          Gethryn could not repress a gesture of disgust.




          ``And that -- Jew was in your rooms? That Jew!''




          ``Yes.'' She sat nervously rolling and unrolling her gloves. ``Why do you care?'' she asked, looking into the fire.




          ``I don't.''




          ``You do.''




          There was a pause.




          ``Rex,'' she said, very low, ``will you listen?''




          ``Yes, I'll listen.''




          ``He is a -- a friend of my sister's. He came from her to -- to -- ''




          ``To what!''




          ``To -- borrow a little money. I distrusted him the first time he came -- the time you heard him in my room -- and I refused him. Saturday he stopped me in the street, and, hoping to avoid a chance of meeting -- you, I walked through the park.''




          ``And you gave him the money -- I saw you!''




          ``I did -- all I could spare.''




          ``Is he -- is your sister married?''




          ``No,'' she whispered.




          ``And why -- '' began Gethryn, angrily, ``Why does that scoundrel come to beg money -- '' He stopped, for the girl was in evident distress.




          ``Ah! You know why,'' she said in a scarce audible voice.




          The young man was silent.




          ``And you will come again?'' she asked timidly.




          No answer.




          She moved toward the door.




          ``We were such very good friends.''




          Still he was silent.




          ``Is it au revoir?'' she whispered, and waited for a moment on the threshold.




          ``Then it is adieu.''




          ``Yes,'' he said, huskily, ``that is better.''




          She trembled a little and leaned against the doorway.




          ``Adieu, mon ami -- '' She tried to speak, but her voice broke and ended in a sob.




          Then, all at once, and neither knew just how it was, she was lying in his arms, sobbing passionately.




          *




          ``Rex,'' said Yvonne, half an hour later, as she stood before the mirror arranging her disordered curls, ``are you not the least little bit ashamed of yourself?''




          The answer appeared to be satisfactory, but the curly head was in a more hopeless state of disorder than before, and at last the girl gave a little sigh and exclaimed, ``There! I'm all rumpled, but its your fault. Will you oblige me by regarding my hair?''




          ``Better let it alone; I'll only rumple it some more!'' he cried, ominously.




          ``You mustn't! I forbid you!''




          ``But I want to!''




          ``Not now, then -- ''




          ``Yes -- immediately!''




          ``Rex -- you mustn't. O, Rex -- I -- I -- ''




          ``What?'' he laughed, holding her by her slender wrists.




          She flushed scarlet and struggled to break away.




          ``Only one.''




          ``No.''




          ``One.''




          ``None.''




          ``Shall I let you go?''




          ``Yes,'' she said, but catching sight of his face, stopped short.




          He dropped her hands with a laugh and looked at her. Then she came slowly up to him, and flushing crimson, pulled his head down to hers.




          ``Yvonne, do you love me? Truthfully?''




          ``Rex, can you ask?'' Her warm little head lay against his throat, her heart beat against his, her breath fell upon his cheek, and her curls clustered among his own.




          ``Yvonne -- Yvonne,'' he murmured, ``I love you -- once and forever.''




          ``Once and forever,'' she repeated, in a half whisper.




          ``Forever,'' he said.




          *




          An hour later they were seated tete-à-tete at Gethryn's little table. She had not permitted him to poach the eggs, and perhaps they were better on that account.




          ``Bachelor habits must cease,'' she cried, with a little laugh, and Gethryn smiled in doubtful acquiescence.




          ``Do you like grilled sardines on toast?'' she asked.




          ``I seem to,'' he smiled, finishing his fourth; ``they are delicious -- yours,'' he added.




          ``Oh, that tea!'' she cried, ``and not one bit of sugar. What a hopelessly careless man!''




          But Gethryn jumped up, crying, ``Wait a moment!'' and returned triumphantly with a huge mass of rock-candy -- the remains of one of Clifford's abortive attempts at ``rye-and-rock.''




          They each broke off enough for their cups, and Gethryn, tasting his, declared the tea ``delicious.'' Yvonne sat, chipping an egg and casting sidelong glances at Gethryn, which were always met and returned with interest.




          ``Yvonne, I want to tell you a secret.''




          ``What, Rex?''




          ``I love you.''




          ``Oh!''




          ``And you?''




          ``No -- not at all!'' cried the girl, shaking her pretty head. Presently she gave him a swift glance from beneath her drooping lashes.




          ``Rex?''




          ``What, Yvonne?''




          ``I want to tell you a secret.''




          ``What, Yvonne?''




          ``If you eat so many sardines -- ''




          ``Oh!'' cried Gethryn, half angrily, but laughing, ``you must pay for that!''




          ``What?'' she said, innocently, but jumped up and kept the table between him and herself.




          ``You know!'' he cried, chasing her into a corner.




          ``We are two babies,'' she said, very red, following him back to the table. The paté was eaten in comparative quiet.




          ``Now,'' she said, with great dignity, setting down her glass, ``behave and get me some hot water.''




          Gethryn meekly brought it.




          ``If you touch me while I am washing these dishes!''




          ``But let me help?''




          ``No, go and sit down instantly.''




          He fled in affected terror and ensconced himself upon the sofa. Presently he inquired, in a plaintive voice: ``Have you nearly finished?''




          ``No,'' said the girl, carefully drying and arranging the quaint Egyptian tea-set, ``and I won't for ages.''




          ``But you're not going to wash all those things? The concierge does that.''




          ``No, only the wine-glasses and the tea-set. The idea of trusting such fragile cups to a concierge! What a boy!''




          But she was soon ready to dry her slender hands, and caught up a towel with a demure glance at Gethryn.




          ``Which do you think most of -- your dogs, or me?''




          ``Pups.''




          ``That parrot, or me?''




          ``Poll.''




          ``The raven, or me? The cat, or me?''




          ``Bird and puss.''




          She stole over to his side and knelt down.




          ``Rex, if you ever tire of me -- if you ever are unkind -- if you ever leave me -- I think I shall die.''




          He drew her to him. ``Yvonne,'' he whispered, ``we can't always be together.''




          ``I know it -- I'm foolish,'' she faltered.




          ``I shall not always be a student. I shall not always be in Paris, dear Yvonne.''




          She leaned closer to him.




          ``I must go back to America someday.''




          ``And -- and marry?'' she whispered, chokingly.




          ``No -- not to marry,'' he said, ``but it is my home.''




          ``I -- I know it, Rex, but don't let us think of it. Rex,'' she said, some moments after, ``are you like all students?''




          ``How do you mean?''




          ``Have you ever loved -- before -- a girl, here in Paris -- like me?''




          ``There are none -- like you.''




          ``Answer me, Rex.''




          ``No, I never have,'' he said, truthfully. Presently he added, ``And you, Yvonne?''




          She put her warm little hand across his mouth.




          ``Don't ask,'' she murmured.




          ``But I do!'' he cried, struggling to see her eyes, ``won't you tell me?''




          She hid her face tight against his breast.




          ``You know I have; that is why I am alone here, in Paris.''




          ``You loved him?''




          ``Yes -- not as I love you.''




          Presently she raised her eyes to his.




          ``Shall I tell you all? I am like so many -- so many others. When you know their story, you know mine.''




          He leaned down and kissed her.




          ``Don't tell me,'' he said.




          But she went on.




          ``I was only seventeen -- I am nineteen now. He was an officer at -- at Chartres, where we lived. He took me to Paris.''




          ``And left you.''




          ``He died of the fever in Tonquin.''




          ``When?''




          ``Three weeks ago.''




          ``And you heard?''




          ``Tonight.''




          ``Then he did leave you.''




          ``Don't, Rex -- he never loved me, and I -- I never really loved him. I found that out.''




          ``When did you find it out?''




          ``One day -- you know when -- in a -- a cab.''




          ``Dear Yvonne,'' he whispered, ``can't you go back to -- to your family?''




          ``No, Rex.''




          ``Never?''




          ``I don't wish to, now. No, don't ask me why! I can't tell you. I am like all the rest -- all the rest. The Paris fever is only cured by death. Don't ask me, Rex; I am content -- indeed I am.''




          Suddenly a heavy rapping at the door caused Gethryn to spring hurriedly to his feet.




          ``Rex!''




          It was Braith's voice.




          ``What!'' cried Gethryn, hoarsely.




          There was a pause.




          ``Aren't you going to let me in?''




          ``I can't, old man; I -- I'm not just up for company tonight,'' stammered Gethryn.




          ``Company be damned -- are you ill?''




          ``No.''




          There was a silence.




          ``I'm sorry,'' began Gethryn, but was cut short by a gruff:




          ``All right; good night!'' and Braith went away.




          Yvonne looked inquiringly at him.




          ``It was nothing,'' he murmured, very pale, and then threw himself at her feet, crying, ``Oh, Yvonne -- Yvonne!''




          Outside the storm raged furiously.




          Presently she whispered, ``Rex, shall I light the candle? It is midnight.''




          ``Yes,'' he said.




          She slipped away, and after searching for some time, cried, ``the matches are all gone, but here is a piece of paper -- a letter; do you want it? I can light it over the lamp.''




          She held up an envelope to him.




          ``I can light it over the lamp,'' she repeated.




          ``What is the address?''




          ``It is very long; I can't read it all, only `Florence, Italy.'''




          ``Burn it,'' he said, in a voice so low she could scarcely hear him.




          Presently she came over and knelt down by his side. Neither spoke or moved.




          ``The candle is lighted,'' she whispered, at last.




          ``And the lamp?''




          ``Is out.''




          Nine




          Cholmondeley Rowden had invited a select circle of friends to join him in a ``petit diner a la stag,'' as he expressed it.




          Eight months of Paris and the cold, cold world had worked a wonderful change in Mr Rowden. For one thing, he had shaved his whiskers and now wore only a mustache. For another, he had learned to like and respect a fair portion of the French students, and in consequence was respected and liked in return.




          He had had two fights, in both of which he had contributed to the glory of the British Empire and prize ring.




          He was a better sparrer than Clifford and was his equal in the use of the foils. Like Clifford, he was a capital banjoist, but he insisted that cricket was far superior to baseball, and this was the only bone of contention that ever fell between the two.




          Clifford played his shameless jokes as usual, accompanied by the enthusiastic applause of Rowden. Clifford also played ``The Widow Nolan's Goat'' upon his banjo, accompanied by the intricate pizzicatos of Rowden.




          Clifford drank numerous bottles of double X with Rowden, and Rowden consumed uncounted egg-flips with Clifford. They were inseparable; in fact, the triumvirate, Clifford, Elliott and Rowden, even went so far as to dress alike, and mean-natured people hinted that they had but one common style in painting. But they did not make the remark to any of the triumvirate. They were very fond of each other, these precious triumvirs, but they did not address each other by nicknames, and perhaps it was because they respected each other enough to refrain from familiarities that this alliance lasted as long as they lived.




          It was a beautiful sight, that of the three youths, when they sallied forth in company, hatted, clothed, and gloved alike, and each followed by a murderous-looking bulldog. The animals were of the brindled variety, and each was garnished with a steel spiked collar. Timid people often crossed to the other side of the street on meeting this procession.




          Braith laughed at the whole performance, but secretly thought that a little of their spare energy and imagination might have been spent to advantage upon their artistic productions.




          Braith was doing splendidly. His last year's picture had been hung on the line and, in spite of his number three, he had received a third class medal and had been praised -- even generously -- by artists and critics, including Albert Wolff. He was hard at work on a large canvas for the coming International Exhibition at Paris; he had sold a number of smaller studies, and besides had pictures well hung in Munich and in more than one gallery at home.




          At last, after ten years of hard work, struggles, and disappointments, he began to enjoy a measure of success. He and Gethryn saw little of each other this winter, excepting at Julien's. That last visit to the Rue Monsieur le Prince was never mentioned between them. They were as cordial when they met as ever, but Braith did not visit his young friend any more, and Gethryn never spoke to him of Yvonne.




          ``Good-bye, old chap!'' Braith would say when they parted, gripping Rex's hand and smiling at him. But Rex did not see Braith's face as he walked away.




          Braith felt helpless. The thing he most dreaded for Rex had happened; he believed he could see the end of it all, and yet he could prevent nothing. If he should tell Rex that he was being ruined, Rex would not listen, and -- who was he that he should preach to another man for the same fault by which he had wasted his own life? No, Rex would never listen to him, and he dreaded a rupture of their friendship.




          Gethryn had made his debut in the Salon with a certain amount of éclat. True, he had been disappointed in his expectations of a medal, but a first mention had soothed him a little, and, what was more important, it proved to be the needed sop to his discontented aunt. But somehow or other his new picture did not progress rapidly, or in a thoroughly satisfactory manner. In bits and spots it showed a certain amount of feverish brilliancy, yes, even mature solidity; in fact, it was nowhere bad, but still it was not Gethryn and he knew that.




          ``Confound it!'' he would mutter, standing back from his canvas; but even at such times he could hardly help wondering at his own marvelous technique.




          ``Technique be damned! Give me stupidity in a pupil every time, rather than cleverness,'' Harrington had said to one of his pupils, and the remark often rang in Gethryn's ears even when his eyes were most blinded by his own wonderful facility.




          ``Some fools would medal this,'' he thought; ``but what pleasure could a medal bring me when I know how little I deserve it?''




          Perhaps he was his own hardest critic, but it was certain that the old, simple honesty, the subtle purity, the almost pathetic effort to tell the truth with paint and brush, had nearly disappeared from Gethryn's canvases during the last eight months, and had given place to a fierce and almost startling brilliancy, never, perhaps, hitting, but always threatening some brutal note of discord.




          Even Elise looked vaguely troubled, though she always smiled brightly at Gethryn's criticism of his own work.




          ``It is so very wonderful and dazzling, but -- but the color seems to me -- unkind.''




          And he would groan and answer, ``Yes, yes, Elise, you're right; oh, I can never paint another like the one of last June!''




          ``Ah, that!'' she would cry, ``that was delicious -- '' but checking herself, she would add, ``Courage, let us try again; I am not tired, indeed I am not.''




          Yvonne never came into the studio when Gethryn had models, but often, after the light was dim and the models had taken their leave, she would slip in, and, hanging lightly over his shoulder, her cheek against his, would stand watching the touches and retouches with which the young artist always eked out the last rays of daylight. And when his hand drooped and she could hardly distinguish his face in the gathering gloom, he would sigh and turn to her, smoothing the soft hair from her forehead, saying: ``Are you happy, Yvonne?'' And Yvonne always answered, ``Yes, Rex, when you are.''




          Then he would laugh, and kiss her and tell her he was always happy with La Belle Hélène, and they would stand in the gathering twilight until a gurgle from the now well-grown pups would warn them that the hour of hunger had arrived.




          The triumvirate, with Thaxton, Rhodes, Carleton, and the rest, had been frequent visitors all winter at the ``Ménagerie,'' as Clifford's bad pun had named Gethryn's apartment; but, of late, other social engagements and, possibly, a small amount of work, had kept them away. Clifford was a great favorite with Yvonne. Thaxton and Elliott she liked. Rowden she tormented, and Carleton she endured. She captured Clifford by suffering him to play his banjo to her piano. Rowden liked her because she was pretty and witty, though he never got used to her quiet little digs at his own respected and dignified person. Clifford openly avowed his attachment and spent many golden hours away from work, listening to her singing. She had been taught by a good master and her voice was pure and pliant, although as yet only half developed. The little concerts they gave their friends were really charming -- with Clifford's banjo, Gethryn's guitar, Thaxton's violin, Yvonne's voice and piano. Clifford made the programs. They were profusely illustrated, and he spent a great deal of time rehearsing, writing verses, and rehashing familiar airs (he called it ``composing'') which would have been as well devoted to his easel.




          In Rowden, Yvonne was delighted to find a cultivated musician. Clifford listened to their talk of chords and keys, went and bought a ``Musical Primer'' on the Quai d'Orsay, spent a wretched hour groping over it, swore softly, and closed the book forever.




          But neither the triumvirate nor the others had been to the ``Ménagerie'' for over a fortnight, when Rowden, feeling it incumbent upon him to return some of Gethryn's hospitality, issued very proper cards -- indeed they were very swell cards for the Latin Quarter -- for a ``dinner,'' to be followed by a ``quiet evening'' at the Bal Masqué at the Opera.




          The triumvirate had accordingly tied up their brindled bulldogs, ``Spit,'' ``Snap'' and ``Tug''; had donned their white ties and collars of awful altitude, and were fully prepared to please and to be pleased. Although it was nominally a ``stag'' party, the triumvirate would as soon have cut off their tender mustaches as have failed to invite Yvonne. But she had replied to Rowden's invitation by a dainty little note, ending:


        




        

          and I am sure that you will understand when I say that this time I will leave you gentlemen in undisturbed possession of the evening, for I know how dearly men love to meet and behave like bears all by themselves. But I shall see you all afterward at the Opera. Au revoir then -- at the Bal Masqué.      Y.D.


        




        

          The first sensation to the young men was one of disappointment. But the second was that Mademoiselle Descartes' tact had not failed her.




          The triumvirate were seated upon the sideboard swinging their legs. Rowden cast a satisfied glance at the table laid for fifteen and flicked an imaginary speck from his immaculate shirt front.




          ``I think it's all right,'' said Elliott, noticing his look, ``eh, Clifford?''




          ``Is there enough champagne?'' asked that youth, calculating four quart bottles to each person.




          Rowden groaned.




          ``Of course there is. What are you made of?''




          ``Human flesh,'' acknowledged the other meekly.




          At eleven the guests began to arrive, welcomed by the triumvirs with great state and dignity. Rowden, looking about, missed only one -- Gethryn, and he entered at the same moment.




          ``Just in time,'' said Rowden, and made the move to the table. As Gethryn sat down, he noticed that the place on Rowden's right was vacant, and before it stood a huge bouquet of white violets.




          ``Too bad she isn't here,'' said Rowden, glancing at Gethryn and then at the vacant place.




          ``That's awfully nice of you, Rowden,'' cried Gethryn, with a happy smile; ``she will have a chance to thank you tonight.''




          He leaned over and touched his face to the flowers. As he raised his head again, his eyes met Braith's.




          ``Hello!'' cried Braith, cordially.




          Rex did not notice how pale he was, and called back, ``Hello!'' with a feeling of relief at Braith's tone. It was always so. When they were apart for days, there weighed a cloud of constraint on Rex's mind, which Braith's first greeting always dispelled. But it gathered again in the next interval. It rose from a sullen deposit of self-reproach down deep in Gethryn's own heart. He kept it covered over; but he could not prevent the ghost-like exhalations that gathered there and showed where it was hidden.




          Speeches began rather late. Elliott made one -- and offered a toast to ``la plus jolie demoiselle de Paris,'' which was drunk amid great enthusiasm and responded to by Gethryn, ending with a toast to Rowden. Rowden's response was stiff, but most correct. The same could not be said of Clifford's answer to the toast, ``The struggling Artist -- Heaven help him!''




          Towards 1 am Mr Clifford's conversation had become incoherent. But he continued to drink toasts. He drank Yvonne's health five times, he pledged Rowden and Gethryn and everybody else he could think of, down to Mrs Gummidge and each separate kitten, and finally pledged himself. By that time he had reached the lachrymose state. Tears, it seemed, did him good. A heart-rending sob was usually the sign of reviving intelligence.




          ``Well,'' said Gethryn, buttoning his greatcoat, ``I'll see you all in an hour -- at the Opera.''




          Braith was not coming with them to the Ball, so Rex shook hands and said ``Good night,'' and calling ``Au revoir'' to Rowden and the rest, ran down stairs three at a time. He hurried into the court and after spending five minutes shouting ``Cordon!'' succeeded in getting out of the door and into the Rue Michelet. From there he turned into the Avenue de l'Observatoire, and cutting through into the Boulevard, came to his hôtel.




          Yvonne was standing before the mirror, tying the hood of a white silk domino under her chin. Hearing Gethryn's key in the door, she hurriedly slipped on her little white mask and confronted him.




          ``Why, who is this?'' cried Gethryn. ``Yvonne, come and tell me who this charming stranger is!''




          ``You see before you the Princess Hélène, Monsieur, she said, gravely bending the little masked head.''




          ``Oh, in that case, you needn't come, Yvonne, as I have an engagement with the Princess Hélène of Troy.''




          ``But you mustn't kiss me!'' she cried, hastily placing the table between herself and Gethryn; ``you have not yet been presented. Oh, Rex! Don't be so -- so idiotic; you spoil my dress -- there -- yes, only one, but don't you dare to try -- Oh Rex! Now I am all in wrinkles -- you -- you bear!''




          ``Bears hug -- that's a fact,'' he laughed. ``Come, are you ready -- or I'll just -- ''




          ``Don't you dare!'' she cried, whipping off her mask and attempting an indignant frown. She saw the big bunch of white violets in his hand and made a diversion by asking what those were. He told her, and she declared, delightedly, that she should carry them with Rex's roses to the Ball.




          ``They shall have the preference, Monsieur,'' she said, teasingly. ``Oh, Rex! don't -- please -- '' she entreated.




          ``All right, I won't,'' he said, drawing her wrap around her; and Yvonne, replacing the mask and gathering up her fluffy skirts, slipped one small gloved hand through his arm and danced down the stairs.




          On the corner of the Vaugirard and the Rue de Medicis one always finds a line of cabs, and presently they were bumping and bouncing away down the Rue de Seine to the river.


        




        

          Je fais ce que sa fantaisie


             Veut m'ordonner,


          Et je puis, s'il lui faut ma vie


             La lui donner


        




        

          sang Yvonne, deftly thrusting tierce and quarte with her fan to make Gethryn keep his distance.




          ``Do you know it is snowing?'' he said presently, peering out of the window as the cab rattled across the Pont Neuf.




          ``Tant mieux!'' cried the girl; ``I shall make a snowball -- a -- '' she opened her blue eyes impressively, ``a very, very large one, and -- ''




          ``And?''




          ``Drop it on the head of Mr Rowden,'' she announced, with cheerful decision.




          ``I'll warn poor Rowden of your intention,'' he laughed, as the cab rolled smoothly up the Avenue de l'Opera, across the Boulevard des Italiens, and stopped before the glittering pile of the great Opera.




          She sprang lightly to the curbstone and stood tapping her little feet against the pavement while Gethryn fumbled about for his fare.




          The steps of the Opera and the Plaza were covered with figures in dominoes, blue, red or black, many grotesque and bizarre costumes, and not a few sober claw hammers. The great flare of yellow light which bathed and flooded the shifting, many-colored throng, also lent a strangely weird effect to the now heavily falling snowflakes. Carriages and cabs kept arriving in countless numbers. It was half past two, and nobody who wanted to be considered anybody thought of arriving before that hour. The people poured in a steady stream through the portals. Groups of English and American students in their irreproachable evening attire, groups of French students in someone else's doubtful evening attire, crowds of rustling silken dominoes, herds of crackling muslin dominoes, countless sad-faced Pierrots, fewer sad-faced Capuchins, now and then a slim Mephistopheles, now and then a fat, stolid Turk, 'Arry, Tom, and Billy, redolent of plum pudding and Seven Dials, Gontran, Gaston and Achille, savoring of brasseries and the Sorbonne. And then, from the carriages and fiacres: Mademoiselle Patchouli and good old Monsieur Bonvin, Mademoiselle Nitouche and bad young Monsieur de Sacrebleu, Mademoiselle Moineau and Don Cæsar Imberbe; and the pink silk domino of ``La Pataude'' -- mais n'importe!




          Allons, Messieurs, Mesdames, to the cloak room -- to the foyer! To the escalier! or you, Madame la Comtesse, to your box, and smooth out your crumpled domino; as for ``La Pataude,'' she is going to dance tonight.




          Gethryn, with Yvonne clinging tightly to his arm, entered the great vestibule and passed through the railed lanes to the broad inclined aisle which led to the floor.




          ``Do you want to take a peep before we go to our box?'' he asked, leading her to the doorway.




          Yvonne's little heart beat faster as she leaned over and glanced at the dazzling spectacle.




          ``Come, hurry -- let us go to the box!'' she whispered, dragging Gethryn after her up the stairway.




          He followed, laughing at her excitement, and in a few minutes they found the door of their lodge and slipped in.




          Gethryn lighted a cigarette and began to unstrap his field glasses.




          ``Take these, Yvonne,'' he said, handing them to her while he adjusted her own tiny gold ones.




          Yvonne's cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkled under the little mask, as she leaned over the velvet railing and gazed at the bewildering spectacle below. Great puffs of hot, perfumed air bore the crash of two orchestras to their ears, mixed with the distant clatter and whirl of the dancers, and the shouts and cries of the maskers.




          At the end of the floor, screened by banks of palms, sat the musicians, and round about, rising tier upon tier, the glittering boxes were filled with the elite of the demimonde, who ogled and gossiped and sighed, entirely content with the material and social barriers which separate those who dance for ten francs from those who look on for a hundred.




          But there were others there who should not by any means be confounded with their sisters of the ``half-world.''




          The Faubourg St Germain, the Champs Elysées, and the Parc Monceau were possibly represented among those muffled and disguised beauties, who began the evening with their fans so handy in case of need. Ah, well -- now they lay their fans down quite out of reach in case of emergency, and who shall say if disappointment lurks under these dainty dominoes, that there is so little to bring a blush to modest cheeks -- alas! few emergencies.




          And you over there -- you of the ``American Colony,'' who are tossed like shuttlecocks in the social whirl, you, in your well-appointed masks and silks, it is all very new and exciting -- yes, but why should you come? American women, brought up to think clean thoughts and see with innocent eyes, to exact a respectful homage from men and enjoy a personal dignity and independence unknown to women anywhere else -- why do you want to come here? Do you not know that the foundations of that liberty which makes you envied in the old world are laid in the respect and confidence of men? Undermine that, become wise and cynical, learn the meaning of doubtful words and gestures whose significance you never need have suspected, meet men on the same ground where they may any day meet fast women of the continent, and fix at that moment on your free limbs the same chains which corrupt society has forged for the women of Europe.




          Yvonne leaned back in her box with a little gasp.




          ``But I can't make out anyone at all,'' she said; ``it's all a great, sparkling sea of color.''




          ``Try the field glasses,'' replied Gethryn, giving them to her again, at the same time opening her big plumy fan and waving it to and fro beside the flushed cheek.




          Presently she cried out, ``Oh, look! There is Mr Elliott and Mr Rowden, and I think Mr Clifford -- but I hope not.''




          He leaned forward and swept the floor with the field glass.




          ``It's Clifford, sure enough,'' he muttered; ``what on earth induces him to dance in that set?''




          It was Clifford.




          At that moment he was addressing Elliott in pleading, though hazy, phrases.




          ``Come 'long, Elliott, don't be so -- so uncomf't'ble 'n' p'tic'lar! W't's use of be'ng shnobbish?'' he urged, clinging hilariously to his partner, a pigeon-toed ballet girl. But Elliott only laughed and said:




          ``No; waltzes are all I care for. No quadrille for me -- ''


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          The crash of the orchestra drowned his voice, and Clifford, turning and bowing gravely to his partner, and then to his vis-à-vis, began to perform such antics and cut such pigeonwings that his pigeon-toed partner glared at him through the slits of her mask in envious astonishment. The door was dotted with numerous circles of maskers, ten or fifteen deep, all watching and applauding the capers of the hilarious couples in the middle.




          But Clifford's set soon attracted a large and enthusiastic audience, who were connoisseurs enough to distinguish a voluntary dancer from a hired one; and when the last thundering chords of Offenbach's ``March into Hell'' scattered the throng into a delirious waltz, Clifford reeled heavily into the side scenes and sat down, rather unexpectedly, in the lap of Mademoiselle Nitouche, who had crept in there with the Baron Silberstein for a nice, quiet view of a genuine cancan.




          Mademoiselle did not think it funny, but the Baron did, and when she boxed Clifford's ears he thought it funnier still.




          Rowden and Elliot, who were laboriously waltzing with a twin pair of flat-footed Watteau Shepherdesses, immediately ran to his assistance; and later, with a plentiful application of cold water and still colder air, restored Mr Clifford to his usual spirits.




          ``You're not a beauty, you know,'' said Rowden, looking at Clifford's hair, which was soaked into little points and curls; ``you're certainly no beauty, but I think you're all right now -- don't you, Elliott? ''




          ``Certainly,'' laughed the triumvir, producing a little silver pocket-comb and presenting it to the woebegone Clifford, who immediately brought out a hand glass and proceeded to construct a ``bang'' of wonderful seductiveness.




          In ten minutes they sallied forth from the dressing room and wended their way through the throngs of masks to the center of the floor. They passed Thaxton and Rhodes, who, each with a pretty nun upon his arm, were trying to persuade Bulfinch into taking the third nun, who might have been the Mother Superior or possibly a resuscitated 14th century abbess.




          ``No,'' he was saying, while he blinked painfully at the ci-devant abbess, ``I can't go that; upon my word, don't ask me, fellows -- I -- I can't.''




          ``Oh, come,'' urged Rhodes, ``what's the odds?''




          ``You can take her and I'll take yours,'' began the wily little man, but neither Rhodes nor Thaxton waited to argue longer.




          ``No catacombs for me,'' growled Bulfinch, eyeing the retreating nuns, but catching sight of the triumvirate, his face regained its bird-like felicity of expression.




          ``Glad to see you -- indeed I am! That Colossus is too disinterested in securing partners for his friends; he is, I assure you. If you're looking for a Louis Quatorze partner, warranted genuine, go to Rhodes.''




          ``Rex ought to be here by this time,'' said Rowden; ``look in the boxes on that side and Clifford and I will do the same on this.''




          ``No need,'' cried Elliott, ``I see him with a white domino there in the second tier. Look! he's waving his hand to us and so is the domino.''




          ``Come along,'' said Clifford, pushing his way toward the foyer, ``I'll find them in a moment. Let me see,'' -- a few minutes later, pausing outside a row of white and gilt doors -- ``let me see, seventh box, second tier -- here we are,'' he added, rapping loudly.




          Yvonne ran and opened the door.




          ``Bon soir, Messieurs,'' she said, with a demure curtsy.




          Clifford gallantly kissed the little glove and then shook hands with Gethryn.




          ``How is it on the floor?'' asked the latter, as Elliott and Rowden came forward to the edge of the box. ``I want to take Yvonne out for a turn and perhaps a waltz, if it isn't too crowded.''




          ``Oh, it's pretty rough just now, but it will be better in half an hour,'' replied Rowden, barricading the champagne from Clifford.




          ``We saw you dancing, Mr Clifford,'' observed Yvonne, with a wicked glance at him from under her mask.




          Clifford blushed.




          ``I -- I don't make an ass of myself but once a year, you know,'' he said, with a deprecatory look at Elliott.




          ``Oh,'' murmured the latter, doubtfully, ``glad to hear it.''




          Clifford gazed at him in meek reproof and then made a flank movement upon the champagne, but was again neatly foiled by Rowden.




          Yvonne looked serious, but presently leaned over and filled one of the long-stemmed goblets.




          ``Only one, Mr Clifford; one for you to drink my health, but you must promise me truthfully not to take any more wine this evening!''




          Clifford promised with great promptness, and taking the glass from her hand with a low bow, sprang recklessly upon the edge of the box and raised the goblet.




          ``A la plus belle demoiselle de Paris!'' he cried, with all the strength of his lungs, and drained the goblet.




          A shout from the crowd below answered his toast. A thousand faces were turned upward, and people leaned over their boxes, and looked at the party from all parts of the house.




          Mademoiselle Nitouche turned to Monsieur de Sacrebleu.




          ``What audacity!'' she murmured.




          Mademoiselle Goujon smiled at the Baron Silberstein.




          ``Tiens!'' she cried, ``the gayety has begun, I hope.''




          Little Miss Ducely whispered to Lieutenant Faucon:




          ``Those are American students,'' she sighed; ``how jolly they seem to be, especially Mr Clifford! I wonder if she is so pretty!''




          Half a dozen riotous Frenchmen in the box opposite jumped to their feet and waved their goblets at Clifford.




          ``A la plus jolie femme du monde!'' they roared.




          Clifford seized another glass and filled it.




          ``She is here!'' he shouted, and sprang to the edge again. But Gethryn pulled him down.




          ``That's too dangerous,'' he laughed; ``you could easily fall.''




          ``Oh, pshaw!'' cried Clifford, draining the glass, and shaking it at the opposite box.




          Yvonne put her hand on Gethryn's arm.




          ``Don't let him have any more,'' she whispered.




          ``Give us the goblet!'' yelled the Frenchmen.




          ``Le voila!'' shouted Clifford, and stepping back, hurled the glass with all his strength across the glittering gulf. It fell with a crash in the box it was aimed at, and a howl of applause went up from the floor.




          Yvonne laughed nervously, but coming to the edge of the box buried her mask in her bouquet and looked down.




          ``A rose! A rose!'' cried the maskers below; ``a rose from the most charming demoiselle in Paris!''




          She half turned to Gethryn, but suddenly stepping forward, seized a handful of flowers from the middle of the bouquet and flung them into the crowd.




          There was a shout and a scramble, and then she tore the bouquet end from end, sending a shower of white buds into the throng.




          ``None for me?'' sighed Clifford, watching the fast-dwindling bouquet.




          She laughed brightly as she tossed the last handful below, and then turned and leaned over Gethryn's chair.




          ``You destructive little wretch!'' he laughed, ``this is not the season for the Battle of Flowers. But white roses mean nothing, so I'm not jealous.''




          ``Ah, mon ami, I saved the red rose for you,'' she whispered; and fastened it upon his breast.




          And at his whispered answer her cheeks flushed crimson under the white mask. But she sprang up laughing.




          ``I would so like to go onto the floor,'' she cried, pulling him to his feet, and coaxing him with a simply irresistible look; ``don't you think we might -- just for a minute, Mr Rowden?'' she pleaded. ``I don't mind a crowd -- indeed I don't, and I am masked so perfectly.''




          ``What's the harm, Rex?'' said Rowden; ``she is well masked.''




          ``And when we return it will be time for supper, won't it?''




          ``Yes, I should think so!'' murmured Clifford.




          ``Where do we go then?''




          ``Maison Dorée.''




          ``Come along, then, Mademoiselle Destructiveness!'' cried Gethryn, tossing his mask and field glass onto a chair, where they were appropriated by Clifford, who spent the next half hour in staring across at good old Colonel Toddlum and his frisky companion -- an attention which drove the poor old gentleman almost frantic with suspicion, for he was a married man, bless his soul! -- and a pew-holder in the American Church.




          ``My love,'' said the frisky one, ``who is the gentleman in the black mask who stares?''




          ``I don't know,'' muttered the dear old man, in a cold sweat, ``I don't know, but I wish I did.''




          And the frisky one shrugged her shoulders and smiled at the mask.




          ``What are they looking at?'' whispered Yvonne, as she tripped along, holding very tightly to Gethryn's arm.




          ``Only a quadrille -- `La Pataude' is dancing. Do you want to see it?''




          She nodded, and they approached the circle in the middle of which `La Pataude' and `Grille d'Egout' were holding high carnival. At every ostentatious display of hosiery the crowd roared.




          ``Brava! Bis!'' cried an absinthe-soaked old gentleman; ``vive La Pataude!''




          For answer the lady dexterously raised his hat from his head with the point of her satin slipper.




          The crowd roared again. ``Brava! Brava, La Pataude!''




          Yvonne turned away.




          ``I don't like it. I don't find it amusing,'' she said, faintly.




          Gethryn's hand closed on hers.




          ``Nor I,'' he said.




          ``But you and your friends used to go to the students' ball at `Bullier's,''' she began, a little reproachfully.




          ``Only as Nouveaux, and then, as a rule, the high-jinks are pretty genuine there -- at least, with the students. We used to go to keep cool in spring and hear the music; to keep warm in winter; and amuse ourselves at Carnival time.''




          ``But -- Mr Clifford knows all the girls at `Bullier's.' Do -- do you?''




          ``Some.''




          ``How many?'' she said, pettishly.




          ``None -- now.''




          A pause. Yvonne was looking down.




          ``See here, little goose, I never cared about any of that crowd, and I haven't been to the Bullier since -- since last May.''




          She turned her face up to his; tears were stealing down from under her mask.




          ``Why, Yvonne!'' he began, but she clung to his shoulder, as the orchestra broke into a waltz.




          ``Don't speak to me, Rex -- but dance! Dance!''




          They danced until the last bar of music ceased with a thundering crash.




          ``Tired?'' he asked, still holding her.




          She smiled breathlessly and stepped back, but stopped short, with a little cry.




          ``Oh! I'm caught -- there, on your coat!''




          He leaned over her to detach the shred of silk.




          ``Where is it? Oh! Here!''




          And they both laughed and looked at each other, for she had been held by the little golden clasp, the fleur-de-lis.




          ``You see,'' he said, ``it will always draw me to you.''




          But a shadow fell on her fair face, and she sighed as she gently took his arm.




          When they entered their box, Clifford was still tormenting the poor Colonel.




          ``Old dog thinks I know him,'' he grinned, as Yvonne and Rex came in. Yvonne flung off her mask and began to fan herself.




          ``Time for supper, you know,'' suggested Clifford.




          Yvonne lay back in her chair, smiling and slowly waving the great plumes to and fro.




          ``Who are those people in the next box?'' she asked him. ``They do make such a noise.''




          ``There are only two, both masked.''




          ``But they have unmasked now. There are their velvets on the edge of the box. I'm going to take a peep,'' she whispered, rising and leaning across the railing.




          ``Don't; I wouldn't -- '' began Gethryn, but he was too late.




          Yvonne leaned across the gilded cornice and instantly fell back in her chair, deathly pale.




          ``My God! Are you ill, Yvonne?''




          ``Oh, Rex, Rex, take me away -- home -- ''




          Then came a loud hammering on the box door. A harsh, strident voice called, ``Yvonne! Yvonne!''




          Clifford thoughtlessly threw it open, and a woman in evening dress, very decolletée, swept by him into the box, with a waft of sickly scented air.




          Yvonne leaned heavily on Gethryn's shoulder; the woman stopped in front of them.




          ``Ah! here you are, then!''




          Yvonne's face was ghastly.




          ``Nina,'' she whispered, ``why did you come?''




          ``Because I wanted to make you a little surprise,'' sneered the woman; ``a pleasant little surprise. We love each other enough, I hope.'' She stamped her foot.




          ``Go,'' said Yvonne, looking half dead.




          ``Go!'' mimicked the other. ``But certainly! Only first you must introduce me to these gentlemen who are so kind to you.''




          ``You will leave the box,'' said Gethryn, in a low voice, holding open the door.




          The woman turned on him. She was evidently in a prostitute's tantrum of malicious deviltry. Presently she would begin to lash herself into a wild rage.




          ``Ah! this is the one!'' she sneered, and raising her voice, she called, ``Mannie, Mannie, come in here, quick!''




          A sidling step approached from the next box, and the face of Mr Emanuel Pick appeared at the door.




          ``This is the one,'' cried the woman, shrilly. ``Isn't he pretty?''




          Mr Pick looked insolently at Gethryn and opened his mouth, but he did not say anything, for Rex took him by the throat and kicked him headlong into his own box. Then he locked the door, and taking out the key, returned and presented it to the woman.




          ``Follow him!'' he said, and quietly, but forcibly, urged her toward the lobby.




          ``Mannie! Mannie!'' she shrieked, in a voice choked by rage and dissipation, ``come and kill him! He's insulting me!''




          Getting no response, she began to pour forth shriek upon shriek, mingled with oaths and ravings. ``I shall speak to my sister! Who dares prevent me from speaking to my sister! You -- '' she glared at Yvonne and ground her teeth. ``You, the good one. You! the mother's pet! Ran away from home! Took up with an English hog!''




          Yvonne sprang to her feet again.




          ``Leave the box,'' she gasped.




          ``Ha! ha! Mais oui! leave the box! and let her dance while her mother lies dying!''




          Yvonne gave a cry.




          ``Ah! Ah!'' said her sister, suddenly speaking very slowly, nodding at every word. ``Ah! Ah! go back to your room and see what is there -- in the room of your lover -- the little letter from Vernon. She wants you. She wants you. That is because you are so good. She does not want me. No, it is you who must come to see her die. I -- I dance at the Carnival!''




          Then, suddenly turning on Gethryn with a devilish grin, ``You! tell your mistress her mother is dying!'' She laughed hatefully, but preserved her pretense of calm, walked to the door, and as she reached it swung round and made an insulting gesture to Gethryn.




          ``You! I will remember you!''




          The door slammed and a key rattled in the next box.




          Clinging to Gethryn, Yvonne passed down the long corridor to the vestibule, while Elliott and Rowden silently gathered up the masks and opera glasses. Clifford stood holding her crushed and splintered fan. He looked at Elliott, who looked gloomily back at him, as Braith entered hurriedly.




          ``What's the matter? I saw something was wrong from the floor. Rex ill?''




          ``Ill at ease,'' said Clifford, grimly. ``There's a sister turned up. A devil of a sister.''




          Braith spoke very low. ``Yvonne's sister?''




          ``Yes, a she-devil.''




          ``Did you hear her name?''




          ``Name's Nina.''




          Braith went quietly out again. Passing blindly down the lobby, he ran against Mr Bulfinch. Mr Bulfinch was in charge of a policeman.




          ``Hello, Braith!'' he called, hilariously.




          Braith was going on with a curt nod when the other man added:




          ``I've taken it out of Pick,'' and he stopped short. ``I got my two hundred francs worth,'' the artist of the London Mirror proceeded, ``and now I shall feel bound to return you yours -- the first time I have it,'' he ended, vaguely.




          Braith made an impatient gesture.




          ``Are you under arrest?''




          ``Yes, I am. He couldn't help it,'' smiling agreeably at the Sergeant de Ville. ``He saw me hit him.''




          The policeman looked stolid.




          ``But what excuse?'' began Braith.




          ``Oh! none! Pick just passed me, and I felt as if I couldn't stand it any longer, so I pitched in.''




          ``Well, and now you're in for fine and imprisonment.''




          ``I suppose so,'' said Bulfinch, beaming.




          ``Have you any money with you?''




          ``No, unless I have some in your pocket?'' said the little man, with a mixture of embarrassment and bravado that touched Braith, who saw what the confession cost him.




          ``Lots!'' said he, cordially. ``But first let us try what we can do with Bobby. Do you ever drink a petit verre, Monsieur le Sergeant de Ville?'' with a winning smile to the wooden policeman.




          The latter looked at the floor.




          ``No,'' said he.




          ``Never?''




          ``Never!''




          ``Well, I was only thinking that over on the Corner of the Rue Taitbout one finds excellent wine at twenty francs.''




          The officer now gazed dreamily at the ceiling.




          ``Mine costs forty,'' he said.




          And a few minutes later the faithful fellow stood in front of the Opera house quite alone.




          Ten




          The cab rolled slowly over the Pont au Change, and the wretched horse fell into a walk as he painfully toiled up the hill of St Michel. Yvonne lay back in the corner; covered with all her own wraps and Gethryn's overcoat, she shivered.




          ``Poor little Yvonne!'' was all he said as he leaned over now and then to draw the cloak more closely around her. Not a sound but the rumble of the wheels and the wheezing of the old horse broke the silence. The streets were white and deserted. A few ragged flakes fell from the black vault above, or were shaken down from the crusted branches.




          The cab stopped with a jolt. Yvonne was trembling as Rex lifted her to the ground, and he hurried her into the house, up the black stairway and into their cold room.




          When he had a fire blazing in the grate, he looked around. She was kneeling on the floor beside a candle she had lighted, and her tears were pouring down upon the page of an open letter. Rex stepped over and touched her.




          ``Come to the fire.'' He raised her gently, but she could not stand, and he carried her in his arms to the great soft chair before the grate. Then he knelt down and warmed her icy hands in his own. After a while he moved her chair back, and drawing off her dainty white slippers, wrapped her feet in the fur that lay heaped on the hearth. Then he unfastened the cloak and the domino, and rolling her gloves from elbow to wrist, slipped them over the helpless little hands. The firelight glanced and glowed on her throat and bosom, tingeing their marble with opalescent lights, and searching the deep shadows under her long lashes. It reached her hair, touching here and there a soft, dark wave, and falling aslant the knots of ribbon on her bare shoulders, tipped them with points of white fire.




          ``Is it so bad, dearest Yvonne?''




          ``Yes.''




          ``Then you must go?''




          ``Oh, yes!''




          ``When?''




          ``At daylight.''




          Gethryn rose and went toward the door; he hesitated, came back and kissed her once on the forehead. When the door closed on him she wept as if her heart would break, hiding her head in her arms. He found her lying so when he returned, and, throwing down her traveling bag and rugs, he knelt and took her to his breast, kissing her again and again on the forehead. At last he had to speak.




          ``I have packed the things you will need most and will send the rest. It is getting light, dearest; you have to change your dress, you know.''




          She roused herself and sat up, looking desolately about her.




          ``Forever!'' she whispered.




          ``No! No!'' cried Gethryn.




          ``Ah! oui, mon ami!''




          Gethryn went and stood by the window. The bedroom door was closed.




          Day was breaking. He opened the window and looked into the white street. Lamps burned down there with a sickly yellow; a faint light showed behind the barred windows of the old gray barracks. One or two stiff sparrows hopped silently about the gutters, flying up hurriedly when the frost-covered sentinel stamped his boots before the barracks gate. Now and then a half-starved workman limped past, his sabots echoing on the frozen pavement. A hooded and caped policeman, a red-faced cabman stamping beside his sleepy horse -- the street was empty but for them.




          It grew lighter. The top of St Sulpice burned crimson. Far off a bugle fluttered, and then came the tramp of the morning guard mount. They came stumbling across the stony court and leaned on their rifles while one of them presented arms and received the word from the sentry. Little by little people began to creep up and down the sidewalks, and the noise of wooden shutters announced another day of toil begun. The point of the Luxembourg Palace struck fire as the ghastly gas-lamps faded and went out. Suddenly the great bell of St Sulpice clashed the hour -- Eight o'clock!




          Again a bugle blew sharply from the barracks, and a troop of cavalry danced and pawed through the gate, clattering away down the Rue de Seine.




          Gethryn shut the window and turned into the room. Yvonne stood before the dying embers. He went to her, almost timidly. Neither spoke. At last she took up her satchel and wrap.




          ``It is time,'' she whispered. ``Let us go.''




          He clasped her once in his arms; she laid her cheek against his.




          *




          The train left Montparnasse station at nine. There was hardly anyone in the waiting room. The Guard flung back the grating.




          ``Vernon, par Chartres?'' asked Gethryn.




          ``Vernon -- Moulins -- Chartres -- direct!'' shouted the Guard, and stamped off down the platform.




          Gethryn showed his ticket which admitted him to the platform, and they walked slowly down the line of dismal-looking cars.




          ``This one?'' and he opened a door.




          She stood watching the hissing and panting engine, while Gethryn climbed in and placed her bags and rugs in a window corner. The car smelt damp and musty, and he stepped out with a choking sensation in his chest. A train man came along, closing doors with a slam.




          ``All aboard -- ladies -- gentlemen -- voyageurs?'' he growled, as if to himself or some familiar spirit, and jerked a sullen clang from the station bell. The engine panted impatiently.




          Rex struggled against the constraint that seemed to be dividing them.




          ``Yvonne, you will write?''




          ``I don't know!''




          ``You don't know! Yvonne!''




          ``I know nothing except that I am wicked, and my mother is dying!'' She said it in low, even tones, looking away from him.




          The gong struck again, with a startling clash.




          The engine shrieked; a cloud of steam rose from under the wheels. Rex hurried her into the carriage; there was no one else there. Suddenly she threw herself into his arms.




          ``Oh! I love you! I love you! One kiss, no; no; on the lips. Good-bye, my own Rex!''




          ``You will come again?'' he said, crushing her to him.




          Her eyes looked into his.




          ``I will come. I love you! Be true to me, Rex. I will come back.''




          Her lover could not speak. Doors slamming, and an impatient voice -- ``Descendez donc, M'sieu!'' -- roused him; he sprang from the carriage, and the train rolled slowly out of the smoke-filled station.




          How heavy the smoke was! Gethryn could hardly breathe -- hardly see. He walked away and out into the street. The city was only half awake even yet. After, as it seemed, a long time, he found himself looking at a clock which said a quarter past ten. The winter sunshine slanted now on roof and pane, flooding the western side of the shabby boulevard, dappling the snow with yellow patches. He had stopped in the chilly shadow of a gateway and was looking vacantly about. He saw the sunshine across the street and shivered where he was, and yet he did not leave the shadow. He stood and watched the sparrows taking bold little baths in the puddles of melted snow water. They seemed to enjoy the sunshine, but it was cold in the shade, cold and damp -- and the air was hard to breathe. A policeman sauntered by and eyed him curiously. Rex's face was haggard and pinched. Why had he stood there in the cold for half an hour, without ever changing his weight from one foot to the other?




          The policeman spoke at last, civilly:




          ``Monsieur!''




          Gethryn turned his head.




          ``Is it that Monsieur seeks the train?'' he asked, saluting.




          Rex looked up. He had wandered back to the station. He lifted his hat and answered with the politeness dear to French officials.




          ``Merci, Monsieur!'' It made him cough to speak, and he moved on slowly.




          Gethryn would not go home yet. He wanted to be where there was plenty of cool air, and yet he shivered. He drew a deep breath which ended in a pain. How cold the air must be -- to pain the chest like that! And yet, there were women wheeling handcarts full of yellow crocus buds about. He stopped and bought some for Yvonne.




          ``She will like them,'' he thought. ``Ah!'' -- he turned away, leaving flowers and money. The old flower-woman crossed herself.




          No -- he would not go home just yet. The sun shone brightly; men passed, carrying their overcoats on their arms; a steam was rising from the pavements in the Square.




          There was a crowd on the Pont au Change. He did not see any face distinctly, but there seemed to be a great many people, leaning over the parapets, looking down the river. He stopped and looked over too. The sun glared on the foul water eddying in and out among the piles and barges. Some men were rowing in a boat, furiously. Another boat followed close. A voice close by Gethryn cried, angrily:




          ``Dieu! who are you shoving?''




          Rex moved aside; as he did so a gamin crowded quickly forward and craned over the edge, shouting, ``Vive le cadavre!''




          ``Chut!'' said another voice.




          ``Vive la Mort! Vive la Morgue!'' screamed the wretched little creature.




          A policeman boxed his ears and pulled him back. The crowd laughed. The voice that had cried, ``Chut!'' said lower, ``What a little devil, that Rigaud!''




          Rex moved slowly on.




          In the Court of the Louvre were people enough and to spare. Some of them bowed to him; several called him to turn and join them. He lifted his hat to them all, as if he knew them, but passed on without recognizing a soul. The broad pavements were warm and wet, but the air must have been sharp to hurt his chest so. The great pigeons of the Louvre brushed by him. It seemed as if he felt the beat of their wings on his brains. A shabby-looking fellow asked him for a sou -- and, taking the coin Rex gave him, shuffled off in a hurry; a dog followed him, he stooped and patted it; a horse fell, he went into the street and helped to raise it. He said to a man standing by that the harness was too heavy -- and the man, looking after him as he walked away, told a friend that there was another crazy foreigner.




          Soon after this he found himself on the Quai again, and the sun was sinking behind the dome of the Invalides. He decided to go home. He wanted to get warm, and yet it seemed as if the air of a room would stifle him. However, once more he crossed the Seine, and as he turned in at his own gate he met Clifford, who said something, but Rex pushed past without trying to understand what it was.




          He climbed the dreary old stairs and came to his silent studio. He sat down by the fireless hearth and gazed at a long, slender glove among the ashes. At his feet her little white satin slippers lay half hidden in the long white fur of the rug.




          He felt giddy and weak, and that hard pain in his chest left him no peace. He rose and went into the bedroom. Her ball dress lay where she had thrown it. He flung himself on the bed and buried his face in the rustling silk. A faint odor of violets pervaded it. He thought of the bouquet that had been placed for her at the dinner. Then the flowers reminded him of last summer. He lived over again their gay life -- their excursions to Meudon, Sceaux, Versailles with its warm meadows, and cool, dark forests; Fontainebleau, where they lunched under the trees; St Cloud -- Oh! he remembered their little quarrel there, and how they made it up on the boat at Suresnes afterward.




          He rose excitedly and went back into the studio; his cheeks were aflame and his breath came sharp and hard. In a corner, with its face to the wall, stood an old, unfinished portrait of Yvonne, begun after one of those idyllic summer days.




          When Braith walked in, after three times knocking, he found Gethryn painting feverishly by the last glimmer of daylight on this portrait. The room was full of shadows, and while they spoke it grew quite dark.




          That night Braith sat by his side and listened to his incoherent talk, and Dr White came and said ``Pleuro-pneumonia'' was what ailed him. Braith had his traps fetched from his own place and settled down to nurse him.




          Eleven




          C arnival was over. February had passed, like January, for most of the fellows, in a bad dream of unpaid bills. March was going in much the same way. This is the best account Clifford, Elliott and Rowden could have given of it. Thaxton and Rhodes were working. Carleton was engaged to a new pretty girl -- the sixth or seventh.




          Satan found the time passing delightfully. There was no one at present to restrain him when he worried Mrs Gummidge. The tabby daily grew thinner and sadder-eyed. The parrot grew daily more blasé. He sneered more and more bitterly, and his eyelid, when closed, struck a chill to the soul of the raven.




          At first the pups were unhappy. They missed their master. But they were young, and flies were getting plentiful in the studio.




          For Braith the nights and the days seemed to wind themselves in an endless chain about Rex's sickbed. But when March had come and gone Rex was out of danger, and Braith began to paint again on his belated picture. It was too late, now, for the Salon; but he wanted to finish it all the same.




          One day, early in April, he came back to Gethryn after an unusually long absence at his own studio.




          Rex was up and trying to dress. He turned a peaked face toward his friend. His eyes were two great hollows, and when he smiled and spoke, in answer to Braith's angry exclamation, his jaws worked visibly.




          ``Keep cool, old chap!'' he said, in the ghost of a voice.




          ``What are you getting up for, all alone?''




          ``Had to -- tired of the bed. Try it yourself -- six weeks!''




          ``You want to go back there and never quit it alive -- that's what you want,'' said Braith, nervously.




          ``Don't, either. Come and button this collar and stop swearing.''




          ``I suppose you're going back to Julien's the day after tomorrow,'' said Braith, sarcastically, after Rex was dressed and had been helped to the lounge in the studio.




          ``No,'' said he, ``I'm going to Arcachon tomorrow.''




          ``Arca--- twenty thousand thunders!''




          ``Not at all,'' smiled Rex -- a feeble, willful smile.




          Braith sat down and drew his chair beside Gethryn.




          ``Wait a while, Rex.''




          ``I can't get well here, you know.''




          ``But you can get a bit stronger before you start on such a journey.''




          ``I thought the doctor told you the sooner I went south the better.''




          That was true; Braith was silent a while.




          At last he said, ``I have all the money you will want till your own comes, you know, and I can get you ready by the end of this week, if you will go.''




          Rex was no baby, but his voice shook when he answered.




          ``Dear old, kind, unselfish friend! I'd almost rather remain poor, and let you keep on taking care of me, but -- see here -- '' and he handed him a letter. ``That came this morning, after you left.''




          Braith read it eagerly, and looked up with a brighter face than he had worn for many a day.




          ``By Jove!'' he said. ``By Jupiter!''




          Rex smiled sadly at his enthusiasm.




          ``This means health, and a future, and -- everything to you, Rex!''




          ``Health and wealth, and happiness,'' said Gethryn bitterly.




          ``Yes, you ungrateful young reprobate -- that's exactly what it means. Go to your Arcachon, by all means, since you've got a fortune to go on -- I say -- you -- you didn't know your aunt very well, did you? You're not cut up much?''




          ``I never saw her half a dozen times in my whole life. But she's been generous to me, poor old lady!''




          ``I should think so. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars is a nice sum for a young fellow to find in his pocket all on a sudden. And now -- you want to go away and get well, and come back presently and begin where you left off -- a year ago. Is that it?''




          ``That is it. I shall never get well here, and I mean to get well if I can,'' -- he paused, and hesitated. ``That was the only letter in my box this morning.''




          Braith did not answer.




          ``It is nearly two months now,'' continued Rex, in a low voice.




          ``What are your plans?'' interrupted Braith, brusquely.




          Rex flushed.




          ``I'm going first'' -- he answered rather drily, ``to Arcachon. You see by the letter my aunt died in Florence. Of course I've got to go and measure out a lot of Italian red tape before I can get the money. It seems to me the sooner I can get into the pine air and the sea breezes at Arcachon, the better chance I have of being fit to push on to Florence, via the Riviera, before the summer heat.''




          ``And then?''




          ``I don't know.''




          ``You will come back?''




          ``When I am cured.''




          There was a long silence. At last Gethryn put a thin hand on Braith's shoulder and looked him lovingly in the face.




          ``You know, and I know, how little I have ever done to deserve your goodness, to show my gratitude and -- and love for you. But if I ever come back I will prove to you -- ''




          Braith could not answer, and did not try to. He sat and looked at the floor, the sad lines about his mouth deeply marked, his throat moving once or twice as he swallowed the lump of grief that kept rising.




          After a while he muttered something about its being time for Rex's supper and got up and fussed about with a spirit lamp and broths and jellies, more like Rex's mother than a rough young bachelor. In the midst of his work there came a shower of blows on the studio door and Clifford, Rowden and Elliott trooped in without more ado.




          They set up a chorus of delighted yells at seeing Rex dressed and on the studio lounge. But Braith suppressed them promptly.




          ``Don't you know any better than that?'' he growled. ``What did you come for, anyway? It's Rex's supper time.''




          ``We came, Papa,'' said Clifford, ``to tell Rex that I have reformed. We wanted him to know it as soon as we did ourselves.''




          ``Ah! he's a changed man! He's worked all day at Julien's for a week past,'' cried Elliott and Rowden together.




          ``And my evenings?'' prompted Clifford sweetly.




          ``Are devoted to writing letters home!'' chanted the chorus.




          ``Get out!'' was all Rex answered, but his face brightened at the three bad boys standing in a row with their hats all held politely against their stomachs. He had not meant to tell them, dreading the fatigue of explanations, but by an impulse he held out his hand to them.




          ``I say, you fellows, shake hands! I'm going off tomorrow.''




          Their surprise having been more or less noisily and profusely expressed, Braith stepped decidedly in between them and his patient, satisfied their curiosity, and gently signified that it was time to go.




          He only permitted one shake apiece, foiling all Clifford's rebellious attempts to dodge around him and embrace Gethryn. But Rex was lying back by this time, tired out, and he was glad when Braith closed the studio door. It flew open the next minute and an envelope came spinning across to Rex.




          ``Letter in your box, Reggy -- good-bye, old chap!'' said Clifford's voice.




          The door did not quite close again and the voices and steps of his departing friends came echoing back as Braith raised a black-edged letter from the floor. It bore the postmark: Vernon.




          Twelve




          R ound about the narrow valley which is cut by the rapid Trauerbach, Bavarian mountains tower, their well timbered flanks scattered here and there with rough slides, or opening out in long green alms, and here at evening one may sometimes see a spot of yellow moving along the bed of a half dry mountain torrent.




          Miss Ruth Dene stood in front of the Forester's lodge at Trauerbach one evening at sunset, and watched such a spot on the almost perpendicular slope that rose opposite, high above her head. Some Jaegers and the Forester were looking, too.




          ``My glass, Federl! Ja! 's ist'n gams!''




          ``Gems?'' inquired Miss Dene, excited by her first view of a chamois.




          ``Ja! 'n Gams,'' said the Forester, sticking to his dialect.




          The sun was setting behind the Red Peak, his last rays pouring into the valley. They fell on rock and alm, on pine and beech, and turned the silver Trauerbach to molten gold.




          Mr Isidor Blumenthal, sitting at a table under one of the windows, drinking beer, beheld this phenomenon, and putting down his quart measure, he glared at the waste of precious metal. Then he lighted the stump of a cigar; then he looked at his watch, and it being almost supper time, he went in to secure the best place. He liked being early at table; he liked the first cut of the meats, hot and fat; he loved plenty of gravy. While waiting to be served he could count the antlers on the walls and estimate ``how much they would fetch by an antiquar,'' as he said to himself. There was nothing else marketable in the large bare room, full of deal tables and furnished with benches built against the wall. But he could pick his teeth demonstratively -- toothpicks were not charged in the bill -- and he could lean back on two legs of his chair, with his hands in his pockets, and stare through the windows at Miss Dene.




          The Herr Förster and the two Jaegers had gone away. Miss Dene stood now with her slender hands clasped easily behind her, a Tam O'Shanter shading her sweet face. She was tall, and so far as Mr Blumenthal had ever seen, extremely grave for her years. But Mr Blumenthal's opportunities of observing Miss Dene had been limited.




          The ``gams'' had disappeared. Miss Dene was looking down the road that leads to Schicksalsee. There was not much visible there except a whirl of dust raised by the sudden evening wind.




          Sometimes it was swept away for a moment; then she saw a weather-beaten bridge and a bend in the road where it disappeared among the noble firs of a Bavarian forest.




          The sun sank and left the Trauerbach a stream of molten lead. The shadows crept up to the Jaeger's hut and then to the little chapel above that. Gusts of whistling martins swept by.




          A silk-lined, Paris-made wool dress rustled close beside her, and she put out one of the slender hands without turning her head.




          ``Mother, dear,'' said she, as a little silver-haired old lady took it and came and leaned against her tall girl's shoulder, ``haven't we had enough of the `Först-haus zu Trauerbach?'''




          ``Not until a certain girl, who danced away her color at Cannes, begins to bloom again.''




          Ruth shrugged, and then laughed. ``At least it isn't so -- so indigestible as Munich.''




          ``Oh! Absurd! Speaking of digestion, come to your Schmarn und Reh-braten. Supper is ready.''




          Mother and daughter walked into the dingy ``Stube'' and took their seats at the Forester's table.




          Mr Blumenthal's efforts had not secured him a place there after all; Anna, the capable niece of the Frau Förster, having set down a large foot, clad in a thick white stocking and a carpet slipper, to the effect that there was only room for the Herr Förster's family and the Americans.




          ``I also am an American!'' cried Mr Blumenthal in Hebrew-German. Nevertheless, when Ruth and her mother came in he bowed affably to them from the nearest end of the next table.




          ``Mamma,'' said Ruth, very low, ``I hope I'm not going to begin being difficult, but do you know, that is really an odious man?''




          ``Yes, I do know,'' laughed her easy-tempered mother, ``but what is that to us?''




          Mr Blumenthal was reveling in hot fat. After he had bowed and smiled greasily, he tucked his napkin tighter under his chin and fell once more upon the gravy. He sopped his bread in it and scooped it up with his knife. But after there was no more gravy he wished to converse. He scrubbed his lips with one end of the napkin and called across to Ruth, who shrank behind her mother: ``Vell, Miss Dene, you have today a shammy seen, not?''




          Ruth kept out of sight, but Mrs Dene nodded, good-naturedly.




          ``Ja! soh! and haf you auch dose leetle deer mit der mamma seen? I haf myself such leetle deer myself many times shoot, me and my neffe. But not here. It is not permitted.'' No one answered. Ruth asked Anna for the salt.




          ``My neffe, he eats such lots of salt -- '' began Mr Blumenthal.




          ``Herr Förster,'' interrupted Mrs Dene -- ``Is the room ready for our friend who is coming this evening?''




          ``Your vriendt, he is from New York?''




          ``Ja, ja, Gnädige Frau!'' said the Forester, hastily.




          ``I haf a broader in New York. Blumenthal and Cohen, you know dem, yes?''




          Mrs Dene and her daughter rose and went quietly out into the porch, while the Frau Förster, with cold, round gray eyes and a tight mouth, was whispering to her frowning spouse that it was none of his business, and why get himself into trouble? Besides, Mrs Dene's Herr Gemahl, meaning the absent colonel, would come back in a day or two; let him attend to Mr Blumenthal.




          Outside, under the windows, were long benches set against the house with tables before them. One was crowded with students who had come from everywhere on the foot-tours dear to Germans.




          Their long sticks, great bundles, tin botanizing boxes, and sketching tools lay in untidy heaps; their stone krugs were foaming with beer, and their mouths were full of black bread and cheese.




          Underneath the other window was the Jaeger's table. There they sat, gossiping as usual with the Forester's helpers, a herdsman or two, some woodcutters on their way into or out from the forest, and a pair of smart revenue officers from the Tyrol border, close by.




          Ruth said to the nearest Jaeger in passing:




          ``Herr Loisl, will you play for us?''




          ``But certainly, gracious Fraulein! Shall I bring my zither to the table under the beech tree?''




          ``Please do!''




          Miss Dene was a great favorite with the big blond Jaegers.




          ``Ja freili! will I play for the gracious Fraulein!'' said Loisl, and cut slices with his hunting knife from a large white radish and ate them with black bread, shining good-humor from the tip of the black-cock feather on his old green felt hat to his bare, bronzed knees and his hobnailed shoes.




          At the table under the beech trees were two more great fellows in gray and green. They rose promptly and were moving away; Mrs Dene begged them to remain, and they sat down again, diffidently, but with dignity.




          ``Herr Sepp,'' said Ruth, smiling a little mischievously, ``how is this? Herr Federl shot a stag of eight this morning, and I hear that yesterday you missed a Reh-bock!''




          Sepp reddened, and laughed. ``Only wait, gracious Fraulein, next week it is my turn on the Red Peak.''




          ``Ach, ja! Sepp knows the springs where the deer drink,'' said Federl.




          ``And you never took us there!'' cried Ruth, reproachfully. ``I would give anything to see the deer come and drink at sundown.''




          Sepp felt his good breeding under challenge. ``If the gracious Frau permits,'' with a gentlemanly bow to Mrs Dene, ``and the ladies care to come -- but the way is hard -- ''




          ``You couldn't go, dearest,'' murmured Ruth to her mother, ``but when papa comes back -- ''




          ``Your father will be delighted to take you wherever there is a probability of breaking both your necks, my dear,'' said Mrs Dene.




          ``Griffin!'' said Ruth, giving her hand a loving little squeeze under the table.




          Loisl came up with his zither and they all made way before him. Anna placed a small lantern on the table and the light fell on the handsome bearded Jaeger's face as he leaned lovingly above his instrument.




          The incurable ``Sehnsucht'' of humanity found not its only expression in that great Symphony where ``all the mightier strings assembling, fell a trembling.'' Ruth heard it as she leaned back in the deep shade and listened to those silvery melodies and chords of wonderful purity, coaxed from the little zither by Loisl's strong, rough hand, with its tender touch. To all the airs he played her memory supplied the words. Sometimes a Sennerin was watching from the Alm for her lover's visit in the evening. Sometimes the hunter said farewell as he sprang down the mountainside. Once tears came into Ruth's eyes as the simple tune recalled how a maiden who died and went to Heaven told her lover at parting:




          ``When you come after me I shall know you by my ring which you will wear, and me you will know by your rose that rests on my heart.''




          Loisl had stopped playing and was tuning a little, idly sounding chords of penetrating sweetness. There came a noise of jolting and jingling from the road below.




          Mrs Dene spoke softly to Ruth. ``That is the Mail; it is time he was here.'' Ruth assented absently. She cared at that moment more for hearing a new folk-song than for the coming of her old playmate.




          Rapid wheels approaching from the same direction overtook and passed the ``Post'' and stopped below. Mrs Dene rose, drawing Ruth with her. The three tall Jaegers rose too, touching their hats. Thanking them all, with a special compliment to Loisl, the ladies went and stood by some stone steps which lead from the road to the Först-haus, just as a young fellow, proceeding up them two at a time, arrived at the top, and taking Mrs Dene's hand began to kiss it affectionately.




          ``At last!'' she cried, ``and the very same boy! after four years! Ruth!'' Ruth gave one hand and Reginald Gethryn took two, releasing one the next moment to put his arm around the little old lady, and so he led them both into the house, more at home already than they were.




          ``Shall we begin to talk about how we are not one bit changed, only a little older, first, or about your supper?'' said Mrs Dene.




          ``Oh! supper, please!'' said Rex, of the sun-browned face and laughing eyes. Smiling Anna, standing by, understood, aided by a hint from Ruth of ``Schmarn und Reh-braten'' -- and clattered away to fetch the never-changing venison and fried batter, with which, and Schicksalsee beer, the Frau Förster sustained her guests the year round, from ``Georgi'' to ``Michaeli'' and from ``Michaeli'' to ``Georgi,'' reasoning that what she liked was good enough for them. The shapeless cook was ladling out dumplings, which she called ``Nudel,'' into some soup for a Munich opera singer, who had just arrived by the stage. Anna confided to her that this was a ``feiner Herr,'' and must be served accordingly. The kind Herr Förster came up to greet his guest. Mrs Dene introduced him as Mr Gethryn, of New York. At this Mr Blumenthal bounced forward from a corner where he had been spying and shook hands hilariously. ``Vell! and how it goes!'' he cried. Rex saw Ruth's face as she turned away, and stepping to her side, he whispered, ``Friend of yours?'' The teasing tone woke a thousand memories of their boy and girl days, and Ruth's young lady reserve had changed to the frank camaraderie of former times when she shook her head at him, laughing, as he looked back at them from the stairs, up which he was following Grethi and his portmanteau to the room prepared for him.




          Half an hour later Mrs Dene and her daughter were looking with approval at Rex and his hearty enjoyment of the Frau Förster's fare. The cook, on learning that this was a ``feiner Herr,'' had added trout to the regulation dishes; and although she was convinced that the only proper way to cook them was ``blau gesotten'' -- meaning boiled to a livid bluish white -- she had learned American tastes from the Denes and sent them in to Gethryn beautifully brown and crisp.




          Rex turned one over critically. ``Good little fish. Who is the angler?''




          ``Oh! angler! They were caught with bait,'' said Ruth, wrinkling her nose.




          Rex gave her a quick look. ``I suppose you have forgotten how to cast a fly.''




          ``No, I think not,'' she answered quietly.




          Mrs Dene opened her mouth to speak, and then discreetly closed it again in silence, reflecting that whatever there was to come on that point would get itself said without any assistance from her.




          ``I had a look at the water as I came along,'' continued Rex. ``It seemed good casting.''




          ``I never see it but I think how nice it would be to whip,'' said Ruth.




          ``No! really? Not outgrown the rod and fly since you grew into ball dresses?''




          ``Try me and see.''




          ``Now, my dearest child! -- ''




          ``Yes, my dearest mother! -- ''




          ``Yes, dearest Mrs Dene! -- ''




          ``Oh! nonsense! listen to me, you children. Ruth danced herself ill at Cannes; and she lost her color, and she had a little cough, and she has it still, and she is very easily tired -- ''




          ``Only of not fishing and hunting, dearest, most perfect of mothers! You won't put up papa to forbid my going with him and Rex!''




          ``Your mother is incapable of such an action. How little you know her worth! She is only waiting to be assured that you are to have my greenheart, with a reel that spins fifty yards of silk. She shall have it, Mrs Dene.''




          ``Is it as good as the hornbeam?'' asked Ruth, smiling.




          ``The old hornbeam! do you remember that? I say, Ruth, you spoke of shooting. Really, can you still shoot?''




          ``Could I ever forget after such teaching?''




          ``Well, now, I call that a girl!'' cried Rex, enthusiastically.




          ``Let us hope some people won't call it a hoyden!'' said Mrs Dene, with the tender pride that made her faultfinding like a caress. ``The idea of a girl carrying an absurd little breech-loading rifle all over Europe!''




          ``What! the one I had built for her?''




          ``I suppose so,'' said Mrs Dene, with a shade more of reserve.




          ``Miss Dene, you shall kill the first chamois that I see!''




          ``I fear, Mr Gethryn, the Duke Alfons Adalbert Maximilian in Baiern will have something to say about that!''




          ``Oh--h--h! Preserved?''




          ``Yes, indeed, preserved!''




          ``But they told me I might shoot on the Sonnewendjoch.''




          ``Ah! But that's in Tyrol, just across the line. You can see it from here. Austrian game laws aren't Bavarian game laws, sir!''




          ``How much of this country does your duke own?''




          ``Just half a dozen mountains, and half a dozen lakes, and half a hundred trout streams, with all the splendid forests belonging to them.''




          ``Lucky duke! And is the game preserved in the whole region? Can't one get a shot?''




          ``One cannot even carry a gun without a permit.''




          Rex groaned. ``And the trout -- I suppose they are preserved, too?''




          ``Yes, but the Herr Förster has the right to fish and so have his guests. There are, however, conditions. The fish you take are not yours. You must buy as many of them as you want to keep, afterward. And they must be brought home alive -- or as nearly alive as is consistent with being shut up in a close, round, green tin box, full of water which becomes tepid as it is carried along by a peasant boy in the heat. They usually die of suffocation. But to the German mind that is all right. It is only not right when one kills them instantly and lays them in a cool creel, on fresh wet ferns and moss.''




          ``Nevertheless, I think we will dispense with the boy and the green box, in favor of the ferns and moss, assisted by a five franc piece or two.''




          ``It isn't francs any more; you're not in France. It's marks here, you know.''




          ``Well, I have the same faith in the corrupting power of marks as of francs, or lire, or shillings, or dollars.''




          ``And I think you will find your confidence justified,'' said Mrs Dene, smiling.




          ``Mamma trying to be cynical!'' said Ruth, teasingly. ``Isn't she funny, Rex!''




          A thoughtful look stole over her mother's face. ``I can be terrible, too, sometimes -- '' she said in her little, clear, high soprano voice; and she gazed musingly at the edge of a letter, which just appeared above the table, and then sank out of sight in her lap.




          ``A letter from papa! It came with the stage! What does he say?''




          ``He says -- several things; for one, he is coming back tomorrow instead of the next day.''




          ``Delightful! But there is more?''




          Mrs Dene's face became a cheerful blank. ``Yes, there is more,'' she said. A pause.




          ``Mamma,'' began Ruth, ``do you think Griffins desirable as mothers?''




          ``Very, for bad children!'' Mrs Dene relapsed into a pleasant reverie. Ruth looked at her mother as a kitten does in a game of tag when the old cat has retired somewhere out of reach and sits up smiling through the barrier.




          ``You find her sadly changed!'' she said to Gethryn, in that silvery, mocking tone which she had inherited from her mother.




          ``On the contrary, I find her the same adorable gossip she always was. Whatever is in that letter, she is simply dying to tell us all about it.''




          ``Suppose we try not speaking, and see how long she can stand that?''




          Rex laid his repeater on the table. Two pairs of laughing eyes watched the dear little old lady. At the end of three minutes she raised her own; blue, sweet, running over with fun and kindness.




          ``The colonel has a polite invitation from the duke for himself, and his party, to shoot on the Red Peak.''




          Thirteen




          In July the sun is still an early riser, but long before he was up next day a succession of raps on the door woke Gethryn, and a voice outside inquired, ``Are you going fishing with me today, you lazy beggar?''




          ``Colonel!'' cried Rex, and springing up and throwing open the door, he threatened to mingle his pajamas with the natty tweeds waiting there in a loving embrace. The colonel backed away, twisting his white mustache. ``How do, Reggy! Same boy, eh? Yes. I drove from Schicksalsee this morning.''




          ``This morning? Wasn't it last night?'' said Rex, looking at the shadows on the opposite mountain.




          ``And I am going to get some trout,'' continued the colonel, ignoring the interruption. ``So's Daisy. See my new waterproof rig?''




          ``Beautiful! but -- is it quite the thing to wear a flower in one's fishing coat?''




          ``I'm not aware -- '' began the other stiffly, but broke down, shook his seal ring at Rex, and walking over to the glass, rearranged the bit of wild hyacinth in his buttonhole with care.




          ``And now,'' he said, ``Daisy and I will give you just three quarters of an hour.'' Rex sent a shower from the water basin across the room.




          ``Look out for those new waterproof clothes, Colonel.''




          ``I'll take them out of harm's way,'' said the colonel, and disappeared.




          Before the time had expired Rex stood under the beech tree with his rod case and his creel. The colonel sat reading a novel. Mrs Dene was pouring out coffee. Ruth was coming down a path which led from a low shed, the door of which stood wide open, suffering the early sunshine to fall on something that lay stretched along the floor. It was a stag, whose noble head and branching antlers would never toss in the sunshine again.




          ``Only think!'' cried Ruth breathlessly, ``Federl shot a stag of ten this morning at daybreak on the Red Peak, and he's frightened out of his wits, for only the duke has a right to do that. Federl mistook it for a stag of eight. And they're in the velvet, besides!'' she added rather incoherently. `` What luck! Poor Federl! I asked him if that meant strafen, and he said he guessed not, only zanken.''




          ``What's `strafen' and what's `zanken,' Daisy?'' asked the Colonel, pronouncing the latter like ``z'' in buzz.




          Ruth went up to her father and took his face between her hands, dropping a light kiss on his eyebrow.




          `` Strafen is when one whips bad boys and t--s-- zanken is when one only scolds them. Which shall we do to you, dear? Both?''




          ``We'll take coffee first, and then we'll see which there's time for before we leave you hemming a pocket handkerchief while Rex and I go trout fishing.''




          ``Such parents!'' sighed Ruth, nestling down beside her father and looking over her cup at Rex, who gravely nodded sympathy.




          After breakfast, as Ruth stood waiting by the table where the fishing tackle lay, perfectly composed in manner, but unable to keep the color from her cheek and the sparkle of impatience from her eye, Gethryn thought he had seldom seen anything more charming.




          A soft gray Tam crowned her pretty hair. A caped coat, fastened to the throat, hung over the short kilt skirt, and rough gaiters buttoned down over a wonderful little pair of hobnailed boots.




          ``I say! Ruth! what a stunner you are!'' cried he with enthusiasm. She turned to the rod case and began lifting and arranging the rods.




          ``Rex,'' she said, looking up brightly, ``I feel about sixteen today.''




          ``Or less, judging from your costume,'' said her mother. ``Schicksalsee isn't Rangely, you know. I only hope the good people in the little ducal court won't call you theatrical.''




          ``A theatrical stunner!'' mused Ruth, in her clearest tones. ``It is good to know how one strikes one's friends.''




          ``The disciplining of this young person is to be left to me,'' said the colonel. ``Daisy, everything else about you is all wrong, but your frock is all right.''




          ``That is simple and comprehensive and reassuring,'' murmured Ruth absently, as she bent over the fly-book with Gethryn.




          After much consultation and many thoughtful glances at the bit of water which glittered and dashed through the narrow meadow in front of the house, they arranged the various colored lures and leaders, and standing up, looked at Colonel Dene, reading his novel.




          ``What? Oh! Come along, then!'' said he, on being made aware that he was waited for, and standing up also, he dropped the volume into his creel and lighted a cigar.




          ``Are you going to take that trash along, dear?'' asked his daughter.




          ``What trash? The work of fiction? That's literature, as the gentleman said about Dante.''




          ``Rex,'' said Mrs Dene, buttoning the colonel's coat over his snowy collar, ``I put this expedition into your hands. Take care of these two children.''




          She stood and watched them until they passed the turn beyond the bridge. Mr Blumenthal watched them too, from behind the curtains in his room. His leer went from one to the other, but always returned and rested on Rex. Then, as there was a mountain chill in the morning air, he crawled back into bed, hauling his night cap over his generous ears and rolling himself in a cocoon of featherbeds, until he should emerge about noon, like some sleek, fat moth.




          The anglers walked briskly up the wooded road, chatting and laughing, with now and then a sage and critical glance at the water, of which they caught many glimpses through the trees. Gethryn and Ruth were soon far ahead. The colonel sauntered along, switching leaves with his rod and indulging in bursts of Parisian melody.




          ``Papa,'' called Ruth, looking back, ``does your hip trouble you today, or are you only lazy?''




          ``Trot along, little girl; I'll be there before you are,'' said the colonel airily, and stopped to replace the wild hyacinth in his coat by a prim little pink and white daisy. Then he lighted a fresh cigar and started on, but their voices were already growing faint in the distance. Observing this, he stopped and looked up and down the road. No one was in sight. He sat down on the bank with his hand on his hip. His face changed from a frown to an expression of sharp pain. In five minutes he had grown from a fresh elderly man into an old man, his face drawn and gray, but he only muttered ``the devil!'' and sat still. A big bronze-winged beetle whizzed past him, z--z--ip! ``like a bullet,'' he thought, and pressed both hands now on his hip. ``Twenty-five years ago -- pshaw! I'm not so old as that!'' But it was twenty-five years ago when the blue-capped troopers, bursting in to the rescue, found the dandy ``---th,'' scorched and rent and blackened, still reeling beneath a rag crowned with a gilt eagle. The exquisite befeathered and gold laced ``---th.'' But the shells have rained for hours among the ``Dandies'' -- and some are dead, and some are wishing for death, like that youngster lying there with the shattered hip.




          Colonel Dene rose up presently and relighted his cigar; then he flicked some dust from the new tweeds, picked a stem of wild hyacinth, and began to whistle. ``Pshaw! I'm not so old as all that!'' he murmured, sauntering along the pleasant wood-road. Before long he came in sight of Ruth and Gethryn, who were waiting. But he only waved them on, laughing.




          ``Papa always says that old wound of his does not hurt him, but it does. I know it does,'' said Ruth.




          Rex noted what tones of tenderness there were in her cool, clear voice. He did not answer, for he could only agree with her, and what could be the use of that?




          They strolled on in silence, up the fragrant forest road. Great glittering dragonflies drifted along the river bank, or hung quivering above pools. Clouds of lazy sulphur butterflies swarmed and floated, eddying up from the road in front of them and settling down again in their wake like golden dust. A fox stole across the path, but Gethryn did not see him. The mesh of his landing net was caught just then in a little gold clasp that he wore on his breast.




          ``How quaint!'' cried Ruth; ``let me help you; there! One would think you were a French legitimist, with your fleur-de-lis.''




          ``Thank you'' -- was all he answered, and turned away, as he felt the blood burn his face. But Ruth was walking lightly on and had not noticed. The fleur-de-lis, however, reminded her of something she had to say, and she began again, presently --




          ``You left Paris rather suddenly, did you not, Rex?''




          This time he colored furiously, and Ruth, turning to him, saw it. She flushed too, fearing to have made she knew not what blunder, but she went on seriously, not pausing for his answer:




          ``The year before, that is three years ago now, we waited in Italy, as we had promised to do, for you to join us. But you never even wrote to say why you did not come. And you haven't explained it yet, Rex.''




          Gethryn grew pale. This was what he had been expecting. He knew it would have to come; in fact he had wished for nothing more than an opportunity for making all the amends that were possible under the circumstances. But the possible amends were very, very inadequate at best, and now that the opportunity was here, his courage failed, and he would have shirked it if he could. Besides, for the last five minutes, Ruth had been innocently stirring memories that made his heart beat heavily.




          And now she was waiting for her answer. He glanced at the clear profile as she walked beside him. Her eyes were raised a little; they seemed to be idly following the windings of a path that went up the opposite mountainside; her lips rested one upon the other in quiet curves. He thought he had never seen such a pure, proud looking girl. All the chivalry of a generous and imaginative man brought him to her feet.




          ``I cannot explain. But I ask your forgiveness. Will you grant it? I won't forgive myself!''




          She turned instantly and gave him her hand, not smiling, but her eyes were very gentle. They walked on a while in silence, then Rex said:




          ``Ever since I came, I have been trying to find courage to ask pardon for that unpardonable conduct, but when I looked in your dear mother's face, I felt myself such a brute that I was only fit to hold my tongue. And I believed,'' he added, after a pause, ``that she would forgive me too. She was always better to me than I deserved.''




          ``Yes,'' said Ruth.




          ``And you also are too good to me,'' he continued, ``in giving me this chance to ask your pardon.'' His voice took on the old caressing tone in which he used to make peace after their boy and girl tiffs. ``I knew very well that with you I should have a stricter account to settle than with your mother,'' he said, smiling.




          ``Yes,'' said Ruth again. And then with a little effort and a slight flush she added:




          ``I don't think it is good for men when too many excuses are made for them. Do you?''




          ``No, I do not,'' answered Rex, and thought, if all women were like this one, how much easier it would be for men to lead a good life! His heart stopped its heavy beating. The memories which he had been fighting for two years faded away once more; his spirits rose, and he felt like a boy as he kept step with Ruth along the path which had now turned and ran close beside the stream.




          ``Now tell me something of your travels,'' said Ruth. ``You have been in the East.''




          ``Yes, in Japan. But first I stopped a while in India with some British officers, nice fellows. There was some pheasant shooting.''




          ``Pheasants! No tigers?''




          ``One tiger.''




          ``You shot him! Oh! tell me about it!''




          ``No, I only saw him.''




          ``Where?''




          ``In a jungle.''




          ``Did you fire?''




          ``No, for he was already dead, and the odor which pervaded his resting place made me hurry away as fast as if he had been alive.''




          ``You are a provoking boy!''




          Rex laughed. ``I did shoot a cheetah in China.''




          ``A dead one?''




          ``No, he was snarling over a dead buck.''




          ``Then you do deserve some respect.''




          ``If you like. But it was very easy. One bullet settled him. I was fined afterward.''




          ``Fined! for what?''




          ``For shooting the Emperor's trained cheetah. After that I always looked to see if the game wore a silver collar before I fired.''




          Ruth would not look as if she heard.




          Rex went on teasingly: ``I assure you it was embarrassing, when the pheasants were bursting cover, to be under the necessity of inquiring at the nearest house if those were really pheasants or only Chinese hens.''




          ``Rex,'' exclaimed Ruth, indignantly, ``I hope you don't think I believe a word you are saying.''




          They had stopped to rest beside the stream, and now the colonel sauntered into view, his hands full of wild flowers, his single eyeglass gleaming beside his delicate straight nose.




          ``Do you know,'' he asked, strolling up to Ruth and tucking a cluster of bluebells under her chin, ``do you know what old Hugh Montgomery would say if he were here?''




          ``He'd say,'' she replied promptly, ``that `we couldn't take no traout with the pesky sun a shinin' and a brilin' the hull crick.'''




          ``Yes,'' said Rex. ``Rise at four, east wind, cloudy morning, that was Hugh. But he could cast a fly.''




          ``Couldn't he!'' said the colonel. ```I cal'late ter chuck a bug ez fur ez enny o' them city fellers, 'n I kin,' says Hugh. Going to begin here, Rex?''




          ``What does Ruth think?''




          ``She thinks she isn't in command of this party,'' Ruth replied.




          ``It will take us until late in the afternoon to whip the stream from here to the lowest bridge.'' Rex smiled down at her and pushed back his cap with a boyish gesture.




          She had forgotten it until that moment. Now it brought a perfect flood of pleasant associations. She had seen him look that way a hundred times when, in their teens, they two had lingered by the Northern Lakes. Her whole face changed and softened, but she turned away, nodding assent, and went and stood by her father, looking down at him with the bantering air which was a family trait. The lively colonel had found a sunny log on the bank, where he was sitting, leisurely joining his rod.




          ``Hello!'' he cried, glancing up, ``what are you two amateurs about? As usual, I'm ready to begin before Rex is awake!'' and stepping to the edge he landed his flies with a flourish in a young birch tree. Rex came and disengaged them, and he received the assistance with perfect self-possession.




          ``Now see the new waterproof rig wade!'' said Ruth, saucily.




          ``Go and wade yourself and don't bully your old father!'' cried the colonel.




          ``Old! this child old!''




          ``Oh! come along, Ruth!'' called Rex, waiting on the shore and falling unconsciously into the tone of sixteen speaking to twelve.




          For answer she slipped the cover from her slender rod and dexterously fitted the delicate tip to the second joint.




          ``Hasn't forgotten how to put a rod together! Wonderful girl!''




          ``Oh, I knew you were waiting to see me place the second joint in the butt first!'' She deftly ran the silk through the guides, and then scientifically knotting the leader, slipped on a cast of three flies and picked her way daintily to the river bank. As she waded in the sudden cold made her gasp a little to herself, but she kept straight on without turning her head, and presently stepped on a broad, flat rock over which the water was slipping smoothly.




          Gethryn waited near the bank and watched her as she sent the silk hissing thirty feet across the stream. The line swished and whistled, and the whole cast, hand fly, dropper and stretcher settled down lightly on the water. He noticed the easy motion of the wrist, the boyish pose of the slender figure, the serious sweet face, half shaded by the soft woolen Tam.




          Swish--h--h! Swish--h--h! She slowly spun out forty feet, glancing back at Gethryn with a little laugh. Suddenly there was a tremendous splash, just beyond the dropper, answered by a turn of the white wrist, and then the reel fairly shrieked as the line melted away like a thread of smoke. Gethryn's eyes glittered with excitement, and the colonel took his cigar out of his mouth. But they didn't shout, ``You have him! Go easy on him! Want any help!'' They kept quiet.




          Cautiously, and by degrees, Ruth laced her little gloved fingers over the flying line, and presently a quiver of the rod showed that the fish was checked. She reeled in, slowly and steadily for a moment, and then, whiz--z--z! off he dashed again. At seventy feet the rod trembled and the trout was still. Again and again she urged him toward the shore, meeting his furious dashes with perfect coolness and leading him dexterously away from rocks and roots. When he sulked she gave him the butt, and soon the full pressure sent him flying, only to end in a furious full length leap out of water, and another sulk.




          The colonel's cigar went out.




          At last she spoke, very quietly, without looking back.




          ``Rex, there is no good place to beach him here; will you net him, please?'' Rex was only waiting for this; he had his landing net already unslung and he waded to her side.




          ``Now!'' she whispered. The fiery side of a fish glittered just beneath the surface. With a skillful dip, a splash, and a spatter the trout lay quivering on the bank.




          Gethryn quickly ended his life and held him up to view.




          ``Beautiful!'' cried the colonel. ``Good girl, Daisy! but don't spoil your frock!'' And picking up his own rod he relighted his cigar and essayed some conscientious casting on his own account. But he soon wearied of the paths of virtue and presently went in search of a grasshopper, with evil intent.




          Meanwhile Ruth was blushing to the tips of her ears at Gethryn's praises.




          ``I never saw a prettier sight!'' he cried. ``You're -- you're splendid, Ruth! Nerve, judgment, skill -- my dear girl, you have everything!''




          Ruth's eyes shone like stars as she watched him in her turn while he sent his own flies spinning across a pool. And now there was nothing to be heard but the sharp whistle of the silk and the rush of the water. It seemed a long time that they had stood there, when suddenly the colonel created a commotion by hooking and hauling forth a trout of meagre proportions. Unheeding Rex's brutal remarks, he silently inspected his prize dangling at the end of the line. It fell back into the water and darted away gayly upstream, but the colonel was not in the least disconcerted and strolled off after another grasshopper.




          ``Papa! are you a bait fisherman!'' cried his daughter severely.




          The colonel dropped his hat guiltily over a lively young cricket, and standing up said ``No!'' very loud.




          It was no use -- Ruth had to laugh, and shortly afterward he was seated comfortably on the log again, his line floating with the stream, in his hands a volume with yellow paper covers, the worse for wear, bearing on its back the legend ``Calman Levy, Editeur.''




          Rex soon struck a good trout and Ruth another, but the first one remained the largest, and finally Gethryn called to the colonel, ``If you don't mind, we're going on.''




          ``All right! take care of Daisy. We will meet and lunch at the first bridge.'' Then, examining his line and finding the cricket still there, he turned up his coat collar to keep off sunburn, opened his book, and knocked the ashes from his cigar.




          ``Here,'' said Gethryn two hours later, ``is the bridge, but no colonel. Are you tired, Ruth? And hungry?''




          ``Yes, both, but happier than either!''




          ``Well, that was a big trout, the largest we shall take today, I think.''




          They reeled in their dripping lines, and sat down under a tree beside the lunch basket, which a boy from the lodge was guarding.




          ``I wish papa would come,'' said Ruth, with an anxious look up the road. ``He ought to be hungry too, by this time.''




          Rex poured her a cup of red Tyroler wine and handed her a sandwich. Then, calling the boy, he gave him such a generous ``Viertel'' for himself as caused him to retire precipitately and consume it with grins, modified by boiled sausage. Ruth looked after him and smiled in sympathy. ``I wonder how papa got rid of the other one with the green tin water-box.''




          ``I know; I was present at the interview,'' laughed Rex. ``Your father handed him a ten mark piece and said, `Go away, you superfluous Bavarian!'''




          ``In English?''




          ``Yes, and he must have understood, for he grinned and went.''




          It was good to hear the ring of Ruth's laugh. She was so happy that she found the smallest joke delightful, and her voice was very sweet. Rex lighted a cigarette and leaned back against a tree, in great comfort. Ruth, perched on a log, watched the smoke drift and curl. Gethryn watched her. They each cared as much for the hours they had spent in the brook, and for their wet clothing, as vigorous, happy, and imprudent youth ever cares about such things.




          ``So you are happy, Ruth?''




          ``Perfectly. And you? -- But it takes more to make a spoiled young man happy than -- ''




          ``Than a spoiled young woman? I don't know about that. Yes, I -- am -- happy.'' Was the long puff of smoke ascending slowly responsible for the pauses between his words? A slight shadow was in his eyes for one moment. It passed, and he turned on her his most charming smile, as he repeated, ``Perfectly happy!''




          ``Still no colonel!'' he went on; ``when he comes he will be tired. We don't want any more trout, do we? We have eighteen, all good ones. Suppose we rest and go back all together by the road?'' Ruth nodded, smiling to see him fondle the creel full of shining fish, bedded on fragrant leaves.




          Rex's cap lay beside him, his head leaned back against the tree, his face was turned up to the bending branches. Presently he closed his eyes.




          It might have been one minute, or ten. Ruth sat and watched him. He had grown very handsome. He had that pleasant air of good breeding which some men retain under any and all circumstances. It has nothing to do with character, and yet it is difficult to think ill of a man who possesses it. When she had seen him last, his nose was too near a snub to inspire much respect, and his mustache was still in the state of colorless scarcity. Now his hair and mustache were thick and tawny, and his features were clear and firm. She noticed the pleasant line of the cheek, the clean curve of the chin, the light on the crisp edges of his close-cut hair -- the two freckles on his nose, and she decided that that short, straight nose, with its generous and humorous nostrils, was wholly fascinating. As girls always will, she began to wonder about his life -- idly at first, but these speculations lead one sometimes farther than one was prepared to go at the start. How much of his delightful manner to them all was due to affection, and how much to kindliness and good spirits? How much did he care for those other friends, for that other life in Paris? Who were the friends? What was the life? She looked at him, it seemed to her, a long time. Had he ever loved a woman? Was he still in love, perhaps, with someone? Ruth was no child. But she was a lady, and a proud one. There were things she did not choose to think about, although she knew of their existence well enough. She brought herself up at this point with a sharp pull, and just then Gethryn, opening his eyes, smiled at her.




          She turned quickly away; to her perfect consternation her cheeks grew hot. Bewildered by her own confusion, she rose as she turned, and saying how lovely the water looked, went and stood on the bridge, leaning over. Rex was on his feet in an instant, so covered with confusion too, that he never saw hers.




          ``I say, Ruth, I haven't been such a brute as to fall asleep! Indeed I haven't! I was thinking of Braith.''




          ``And if you had fallen asleep you wouldn't be a brute, you tired boy! And who is Braith?''




          Ruth turned smiling to meet him, restored to herself and thankful for the diversion.




          ``Braith,'' said Rex earnestly. ``Braith is the best man in this wicked world, and my dearest friend. To whom,'' he added, ``I have not written one word since I left him two ears ago.''




          Ruth's face fell. ``Is that the way you treat your dearest friends?'' -- and she thought: ``No wonder one is neglected when one is only an old playmate!'' -- but she was instantly ashamed of the little bitterness, and put it aside.




          ``Ah! you don't know of what we are capable,'' said Gethryn; and once more a shadow fell on his face.




          A familiar form came jauntily down the road. Ruth hastened to meet it. ``At last, Father! You want your luncheon, poor dear!''




          ``I do indeed, Daisy!''




          The colonel came as gallantly up as if he had thirty pounds of trout to show instead of a creel that contained nothing but a novel by the newest and wickedest master of French fiction. He made a mild attempt to perjure himself about a large fish that had somehow got away from him, but desisted and merely added that a caning would be good for Rex.




          Tired he certainly was, and when he was seated on the log and Ruth was bringing him his wine, he looked sharply at her and said, ``You too, Daisy; you've done enough for the first day. We'll go home by the road.''




          ``It is what I was just proposing to her,'' said Rex.




          ``Yes, you are both right,'' said Ruth. ``I am tired.''




          ``And happy?'' laughed Rex. But perhaps Ruth did not hear, for she spoke at the same time to her father.




          ``Dear, you haven't told Rex yet how you got the invitation to shoot.''




          ``Oh, yes! It was at an officers' dinner in Munich. The duke was there and I was introduced to him. He spoke of it as soon as they told him we were stopping here.''




          ``He's a brick,'' said Rex, rising. ``Shall we start for home, Colonel? Ruth must be tired.''




          When they turned in at the Forester's door, the colonel ordered Daisy to her room, where Mrs Dene and their maid were waiting to make her luxuriously comfortable with dry things, and rugs, and couches, and cups of tea that were certainly not drawn from the Frau Förster's stores. Tea in Germany being more awful than tobacco, or tobacco more awful than tea, according as one cares most for tea or tobacco.




          The colonel and Rex sat after supper under the big beech tree. Ruth, from her window, could see their cigars alight, and, now and then, hear their voices.




          Rex was telling the colonel about Braith, of whom he had not ceased thinking since the afternoon. He went to his room early and wrote a long letter to him.




          It began: ``You did not expect to hear from me until I was cured. Well, you are hearing from me now, are you not?''




          And it ended: ``Only a few more weeks, and then I shall return to you and Paris, and the dear old life. This is the middle of July. In September I shall come back.''




          Fourteen




          After the colonel's return, Mr Blumenthal found many difficulties in the way of that social ease which was his ideal. The ladies were never to be met with unaccompanied by the colonel or Gethryn; usually both were in attendance. If he spoke to Mrs Dene, or Ruth, it was always the colonel who answered, and there was a gleam in that trim warrior's single eyeglass which did not harmonize with the grave politeness of his voice and manner.




          Rex had never taken Mr Blumenthal so seriously. He called him ``Our Bowery brother,'' and ``the Gentleman from West Brighton,'' and he passed some delightful moments in observing his gruesome familiarity with the maids, his patronage of the grave Jaegers, and his fraternal attitude toward the head of the house. It was great to see him hook a heavy arm in an arm of the tall, military Herr Förster, and to see the latter drop it.




          But there came an end to Rex's patience.




          One morning, when they were sitting over their coffee out of doors, Mr Blumenthal walked into their midst. He wore an old flannel shirt, and trousers too tight for him, inadequately held up by a strap. He displayed a tin bait box and a red and green float, and said he had come to inquire of Rex ``vere to dig a leetle vorms,'' and also to borrow of him ``dot feeshpole mitn seelbern ringes.''




          The request, and the grossness of his appearance before the ladies, were too much for a gentleman and an angler.




          Rex felt his gorge rise, and standing up brusquely, he walked away. Ruth thoughtlessly slipped after him and murmured over his shoulder:




          ``Friend of yours?''




          Gethryn's fists unclenched and came out of his pockets and he and Ruth went away together, laughing under the trees.




          Mr Blumenthal stood where Rex had left him, holding out the bait-box and gazing after them. Then he turned and looked at the colonel and his wife. Perspiration glistened on his pasty, pale face and the rolls of fat that crowded over his flannel collar. His little, dead, white-rimmed, pale gray eyes had the ferocity of a hog's which has found something to rend and devour. He looked into their shocked faces and made a bow.




          ``Goot ma--a--rnin, Mister and Missess Dene!'' he said, and turned his back.




          The elderly couple exchanged glances as he disappeared.




          ``We won't mention this to the children,'' said the gentle old lady.




          That was the last they saw of him. Nobody knew where he kept himself in the interval, but about a week later he came running down with a valise in his hand and jumped into a carriage from the ``Green Bear'' at Schicksalsee, which had just brought some people out and was returning empty. He forgot to give the usual ``Trinkgeld'' to the servants, and a lively search in his room discovered nothing but a broken collar button and a crumpled telegram in French. But Grethi had her compensation that evening, when she led the conversation in the kitchen and Mr Blumenthal was discussed in several South German dialects.




          By this time August was well advanced, but there had been as yet no ``Jagd-partie,'' as Sepp called the hunting excursion planned with such enthusiasm weeks before. After that first day in the trout stream, Ruth not only suffered more from fatigue than she had expected, but the little cough came back, causing her parents to draw the lines of discipline very tight indeed.




          Ruth, whose character seemed made of equal parts of good taste and reasonableness, sweet temper and humor, did not offer the least opposition to discipline, and when her mother remarked that, after all, there was a difference between a schoolgirl and a young lady, she did not deny it. The colonel and Rex went off once or twice with the Jaegers, but in a halfhearted way, bringing back more experience than game. Then Rex went on a sketching tour. Then the colonel was suddenly called again to Munich to meet some old army men just arrived from home, and so it was not until about a week after Mr Blumenthal's departure that, one evening when the Sennerins were calling the cows on the upper Alm, a party of climbers came up the side of the Red Peak and stopped at ``Nani's Hütterl.''




          Sepp threw down the green sack from his shoulders to the bench before the door and shouted:




          ``Nani! du! Nani!'' No answer.




          ``Mari und Josef!'' he muttered; then raising his voice, again he called for Nani with all his lungs.




          A muffled answer came from somewhere around the other side of the house. ``Ja! komm glei!'' And then there was nothing to do but sit on the bench and watch the sunset fade from peak to peak while they waited.




          Nani did not come ``glei'' -- but she came pretty soon, bringing with her two brimming milk-pails as an excuse for the delay.




          She and Sepp engaged at once in a conversation, to which the colonel listened with feelings that finally had to seek expression.




          ``I believe,'' he said in a low voice, ``that German is the language of the devil.''




          ``I fancy he's master of more than one. And besides, this isn't German, any more than our mountain dialects are English. And really,'' Ruth went on, ``if it comes to comparing dialects, it seems to me ours can't stand the test. These are harsh enough. But where in the world is human speech so ugly, so poverty-stricken, so barren of meaning and feeling, and shade and color and suggestiveness, as the awful talk of our rustics? A Bavarian, a Tyroler, often speaks a whole poem in a single word, like -- ''




          ``Do you think one of those poems is being spoken about our supper now, Daisy?''




          ``Sybarite!'' cried Ruth, with that tinkle of fun in her voice which was always sounding between her and her parents; ``I won't tell you.'' The truth was she did not dare to tell her hungry companions that, so far as she had been able to understand Sepp and Nani, their conversation had turned entirely on a platform dance -- which they called a ``Schuh-plattl'' -- and which they proposed to attend together on the following Sunday.




          But Sepp, having had his gossip like a true South German hunter-man, finally did ask the important question:




          ``Ach! supper! du lieber Himmel!'' There was little enough of that for the Herrschaften. There was black bread and milk, and there were some Semmel, but those were very old and hard.




          ``No cheese?''




          ``Nein!''




          ``No butter?''




          ``Nein!''




          ``Coffee?''




          ``Yes, but no sugar.''




          ``Herr Je!''




          When Sepp delivered this news to his party they all laughed and said black bread and milk would do. So Nani invited them into her only room -- the rest of the ``Hütterl'' was kitchen and cow-shed -- and brought the feast.




          A second Sennerin came with her this time, in a costume which might have startled them, if they had not already seen others like it. It consisted of a pair of high blue cotton trousers drawn over her skirts, the latter bulging all round inside the jeans. She had no teeth and there was a large goiter on her neck.




          ``Good Heavens!'' muttered the colonel, setting down his bowl of milk and twisting around to stare out of the window behind him.




          ``Poor thing! she can't help it!'' murmured Ruth.




          ``No more she can, you dear, good girl!'' said Rex, and his eyes shone very kindly. Ruth caught her breath at the sudden beating of her heart.




          What was left of daylight came through the little window and fell upon her face; it was as white as a flower, and very quiet.




          Dusk was setting in when Sepp made his appearance. He stood about in some hesitation, and finally addressed himself to Ruth as the one who could best understand his dialect. She listened and then turned to her father.




          ``Sepp doesn't exactly know where to lodge me. He had thought I could stay here with Nani -- ''




          ``Not if I can help it!'' cried the colonel.




          ``While,'' Ruth went on -- ``while you and Rex went up to the Jaeger's hut above there on the rocks. He says it's very rough at the Jagd-hütte.''




          ``Is anyone else there? What does Sepp mean by telling us now for the first time? '' demanded the colonel sharply.




          ``He says he was afraid I wouldn't come if I knew how rough it was -- and that -- '' added Ruth, laughing -- ``he says would have been such a pity! Besides, he thought Nani was alone -- and I could have had her room while she slept on the hay in the loft. I'm sure this is as neat as a mountain shelter could be,'' said Ruth -- looking about her at the high piled feather beds, covered in clean blue and white check, and the spotless floor and the snow white pine table. ``I'd like to stay here, only the -- the other lady has just arrived too!''




          ``The lady in the blue overalls?''




          ``Yes -- and -- '' Ruth stopped, unwilling to say how little relish she felt for the society of the second Sennerin. But Rex and her father were on their feet and speaking together.




          ``We will go and see about the Jagd-hütte. You don't mind being left for five minutes?''




          ``The idea! go along, you silly boys!''




          The colonel came back very soon, and in the best of spirits.




          ``It's all right, Daisy! It's a dream of luxury!'' and carried her off, hardly giving her time to thank Nani and to say a winningly kind word to the hideous one, who gazed back at her, pitchfork in hand, without reply. No one will ever know whether or not she felt any more cheered by Ruth's pleasant ways than the cows did who were putting their heads out from the stalls where she was working.




          The dream of luxury was a low hut of two rooms. The outer one had a pile of fresh hay in one corner and a few blankets. Some of the dogs were already curled up there. The inner room contained two large bunks with hay and rugs and blankets; a bench ran where the bunks were not, around the sides; a shelf was above the bunks; there was a cupboard and a chest and a table.




          ``Why, this is luxury!'' cried Ruth.




          ``Well -- I think so, too. I'm immensely relieved. Sepp says artists bring their wives up here to stay over for the sunrise. You'll do? Eh?''




          ``I should think so!''




          ``Good! then Rex and I and Sepp and the Dachl'' -- he always would say ``Dockles'' -- ``will keep guard outside against any wild cows that may happen to break loose from Nani. Good night, little girl! Sure you're not too tired?''




          Rex stood hesitating in the open door. Ruth went and gave him her hand. He kissed it, and she, meaning to please him with the language she knew he liked best, said, smiling, ``Bonne nuit, mon ami!'' At the same moment her father passed her, and the two men closed the door and went away together. The last glimmer of dusk was in the room. Ruth had not seen Gethryn's face.




          ``Bonne nuit, mon ami!'' Those tender, half forgotten -- no! never, never forgotten words! Rex threw himself on the hay and lay still, his hands clenched over his breast.




          The kindly colonel was sound asleep when Sepp came in with a tired but wagging hound, from heaven knows what scramble among the higher cliffs by starlight. The night air was chilly. Rex called the dog to his side and took him in his arms. ``We will keep each other warm,'' he said, thinking of the pups. And Zimbach, assenting with sentimental whines, was soon asleep. But Gethryn had not closed his eyes when the Jaeger sprang up as the day broke. A faint gray light came in at the little window. All the dogs were leaping about the room. Sepp gave himself a shake, and his toilet was made.




          ``Colonel,'' said Rex, standing over a bundle of rugs and hay in which no head was visible, ``Colonel! Sepp says we must hurry if we want to see a `gams.'''




          The colonel turned over. What he said was: ``Damn the Gomps!'' But he thought better of that and stood up, looking cynical.




          ``Come and have a dip in the spring,'' laughed Rex.




          When they took their dripping heads out of the wooden trough into which a mountain spring was pouring and running out again, leaving it always full, and gazed at life -- between rubs of the hard crash towel -- it had assumed a kinder aspect.




          Half an hour later, when they all were starting for the top, Ruth let the others pass her, and pausing for a moment with her hand on the lintel, she looked back into the little smoke-blackened hut. The door of the inner room was open. She had dreamed the sweetest dream of her life there.




          Before the others could miss her she was beside them, and soon was springing along in advance, swinging her alpenstock. It seemed as if she had the wings as well as the voice of a bird.


        




        

          Der Jaeger zieht in grünem Wald


          Mit frölichem Halloh!


        




        

          she sang.




          Sepp laughed from the tip of his feather to the tip of his beard.




          ``Wie's gnädige Fraulein hat G'müth!'' he said to Rex.




          ``What's that?'' asked the colonel.




          ``He says,'' translated Rex freely, ``What a lot of every delightful quality Ruth possesses!''




          But Ruth heard, and turned about and was very severe with him. ``Such shirking! Translate me Gemüth at once, sir, if you please!''




          ``Old Wiseboy at Yarvard confessed he couldn't, short of a treatise, and who am I to tackle what beats Wiseboy?''




          ``Can you, Daisy?'' asked her father.




          ``Not in the least, but that's no reason for letting Rex off.'' Her voice took on a little of the pretty bantering tone she used to her parents. She was beginning to feel such a happy confidence in Rex's presence.




          They were in the forest now, moving lightly over the wet, springy leaves, probing cautiously for dangerous, loose boulders and treacherous slides. When they emerged, it was upon a narrow plateau; the rugged limestone rocks rose on one side, the precipice plunged down on the other. Against the rocks lay patches of snow, grimy with dirt and pebbles; from a cleft the long greenish white threads of ``Peter's beard'' waved at them; in a hollow bloomed a thicket of pink Alpen-rosen.




          They had just reached a clump of low firs, around the corner of a huge rock, when a rush of loose stones and a dull sound of galloping made them stop. Sepp dropped on his face; the others followed his example. The hound whined and pulled at the leash.




          On the opposite slope some twenty Hirsch-cows, with their fawns, were galloping down into the valley, carrying with them a torrent of earth and gravel. Presently they slackened and stopped, huddling all together into a thicket. The Jaeger lifted his head and whispered ``Stück''; that being the complimentary name by which one designates female deer in German.




          ``All?'' said Rex, under his breath. At the same moment Ruth touched his shoulder.




          On the crest of the second ridge, only a hundred yards distant, stood a stag, towering in black outline, the sun just coming up behind him. Then two other pairs of antlers rose from behind the ridge, two more stags lifted their heads and shoulders and all three stood silhouetted against the sky. They tossed and stamped and stared straight at the spot where their enemies lay hidden.




          A moment, and the old stag disappeared; the others followed him.




          ``If they come again, shoot,'' said Sepp.




          Rex passed his rifle to Ruth. They waited a few minutes; then the colonel jumped up.




          ``I thought we were after chamois!'' he grumbled.




          ``So we are,'' said Rex, getting on his feet.




          A shot rang out, followed by another. They turned, sharply. Ruth, looking half frightened, was lowering the smoking rifle from her shoulder. Across the ravine a large stag was swaying on the edge; then he fell and rolled to the bottom. The hound, loosed, was off like an arrow, scrambling and tumbling down the side. The four hunters followed, somehow. Sepp got down first and sent back a wild Jodel. The stag lay there, dead, and his splendid antlers bore eight prongs.




          When Ruth came up she had her hand on her father's arm. She stood and leaned on him, looking down at the stag. Pity mingled with a wild intoxicating sense of achievement confused her. A rich color flushed her cheek, but the curve of her lips was almost grave.




          Sepp solemnly drew forth his flask of Schnapps and, taking off his hat to her, drank ``Waidmann's Heil!'' -- a toast only drunk by hunters to hunters.




          Gethryn shook hands with her twenty times and praised her until she could bear no more.




          She took her hand from her father's arm and drew herself up, determined to preserve her composure. The wind blew the little bright rings of hair across her crimson cheek and wrapped her kilts about her slender figure as she stood, her rifle poised across her shoulder, one hand on the stock and one clasped below the muzzle.




          ``Are you laughing at me, Rex?''




          ``You know I am not!''




          Never had she been so happy in her whole life.




          The game drawn and hung, to be fetched later, they resumed their climb and hastened upward toward the peak.




          Ruth led. She hardly felt the ground beneath her, but sprang from rock to moss and from boulder to boulder, till a gasp from Gethryn made her stop and turn about.




          ``Good Heavens, Ruth! what a climber you are!''




          And now the colonel sat down on the nearest stone and flatly refused to stir.




          ``Oh! is it the hip, Father?'' cried Ruth, hurrying back and kneeling beside him.




          ``No, of course it isn't! It's indignation!'' said her father, calmly regarding her anxious face. ``If you can't go up mountains like a human girl, you're not going up any more mountains with me.''




          ``Oh! I'll go like a human snail if you want, dear! I've been too selfish! It's a shame to tire you so!''




          ``Indeed, it is a perfect shame!'' cried the colonel.




          Ruth had to laugh. ``As I remarked to Rex, early this morning,'' her father continued, adjusting his eyeglass, ``hang the Gomps!'' Rex discreetly offered no comment. ``Moreover,'' the colonel went on, bringing all the severity his eyeglass permitted to bear on them both, ``I decline to go walking any longer with a pair of lunatics. I shall confide you both to Sepp and will wait for you at the upper Shelter.''




          ``But it's only indignation; it isn't the hip, Father?'' said Ruth, still hanging about him, but trying to laugh, since he would have her laugh.




          He saw her trouble, and changing his tone said seriously, ``My little girl, I'm only tired of this scramble, that's all.''




          She had to be contented with this, and they separated, her father taking a path which led to the right, up a steep but well cleared ascent to a plateau, from which they could see the gable of a roof rising, and beyond that the tip-top rock with its white cross marking the highest point. The others passed to the left, around and among huge rocks, where all the hollows were full of grimy snow. The ground was destitute of trees and all shrubs taller than the hardy Alpen-rosen. Masses of rock lay piled about the limestone crags that formed the summit. The sun had not yet tipped their peak with purple and orange, but some of the others were lighting up. No insects darted about them; there was not a living thing among the near rocks except the bluish black salamanders, which lay here and there, cold and motionless.




          They walked on in silence; the trail grew muddy, the ground was beaten and hatched up with small, sharp hoof prints. Sepp kneeled down and examined them.




          ``Hirsch, Reh, and fawn, and ja! ja! Sehen Sie? Gams!''




          After this they went on cautiously. All at once a peculiar shrill hiss, half whistle, half cry, sounded very near.




          A chamois, followed by two kids, flashed across a heap of rocks above their heads and disappeared. The Jaeger muttered something, deep in his beard.




          ``You wouldn't have shot her?'' said Ruth, timidly.




          ``No, but she will clear this place of chamois. It's useless to stay here now.''




          It was an hour's hard pull to the next peak. When at last they lay sheltered under a ledge, grimy snow all about them, the Jaeger handed his glass to Ruth.




          ``Hirsch on the Kaiser Alm, three Reh by Nani's Hütterl, and one in the ravine,'' he said, looking at Gethryn, who was searching eagerly with his own glass. Ruth balanced the one she held against her alpenstock.




          ``Yes, I see them all -- and -- why, there's a chamois!''




          Sepp seized the glass which she held toward him.




          ``The gracious Fraülein has a hunter's eyesight; a chamois is feeding just above the Hirsch.''




          ``We are right for the wind, but is this the best place?'' said Rex.




          ``We must make the best of it,'' said Sepp.




          The speck of yellow was almost imperceptibly approaching their knoll, but so slowly that Ruth almost doubted if it moved at all.




          Sepp had the glass, and declining the one Rex offered her, she turned for a moment to the superb panorama at their feet. East, west, north and south the mountain world extended. By this time the snow mountains of Tyrol were all lighted to gold and purple, rose and faintest violet. Sunshine lay warm now on all the near peaks. But great billowy oceans of mist rolled below along the courses of the Alp-fed streams, and, deep under a pall of heavy, pale gray cloud, the Trauerbach was rushing through its hidden valley down to Schicksalsee and Todtstein. There was perfect silence, only now and then made audible by the tinkle of a distant cowbell and the Jodel of a Sennerin. Ruth turned again toward the chamois. She could see it now without a glass. But Sepp placed his in her hand.




          The chamois was feeding on the edge of a cliff, moving here and there, leaping lightly across some gully, tossing its head up for a precautionary sniff. Suddenly it gave a bound and stood still, alert. Two great clumsy ``Hirsch-kühe'' had taken fright at some imaginary danger, and, uttering their peculiar half grunt, half roar, were galloping across the alm in half real, half assumed panic with their calves at their heels.




          The elderly female Hirsch is like a timorous granny who loves to scare herself with ghost stories, and adores the sensation of jumping into bed before the robber under it can catch her by the ankle.




          It was such an alarm as this which now sent the two fussy old deer, with their awkward long legged calves, clattering away with terror-stricken roars which startled the delicate chamois, and for one moment petrified him. The next, with a bound, he fairly flew along the crest, seeming to sail across the ravine like a hawk, and to cover distances in the flash of an eye. Sepp uttered a sudden exclamation and forgot everything but what he saw. He threw his rifle forward, there was a sharp click! -- the cartridge had not exploded. Next moment he remembered himself and turned ashamed and deprecating to Gethryn. The latter laid his hand on the Jaeger's arm and pointed. The chamois' sharp ear had caught the click! -- he swerved aside and bounded to a point of rock to look for this new danger. Rex tried to put his rifle in Ruth's hands. She pressed it back, resolutely. ``It is your turn,'' she motioned with her lips, and drew away out of his reach. That was no time for argument. The Jaeger nodded, ``Quick!'' A shot echoed among the rocks and the chamois disappeared.




          ``Is he hit? Oh, Rex! did you hit him?''




          ``Ei! Zimbach!'' Sepp slipped the leash, the hound sprang away, and in a moment his bell-like voice announced Rex's good fortune.




          Ruth flew like the wind, not heeding their anxious calls to be careful, to wait for help. It was not far to go, and her light, sure foot brought her to the spot first. When Rex and Sepp arrived she was kneeling beside the dead chamois, stroking the ``beard'' that waved along its bushy spine. She sprang up and held out her hand to Gethryn.




          ``Look at that beard -- Nimrod!'' she said. Her voice rang with an excitement she had not shown at her own success.




          ``It is a fine beard,'' said Rex, bending over it. His voice was not quite steady. ``Herrlich!'' cried Sepp, and drank the ``Waidmann's Heil!'' toast to him in deep and serious draughts. Then he took out a thong, tied the four slender hoofs together and opened his game sack; Rex helped him to hoist the chamois in and onto his broad shoulders.




          Now for the upper Shelter. They started in great spirits, a happy trio. Rex was touched by Ruth's deep delight in his success, and by the pride in him which she showed more than she knew. He looked at her with eyes full of affection. Sepp was assuring himself, by all the saints in the Bavarian Calendar, that here was a ``Herrschaft'' which a man might be proud of guiding, and so he meant to tell the duke. Ruth's generous heart beat high.




          Their way back to the path where they had separated from Colonel Dene was long and toilsome. Sepp did his best to beguile it with hunter's yarns, more or less true, at any rate just as acceptable as if they had been proved and sworn to.




          Like a good South German he hated Prussia and all its works, and his tales were mostly of Berliners who had wandered thither and been abused; of the gentleman who had been told, and believed, that the ``gams'' slept by hooking its horns into crevices of the rock, swinging thus at ease, over precipices; of another whom Federl once deterred from going on the mountains by telling how a chamois, if enraged, charged and butted; of a third who went home glad to have learned that the chamois produced their peculiar call by bringing up a hind leg and whistling through the hoof.




          It was about half past two in the afternoon and Ruth began to be very, very tired, when a Jodel from Sepp greeted the ``Hütte'' and the white cross rising behind it. As they toiled up the steep path to the little alm, Ruth said, ``I don't see Papa, but there are people there.'' A man in a summer helmet, wound with a green veil, came to the edge of the wooden platform and looked down at them; he was presently joined by two ladies, of whom one disappeared almost immediately, but they could see the other still looking down until a turn in the path brought them to the bottom of some wooden steps, close under the platform. On climbing these they were met at the top by the gentleman, hat in hand, who spoke in French to Gethryn, while the stout, friendly lady held out both hands to Ruth and cried, in pretty broken English:




          ``Ah! dear Mademoiselle! ees eet possible zat we meet a--h--gain!''




          ``Madame Bordier!'' exclaimed Ruth, and kissed her cordially on both cheeks. Then she greeted the husband of Madame, and presented Rex.




          ``But we know heem!'' smiled Madame; and her quiet, gentlemanly husband added in French that Monsieur the colonel had done them the honor to leave messages with them for Miss Dene and Mr Gethryn.




          ``Papa is not here?'' said Ruth, quickly.




          Monsieur the colonel, finding himself a little fatigued, had gone on to the Jaeger-hütte, where were better accommodations.




          Ruth's face fell, and she lost her bright color.




          ``But no! my dear!'' said Madame. ``Zere ees nossing ze mattaire. Your fazzer ees quite vell,'' and she hurried her indoors.




          Rex and Monsieur Bordier were left together on the platform. The amiable Frenchman did the honors as if it were a private salon. Monsieur the colonel was perfectly well. But perfectly! It was really for Mademoiselle that he had gone on. He had decided that it would be quite too fatiguing for his daughter to return that day to Trauerbach, as they had planned, and he had gone on to secure the Jagd-hütte for the night before any other party should arrive.




          ``He watched for you until you turned into the path that leads up here, and we all saw that you were quite safe. It is only half an hour since he left. He did us the honor to say that Mademoiselle Dene could need no better chaperon than my wife -- Monsieur the colonel was a little fatigued, but badly, no.''




          Monsieur Bordier led the way to the usual spring and wooden trough behind the house, and, while Rex was enjoying a refreshing dip, he continued to chat.




          Yes, as he had already had the honor to inform Rex, Mademoiselle had been his wife's pupil in singing, the last two winters, in Paris. Monsieur Gethryn, perhaps, was not wholly unacquainted with the name of Madame Bordier?




          ``Madame's reputation as an artist, and a professor of singing, is worldwide,'' said Rex in his best Parisian, adding:




          ``And you, then, Monsieur, are the celebrated manager of `La Fauvette'?''




          The manager replied with a politely gratified bow.




          ``The most charming theater in Paris,'' added Rex.




          ``Ah! murmured the other, Monsieur is himself an artist, though not of our sort, and artists know.''




          ``Colonel Dene has told you that I am studying in Paris,'' said Rex modestly.




          ``He has told me that Monsieur exhibited in the salon with a number one.''




          Rex scrubbed his brown and rosy cheeks with the big towel.




          Monsieur Bordier went on: ``But the talent of Mademoiselle! Mon Dieu! what a talent! What a voice of silver and crystal! And today she will meet another pupil of Madame -- of ours -- a genius. My word!''




          ``Today?''




          ``Yes, she is with us here. She makes her debut at the Fauvette next autumn.''




          Rex concealed a frown in the ample folds of the towel. It crossed his mind that the colonel might better have stayed and taken care of his own daughter. If he, Rex, had had a sister, would he have liked her to be on a Bavarian mountaintop in a company composed of a gamekeeper, the manager of a Paris theater and his wife, and a young person who was about to make her debut in opera-bouffe, and to have no better guardian than a roving young art student? Rex felt his unfitness for the post with a pang of compunction. Meantime he rubbed his head, and Monsieur Bordier talked tranquilly on. But between vexation and friction Gethryn lost the thread of Monsieur's remarks for a while.




          The first word which recalled his wandering attention was ``Chamois?'' and he saw that Monsieur Bordier was pointing to the game bag and looking amiably at Sepp, who, divided between sulkiness at Monsieur's native language and goodwill toward anyone who seemed to be accepted by his ``Herrschaften,'' was in two minds whether to open the bag and show the game to this smiling Frenchman, or ``to say him a Grobheit'' and go away. Sepp's ``Grobheit'' could be very insulting indeed when he cared to make it so. Rex hastened to turn the scale.




          ``Yes, Herr Director, this is Sepp, one of the duke's best gamekeepers -- Monsieur speaks German?'' he interrupted himself to ask in French.




          ``Parfaitement! Well,'' he went on in Sepp's native tongue, ``Herr Director, in Sepp you see one of the best woodsmen in Bavaria, one of the best shots in Germany. Sepp, we must show the Herr Director our Gems.''




          And there was nothing for Sepp but to open the bag, sheepish, beaten, laughing in spite of himself, and before he knew it they all three had their heads together over the game in perfect amity.




          A step sounded along the front platform, and Madame looked round the corner of the house, saying that lunch was ready. Her husband and Rex joined her immediately. ``Ze young ladees are wizin,'' she said, and led the way.




          The sun-glare on the limestone rocks outside made the little room seem almost black at first, and all Rex could distinguish as he followed the others was Ruth's bright smile as she stood near the door and a jumble of dark figures farther back.




          ``Permit me,'' said Monsieur, ``to introduce you to our Belle Hélène.'' Rex had already bowed low, seeing nothing. ``Mademoiselle Descartes -- Monsieur Gethryn -- '' Rex raised his head and looked into the white face of Yvonne.




          ``Ah, yes! as I was saying,'' gossiped Monsieur while they were taking their places at table, ``I shoot when I can, but merely the partridge and rabbit of the turnip. Bah! a man may not boast of that!''




          Rex kept his eyes fixed on the speaker and forced himself to understand what was being said.




          ``But the sanglier?'' His voice sounded in his ears like noises one hears with the head under water.




          ``Mon Dieu! the sanglier! yes, that is also noble game. I do not deny it.'' Monsieur talked on evenly and quietly in his self-possessed, reasonable voice, about the habits and the hunt of the wild boar.




          Ruth, sitting opposite, forcing herself to swallow the food, to answer Madame gaily and look at her ease, felt her heart settle down like lead in her breast.




          What was this? Oh! what was it? She looked at Mademoiselle Descartes. This young, gentle stranger with the dark hair and the face like marble, this girl whom she had never heard of until an hour ago, was hiding from Rex behind the broad shoulders of Madame Bordier. The pupils of her blue eyes were so dilated that the sad, frightened eyes themselves looked black. Ruth turned to Gethryn. He was listening and answering. About his nostrils and temples the hollows showed; the flush of sunburn was gone, leaving only a pallid brown over the ashen grey of his face; his expression varied between a strained smile and a fixed stare. The cold weight at her heart melted and swelled in a passion of pity.




          ``Someone must keep up! Someone must keep up!'' she said to herself; and turned to assure Madame in tones which deserved the name of ``crystal and silver,'' that, Yes, for her part she had not been able to see any reason why hearing Parsifal at Bayreuth should make one forget that Bizet was also a great master.




          But the strain became too great, and at the first possible moment she said brightly to Rex, ``I'm going to feed Zimbach. Sepp said I might.'' She collected some scraps on a plate and went out. The hound rose wagging as she approached. Ruth stood a moment looking down at him. Then she knelt and took his brown head in her arms. Her eyes were full of tears. Zimbach licked her face, and then wrenching his head away began to dance about her, barking and running at the platter. She took a bone and gave it to him; it went with a snap; so bit by bit she fed him with her own hands, and the tears dried without one falling.




          She heard Rex come out and stood up to meet him with clear grey eyes that seemed to see nothing but a jest.




          ``Look at this dog, Rex! He hasn't a word to say about the bones he's eaten already; he merely remarks that there don't seem to be any more at present!''




          Rex was taking down his gun. ``Monsieur wants to see this,'' he said in a dull, heavy voice. ``And Ruth -- when you are ready -- your father, perhaps -- ''




          ``Yes, I really would like to join him as soon as possible -- '' They went in together.




          An hour later they were taking leave. All the usual explanations had been made; everyone knew where the others were stopping, and why they were there, and how long they meant to stay, and where they intended to go afterward.




          The Bordiers, with Yvonne, were at a lake on the opposite side of the mountain, but a visit to the Forester's house at Trauerbach was one of the excursions they had already planned.




          It only remained now, as Ruth said, to fix upon an early day for coming.




          The hour just past had been Ruth's hour.




          Without effort, or apparent intention, she had taken and kept the lead from the moment when she returned with Rex. She it was who had given the key, who had set and kept the pitch, and it was due to her that not one discordant note had been struck. Vaguely yet vividly she felt the emergency. Refusing to ask herself the cause, she recognized a crisis. Something was dreadfully wrong. She made no attempt to go beyond that. Of all the deep emotions which she was learning now so suddenly, for the first time, the dominant one with her at present was a desire to help and to protect. All her social experience, all her tact, were needed to shield Rex and this white-faced, silent stranger, who, without her, must have betrayed themselves, so stunned, so dazed they were. And the courage of her father's daughter kept her fair head erect above the dead weight at her heart.




          And now, having said ``Au revoir'' to Monsieur and Madame, and fixed upon a day for their visit to the Försthaus, she turned to Yvonne and took her hand.




          ``Mademoiselle, I regret so much to hear that you are not quite strong. But when you come to Trauerbach, Mama and I will take such good care of you that you will not mind the fatigue.''




          The sad blue eyes looked into the clear grey ones, and once more Ruth responded with a passion of grief and pity.




          How Rex made his adieux Ruth never knew.




          When he overtook her, she and Sepp were well started down the path to the Jagd-hütte. They seemed to be having a duet of silence, which Rex turned into a trio when he joined them.




          For such walkers as they all were the distance they had to go was nothing. Soft afternoon lights were still lying peacefully beside the long afternoon shadows as they approached the little hut, and Sepp answered the colonel's abortive attempt at a Jodel with one so long and complicated that it seemed as if he were taking that means to express all he should have liked to say in words. The spell broken, he turned about and asked:




          ``Also! what did the French people,'' -- he wouldn't call them Herrschaft -- ``say to the gracious Fraulein's splendid shot?''




          Ruth stopped and looked absently at him, then flushed and recovered herself quickly. It was the first time she had remembered her stag.




          ``I fear,'' said she, ``that French people would disapprove a young lady's shooting. I did not tell them.''




          Sepp went on again with long strides. The four little black hoofs of the chamois stuck pitifully up out of the bag on his broad back. When he was well out of hearing he growled aloud:




          ``Hab' 's schon g' wusst! Jesses, Marie and Josef! was is denn dös!''




          That evening, when Rex and the Jaeger were fussing over the chamois' beard and dainty horns inside the Hütte, Ruth and her father stood without, before the closed door. The skies were almost black, and full of stars. Through the wide fragrant stillness came up now and then a Jodel from some Bursch going to visit his Sennerin. A stamp, and a comfortable sigh, came at times from Nani's cows in their stall below.




          Ruth put both arms around her father's neck and laid her head down on his shoulder.




          ``Tired, Daisy?''




          ``Yes, dear.''




          Fifteen




          Supper was over, evening had fallen; but there would be no music tonight under the beech tree; the sky was obscured by clouds and a wet wind was blowing.




          Mrs Dene and Ruth were crossing the hall; Gethryn came in at the front door and they met.




          ``Well?'' said Rex, forcing a smile.




          ``Well,'' said Ruth. ``Mademoiselle Descartes is better. Madame will bring her down stairs by and by. It appears that wretched peasant who drove them has been carrying them about for hours from one inn to another, stopping to drink at all of them. No wonder they were tired out with the worry and his insolence!''




          ``It appears Miss Descartes has had attacks of fainting like this more than once before. The doctor in Paris thinks there is some weakness of the heart, but forbids her being told,'' said Mrs Dene.




          Ruth interposed quickly, not looking at Gethryn:




          ``Papa and Monsieur Bordier, where are they?''




          ``I left them visiting Federl and Sepp in their quarters.''




          ``Well, you will find us in that dreadful little room yonder. It's the only alternative to sitting in the Bauernstube with all the woodchoppers and their bad tobacco, since out of doors fails us. We must go now and make it as pleasant as we can.''




          Ruth made a motion to go, but Mrs Dene lingered. Her kind eyes, her fair little faded face, were troubled.




          ``Madame Bordier says the young lady tells her she has met you before, Rex.''




          ``Yes, in Paris''; for his life he could not have kept down the crimson flush that darkened his cheeks and made his temples throb.




          Mrs Dene's manner grew a little colder.




          ``She seems very nice. You knew her people, of course.''




          ``No, I never met any of her people,'' answered Rex, feeling like a kicked coward. Ruth interposed once more.




          ``People!'' said Ruth, impatiently. ``Of course Rex only knows nice people. Come, mother!''




          Putting her arm around the old lady, she moved across the hall with decision. As they passed into the cheerless little room, Rex held open the door. Ruth, entering after her mother, looked in his face. It had grown thinner; shadows were deep in the temples; from the dark circles under the eyes to the chin ran a line of pain. She held out her hand to him. He bent and kissed it.




          He went and stood in the porch, trying to collect his thoughts. The idea of this meeting between Ruth and Yvonne was insupportable. Why had he not taken means -- any, every means to prevent it? He cursed himself. He called himself a coward. He wondered how much Ruth divined. The thought shamed him until his cheeks burned again. And all the while a deep undercurrent of feeling was setting toward that drooping little figure in black, as he had seen it for a moment when she alighted from the carriage and was supported to a room upstairs. Heavens! How it reminded him of that first day in the Place de la Concorde! Why was she in mourning? What did the doctor mean by ``weakness of the heart''? What was she doing on mountaintops, and on the stage of a theater if she had heart disease? He started with a feeling that he must go and put a stop to all this folly. Then he remembered the letter. She had told him another man had the right to care for her. Then she was at this moment deserted for the second time, as well as faithless to still another lover! -- to how many more? And it was through him that a woman of such a life was brought into contact with Ruth! And Ruth's parents had trusted him; they thought him a gentleman. His brain reeled.




          The surging waves of shame and self-contempt subsided, were forgotten. He heard the wind sough in the Luxembourg trees, he smelled the pink flowering chestnuts, a soft voice was in his ear, a soft touch on his arm, her breath on his cheek, the old, old faces came crowding up. Clifford's laugh rang faintly, Braith's grave voice; odd bits and ends of song floated out from the shadows of that past and through the troubled dream of face and laugh and music, so long, so long passed away, he heard the gentle voice of Yvonne: ``Rex, Rex, be true to me; I will come back!''




          ``I loved her!'' he muttered.




          There was a stir, a door opened and shut, voices and steps sounded in the room on his left. He leaned forward a little and looked through the uncurtained window.




          It was a bare and dingy room containing only a table, some hard chairs, and an old ``Flügel'' piano with a long inlaid case.




          They sat together at the table. Ruth's back was toward him; she was speaking. Yvonne was in the full light. Her eyes were cast down, and she was nervously plaiting the edge of her little black-bordered handkerchief. All at once she raised her eyes and looked straight at the window. How blue her eyes were!




          Rex dropped his face in his hands.




          ``Oh God! I love her!'' he groaned.




          ``Gute Nacht, gnädige Herrn!''




          Sepp and Federl stood in their door with a light. Two figures were coming down from the Jaeger's cottage. Gethryn recognized the colonel and Monsieur Bordier.




          At the risk of scrutiny from those cool, elderly, masculine eyes, Rex's manhood pulled itself together. He went back to meet them, and presently they all joined the ladies in the apology for a parlor, where coffee was being served.




          Coming in after the older men, Rex found no place left in the little, crowded room, excepting one at the table close beside Yvonne. Ruth was on the other side. He went and took the place, self-possessed and smiling.




          Yvonne made a slight motion as if to rise and escape. Only Rex saw it. Yes, one more: Ruth saw it.




          ``Mademoiselle has studied seriously since I had the honor -- ''




          ``Oui, Monsieur.''




          Her faint voice and timid look were more than Ruth could bear. She leaned forward so as to shield the girl as much as possible, and entered into the lively talk at the other end of the table.




          Rex spoke again: ``Mademoiselle is quite strong, I trust -- the stage -- Sugar? Allow me! -- As I was saying, the stage is a calling which requires a good constitution.'' No answer.




          ``But pardon. If you are not strong, how can you expect to succeed in your career?'' persisted Rex. His eyes rested on one frail wrist in its black sleeve. The sight filled him with anger.




          ``I would make my debut if I knew it would kill me.'' She spoke at last, low but clearly.




          ``But why? Mon Dieu!''




          ``Madame has set her heart on it. She thinks I shall do her credit. She has been good to me, so good!'' The sad voice fainted and sank away.




          ``One is good to one's pupils when they are going to bring one fame,'' said Rex bitterly.




          ``Madame took me when she did not know I had a voice -- when she thought I was dying -- when I was homeless -- two years ago.''




          ``What do you mean?'' said Rex sternly, sinking his voice below the pitch of the general conversation. ``What did you tell me in your letter? Homeless!''




          ``I never wrote you any letter.'' Yvonne raised her blue eyes, startled, despairing, and looked into his for the first time.




          ``You did not write that you had found a -- a home which you preferred to -- to -- any you had ever had? And that it would be useless to -- to offer you any other?''




          ``I never wrote. I was very ill and could not. Afterward I went to -- you. You were gone.'' Her low voice was heartbreaking to hear.




          ``When?'' Rex could hardly utter a word.




          ``In June, as soon as I left the hospital.''




          ``The hospital? And your mother?''




          ``She was dead. I did not see her. Then I was very ill, a long time. As soon as I could, I went to Paris.''




          ``To me?''




          ``Yes.''




          ``And the letter?''




          ``Ah!'' cried Yvonne with a shudder. ``It must have been my sister who did that!''




          The room was turning round. A hundred lights were swaying about in a crowd of heads. Rex laid his hand heavily on the table to steady himself. With a strong effort at self-control he had reduced the number of lights to two and got the people back in their places when, with a little burst of French exclamations and laughter, everyone turned to Yvonne, and Ruth, bending over her, took both her hands.




          The next moment Monsieur Bordier was leading her to the piano.




          A soft chord, other chords, deep and sweet, and then the dear voice:


        




        

          Oui c'est un rêve,


             Un rêve doux d'amour,


          La nuit lui prête son mystére


        




        

          The chain is forged again. The mists of passion rise thickly, heavily, and blot out all else forever.




          Hélène's song ceased. He heard them praise her, and heard ``Good nights'' and ``Au revoirs'' exchanged. He rose and stood near the door. Ruth passed him like a shadow. They all remained at the foot of the stairs for a moment, repeating their ``Adieus'' and ``Remerciements.'' He was utterly reckless, but cool enough still to watch for his chance in this confusion of civilities. It came; for one instant he could whisper to her, ``I must see you tonight.'' Then the voices were gone and he stood alone on the porch, the wet wind blowing in his face, his face turned up to a heavy sky covered with black, driving clouds. He could hear the river and the moaning of the trees.




          It seemed as if he had stood there for hours, never moving. Then there was a step in the dark hall, on the threshold, and Yvonne lay trembling in his arms.




          *




          The sky was beginning to show a tint of early dawn when they stepped once more upon the silent porch. The wind had gone down. Clouds were piled up in the west, but the east was clear. Perfect stillness was over everything. Not a living creature was in sight, excepting that far up, across the stream, Sepp and Zimbach were climbing toward the Schinder.




          ``I must go in now. I must you -- child!'' said Yvonne in her old voice, smoothing her hair with both hands. Rex held her back.




          ``My wife?'' he said.




          ``Yes!'' She raised her face and kissed him on the lips, then clung to him weeping.




          ``Hush! hush! It is I who should do that,'' he murmured, pressing her cheek against his breast.




          Once more she turned to leave him, but he detained her.




          ``Yvonne, come with me and be married today!''




          ``You know it is impossible. Today! what a boy you are! As if we could!''




          ``Well then, in a few days -- in a week, as soon as possible.''




          ``Oh! my dearest! do not make it so hard for me! How could I desert Madame so? After all she has done for me? When I know all her hopes are set on me; that if I fail her she has no one ready to take my place! Because she was so sure of me, she did not try to bring on any other pupil for next autumn. And last season was a bad one for her and Monsieur. Their debutante failed; they lost money. Behold this child!'' she exclaimed, with a rapid return to her old gay manner, ``to whom I have explained all this at least a hundred times already, and he asks me why we cannot be married today!''




          Then with another quick change, she laid her cheek tenderly against his and murmured:




          ``I might have died but for her. You would not have me desert her so cruelly, Rex?''




          ``My love! No!'' A new respect mingled with his passion. Yes, she was faithful!




          ``And now I will go in! Rex, Rex, you are quite as bad as ever! Look at my hair!'' She leaned lightly on his shoulder, her old laughing self.




          He smiled back sadly.




          ``Again! After all! You silly, silly boy! And it is such a little while to wait!''




          ``Belle Hélène is very popular in Paris. The piece may run a long time.''




          ``Rex, I must. Don't make it so hard for me!'' Tears filled her eyes.




          He kissed her for answer, without speaking.




          ``Think! think of all she did for me; saved me; fed me, clothed me, taught me when she believed I had only voice and talent enough to support myself by teaching. It was half a year before she and Monsieur began to think I could ever make them any return for their care of me. And all that time she was like a mother to me. And now she has told everyone her hopes of me. If I fail she will be ridiculed. You know Paris. She and Monsieur have enemies who will say there never was any pupil, nor any debut expected. Perhaps she will lose her prestige. The fashion may turn to some other teacher. You know what malice can do with ridicule in Paris. Let me sing for her this once, make her one great success, win her one triumph, and then never, never sing again for any soul but you -- my husband!''




          Her voice sank at the last words, from its eager pleading, to an exquisite modest sweetness.




          ``But -- if you fail?''




          ``I shall not fail. I have never doubted that I should have a success. Perhaps it is because for myself I do not care, that I have no fear. When I had lost you -- I only thought of that. And now that I have found you again -- !''




          She clung to him in passionate silence.




          ``And I may not see your debut?''




          ``If you come I shall surely fail! I must forget you. I must think only of my part. What do I care for the house full of strange faces? I will make them all rise up and shout my name. But if you were there -- Ah! I should have no longer any courage! Promise me to come only on the second night.''




          ``But if you do fail, I may come and take you immediately before Monsieur the Maire?''




          ``If you please!'' she whispered demurely.




          And they both laughed, the old happy-children laugh of the Atelier.




          ``I suppose you are bad enough to hope that I will fail,'' added she presently, with a little moue.




          ``Yvonne,'' said Rex earnestly, ``I hope that you will succeed. I know you will, and I can wait for you a few weeks more.''




          ``We have waited for our happiness two years. We will make the happiness of others now first, n'est ce pas?'' she whispered.




          The sky began to glow and the house was astir. Rex knew how it would soon be talking, but he cared for nothing that the world could do or say.




          ``Ah! we will be happy! Think of it! A little house near the Parc Monceau, my studio there, Clifford, Elliott, Rowden -- Bra--- all of them coming again! And it will be my wife who will receive them!''




          She placed a little soft palm across his lips.




          ``Taisez-vous, mon ami! It is too soon! See the morning! I must go. There! yes -- one more! -- my love, Adieu!''




          Sixteen




          Fewer tourists and more hunters had been coming to the Lodge of late; the crack of the rifle sounded all day. There was great talk of a hunt which the duke would hold in September, and the colonel and Rex were invited. But though September was now only a few days off, the colonel was growing too restless to wait.




          After Yvonne's visit, he and Ruth were much together. It seemed to happen so. They took long walks into the woods, but Ruth seemed to share now her father's aversion to climbing, and Gethryn stalked the deer with only the Jaegers for company.




          Ruth and her father used to come home with their arms full of wild flowers -- the fair, lovely wild blossoms of Bavaria which sprang up everywhere in their path. The colonel was great company on these expeditions, singing airs from obsolete operas of his youth, and telling stories of La Grange, Brignoli and Amodio, of the Strakosches and Maretzeks, with much liveliness. Sometimes there would be a silence, however, and then if Ruth looked up she often met his eyes. Then he would smile and say:




          ``Well, Daisy!'' and she would smile and say:




          ``Well, dear!''




          But this could not last. About a week after Yvonne's visit, the colonel, after one of these walks, instead of joining Rex for a smoke, left him sitting with Ruth under the beech tree and mounted the stairs to Mrs Dene's room.




          It was an hour later when he rose and kissed his wife, who had been sitting at her window all the time of their quiet talk, with eyes fixed on the young people below.




          ``I never dreamed of it!'' said he.




          ``I did, I wished it,'' was her answer. ``I thought he was -- but they are all alike!'' she ended sadly and bitterly. ``To think of a boy as wellborn as Rex -- '' But the colonel, who possibly knew more about wellborn boys than his wife did, interrupted her:




          ``Hang the boys! It's Ruth I'm grieved for!''




          ``My daughter needs no one's solicitude, not even ours!'' said the old lady haughtily.




          ``Right! Thank God!'' said the veteran, in a tone of relief. ``Good night, my dear!''




          Two days later they left for Paris.




          Rex accompanied them as far as Schicksalsee, promising to follow them in a few days.




          The handsome, soldierly-looking Herr Förster stood by their carriage and gave them a ``Glück-liche Reise!'' and a warm ``Auf Wiedersehen!'' as they drove away. Returning up the steps slowly and seriously, he caught the eye of Sepp and Federl, who had been looking after the carriage as it turned out of sight beyond the bridge:




          ``Schade!'' said the Herr Förster, and went into the house.




          ``Schade!'' said Federl.




          ``Jammer-schade!'' growled Sepp.




          On the platform at Schicksalsee, Rex and Ruth were walking while they waited for the train. ``Ruth,'' said Rex, ``I hope you never will need a friend's life to save yours from harm; but if you do, take mine.''




          ``Yes, Rex.'' She raised her eyes and looked into the distance. Far on the horizon loomed the Red Peak.




          The clumsy mail drew up beside the platform. It was the year when all the world was running after a very commonplace Operetta with one lovely stolen song: a Volks-song. One heard it everywhere, on both continents; and now as the postillion, in his shiny hat with the cockade, his light blue jacket and white small clothes, and his curly brass horn, came rattling down the street, he was playing the same melody:


        




        

          Es ist im Leben häßlich eingerichtet --


        




        

          The train drew into the station. When it panted forth again, Gethryn stood waving his hand, and watched it out of sight.




          Turning at last to leave the platform, he found that the crowd had melted away; only a residue of crimson-capped officials remained. He inquired of one where he could find an expressman and was referred to a mild man absorbing a bad cigar. With him Gethryn arranged for having his traps brought from Trauerbach and consigned to the brothers Schnurr at the ``Gasthof zur Post,'' Schicksalsee, that inn being close to the station.




          This settled, he lighted a cigarette and strolled across to his hotel, sitting down on a stone bench before the door, and looking off at the lake.




          It was mid-afternoon. The little place was asleep. Nothing was stirring about the inn excepting a bandy Dachshund, which came wheezing up and thrust a cold nose into the young man's hand. High in the air a hawk was wheeling; his faint, querulous cry struck Gethryn with an unwonted sense of loneliness. He noticed how yellow some of the trees were on the slopes across the lake. Autumn had come before summer was ended. He leaned over and patted the hound. A door opened, a voice cried, ``Ei Dachl! du! Dachl!'' and the dog made off at the top of his hobbyhorse gait.




          The silence was unbroken except for the harsh cries of the hawk, sailing low now in great circles over the lake. The sun flashed on his broad, burnished wings as he stooped; Gethryn fancied he could see his evil little eyes; finally the bird rose and dwindled away, lost against the mountainside.




          He was roused from his reverie by angry voices.




          ``Cochon! Kerl! Menteur!'' cried someone.




          The other voice remonstrated with a snarl.




          ``Bah!'' cried the first, ``you lie!''




          ``Alsatians,'' thought Rex; ``what horrible French!''




          The snarling began again, but gradually lapsed into whining. Rex looked about him.




          The quarreling seemed to come from a small room which opened out of the hotel restaurant. Windows gave from it over the front, but the blinds were down.




          ``No! No! I tell you! Not one sou! Starve? I hope you will!'' cried the first voice, and a stamp set some bottles and glasses jingling.




          ``Alsatians and Jews!'' thought Rex. One voice was unpleasantly familiar to him, and he wondered if Mr Blumenthal spoke French as he did English. Deciding with a careless smile that of course he did, Rex ceased to think of him, not feeling any curiosity to go and see with whom his late fellow-lodger might be quarreling. He sat and watched instead, as he lounged in the sunshine, some smart carriages whirling past, their horses stepping high, the lackeys muffled from the mountain air in winter furs, crests on the panels.




          An adjutant in green, with a great flutter of white cock's feathers from his chapeau, sitting up on the box of an equipage, accompanied by flunkies in the royal blue and white of Bavaria, was a more agreeable object to contemplate than Mr Blumenthal, and Gethryn felt as much personal connection with the Prince Regent hurrying home to Munich, from his little hunting visit to the emperor of Austria, as with the wrangling Jews behind the close-drawn blinds of the coffee-room at his back.




          The sun was slowly declining. Rex rose and idled into the smoking-room. It was deserted but for the clerk at his desk, a railed enclosure, one side of which opened into the smoking-room, the other side into the hall. Across the hall was a door with ``Café -- Restaurant,'' in gilt letters above it. Rex did not enter the café; he sat and dreamed in the empty smoking-room over his cigarette.




          But it was lively in the café, in spite of the waning season. A good many of the tables were occupied. At one of them sat the three unchaperoned Miss Dashleighs, in company with three solemn, high-shouldered young officers, enjoying something in tall, slender tumblers which looked hot and smelled spicy. At another table Mr Everett Tweeler and Mrs Tweeler were alternately scolding and stuffing Master Irving Tweeler, who expressed in impassioned tones a desire for tarts.




          ``Ur--r--ving!'' remonstrated Mr Tweeler.




          ``Dahling!'' argued Mrs Tweeler. ``If oo eats too many 'ittle cakies then oo tant go home to Salem on the puffy, puffy choo-choo boat.''




          Old Sir Griffin Damby overheard and snorted.




          When Master Tweeler secured his tarts, Sir Griffin blessed the meal with a hearty ``damn!''




          He did not care for Master Tweeler's nightly stomach aches, but their rooms adjoined. When ``Ur--r--ving'' reached unmolested for his fourth, Sir Griffin rose violently, and muttering, ``Change me room, begad!'' waddled down to the door, glaring aggressively at the occupants of the various tables. Near the exit a half suppressed squeal caused him to swing round. He had stepped squarely on the toe of a meager individual, who now sat nursing his foot in bitter dejection.




          ``Pardon -- '' began Sir Griffin, then stopped and glared at the sallow-faced person.




          Sir Griffin stared hard at the man he had stepped on, and at his female companion.




          ``Damn it!'' he cried. ``Keep your feet out of the way, do you hear?'' puffed his cheeks, squared his shoulders and snorted himself out of the café.




          The yellow-faced man was livid with rage.




          ``Don't be a fool, Mannie,'' whispered the woman; ``don't make a row -- do you know who that is?''




          ``He's an English hog,'' spluttered the man with an oath; ``he's a cursed hog of an Englishman!''




          ``Yes, and he knows us. He was at Monaco a few summers ago. Don't forget who turned us out of the Casino.''




          Emanuel Pick turned a shade more sallow and sank back in his seat.




          Neither spoke again for some moments. Presently the woman began to stir the bits of lemon and ice in her empty tumbler. Pick watched her sulkily.




          ``You always take the most expensive drinks. Why can't you order coffee, as others do?'' he snarled.




          She glanced at him. ``Jew,'' she sneered.




          ``All right; only wait! I've come to the end of my rope. I've got just money enough left to get back to Paris -- ''




          ``You lie, Mannie!''




          He paid no attention to this compliment, but lighted a cigar and dropped the match on the floor, grinding it under his heel.




          ``You have ten thousand francs today! You lie if you say you have not.''




          Mr Pick softly dropped his eyelids.




          ``That is for me, in case of need. I will need it too, very soon!''




          His companion glared at him and bit her lip.




          ``If you and I are to remain dear friends,'' continued Mr Pick, ``we must manage to raise money, somehow. You know that as well as I do.''




          Still she said nothing, but kept her eyes on his face. He glanced up and looked away uneasily.




          ``I have seen my uncle again. He knows all about your sister and the American. He says it is only because of him that she refuses the handsome offer.''




          The woman's face grew tigerish, and she nodded rapidly, muttering, ``Ah! yes! Mais oui! the American. I do not forget him!''




          ``My dear uncle thinks it is our fault that your sister refuses to forget him, which is more to the purpose,'' sneered Pick. ``He says you did not press that offer he made Yvonne with any skill, else she would never have refused it again -- that makes four times,'' he added. ``Four times she has refused an establishment and -- ''




          ``Pst! what are you raising your voice for?'' hissed the woman. ``And how is it my fault?'' she went on.




          ``I don't say it is. I know better -- who could wish more than we that your sister should become the mistress of my dear rich uncle? But when I tried to tell him just now that we had done our best, he raved at me. He has guessed somehow that they mean to marry. I did not tell him that we too had guessed it. But he said I knew it and was concealing it from him. I asked him for a little money to go on with. Curse him, he would not lend me a sou! Said he never would again -- curse him!''




          There was a silence while Pick smoked on. The woman did not smoke too because she had no cigarette, and Pick did not offer her any. Presently he spoke again.




          ``Yes, you certainly are an expensive luxury, under the circumstances. And since you have so mismanaged your fool of a sister's affair, I don't see how the circumstances can improve.''




          She watched him. ``And the ten thousand francs? You will throw me off and enjoy them at your ease?''




          He cringed at her tone. ``Not enjoy -- without you -- ''




          ``No,'' she said coolly, ``for I shall kill you.''




          Mr Pick smiled uncomfortably. ``That would please the American,'' he said, trying to jest, but his hand trembled as he touched the stem of his cigar-holder to shake off the ashes.




          A sudden thought leaped into her face. ``Why not please -- me -- instead?'' she whispered.




          Their eyes met. Her face was hard and bold -- his, cowardly and ghastly. She clenched her hands and leaned forward; her voice was scarcely audible. Mr Pick dropped his oily black head and listened.




          ``He turned me out of his box at the Opera; he struck you -- do you hear? he kicked you!''




          The Jew's face grew chalky.




          ``Today he stands between you and your uncle, you and wealth, you and me! Do you understand? Cowards are stupid. You claim Spanish blood. But Spanish blood does not forget insults. Is yours only the blood of a Spanish Jew? Bah! Must I talk? You saw him? He is here. Alive. And he kicked you. And he stands between you and riches, you and me, you and -- life!''




          They sat silent, she holding him fascinated with her little black eyes. His jaw fallen, the expression of his loose mouth was horrible. Suddenly she thrust her face close to his. Her eyes burned and the blood surged through the distended veins under the cracking rouge. Her lips formed the word, ``Tonight!''




          Without a word he crept from his seat and followed her out of the room by a side door.




          Gethryn, lounging in the smoking-room meanwhile, was listening with delight to the bellowing of Sir Griffin Damby, who stood at the clerk's desk in the hall.




          ``Don't contradict me!'' he roared -- the weak-eyed clerk had not dreamed of doing so -- ``Don't you contradict me! I tell you it's the same man!''




          ``But Excellence,'' entreated the clerk, ``we do not know -- ''




          ``What! Don't know! Don't I tell you?''




          ``We will telegraph to Paris -- ''




          ``Telegraph to hell! Where's my man? Here! Dawson! Do you remember that infernal Jew at Monaco? He's here. He's in there!'' jerking an angry thumb at the café door. ``Keep him in sight till the police come for him. If he says anything, kick him into the lake.''




          Dawson bowed.




          The clerk tried to say that he would telegraph instantly, but Sir Griffin barked in his face and snorted his way down the hall, followed by the valet.




          Rex, laughing, threw down his cigarette and sauntered over to the clerk.




          ``Whom does the Englishman want kicked out?''




          The clerk made a polite gesture, asking Rex to wait until he had finished telegraphing. At that moment the postillion's horn heralded the coming of the mail coach, and that meant the speedy arrival of the last western train. Rex forgot Sir Griffin and strolled over to the post office to watch the distribution of the letters and to get his own.




          A great deal of flopping and pounding seemed to be required as a preliminary to postal distribution. First the mail bags seemed to be dragged all over the floor, then came a long series of thumps while the letters were stamped, finally the slide was raised and a face the color of underdone pie crust, with little angry eyes, appeared. The owner had a new and ingenious insult for each person who presented himself. The Tweelers were utterly routed and went away not knowing whether there were any letters for them or not. Several valets and ladies' maids exchanged lively but ineffectual compliments with the face in the post office window. Then came Sir Griffin. Rex looked on with interest. What the ill-natured brute behind the grating said, Rex couldn't hear, but Sir Griffin burst out with a roar, ``Damnation!'' that made everybody jump. Then he stuck his head as far as he could get it in at the little window and shouted -- in fluent German, awfully pronounced -- ``Here! You! It's enough that you're so stupid you don't know what you're about. Don't you try to be impudent too! Hand me those letters!'' The official bully handed them over without a word.




          Rex took advantage of the lull and stepped to the window. ``Any letters for Mr Gethryn?''




          ``How you spell him?'' Rex spelled him.




          ``Yet once again!'' demanded the intelligent person. Rex wrote it in English and in German script.




          ``From Trauerbach -- yes?''




          ``Yes.''




          The man went away, looked through two ledgers, sent for another, made out several sets of blanks, and finally came back to the window, but said nothing.




          ``Well?'' said Rex, pleasantly.




          ``Well,'' said the man.




          ``Anything for me?''




          ``Nothing for you.''




          ``Kindly look again,'' said Rex. ``I know there are letters for me.''




          In about ten minutes the man appeared again.




          ``Well?'' said Gethryn.




          ``Well,'' said the man.




          ``Nothing for me?''




          ``Something.'' And with ostentatious delay he produced three letters and a newspaper, which Rex took, restraining an impulse to knock him down. After all, the temptation was not very great, presenting itself more as an act of justice than as a personal satisfaction. The truth was, all day long a great gentleness tinged with melancholy had rested on Gethryn's spirit. Nothing seemed to matter very much. And whatever engaged his attention for a moment, it was only for a moment, and then his thoughts returned where they had been all day.




          Yvonne, Yvonne! She had not been out of his thoughts since he rose that morning. In a few steps he reached his room and read his letters by the waning daylight.




          The first began:


        




        

          My Darling -- in three more days I shall stand before a Paris audience. I am not one bit nervous. I am perfectly happy. Yesterday at rehearsal the orchestra applauded and Madame Bordier kissed me. Some very droll things happened. Achilles was intoxicated and chased Ajax the Less with a stick. Ajax fled into my dressing room, and although I was not there I told Achilles afterward that I would never forgive him. Then he wept.


        




        

          The letter ran on for a page more of lively gossip and then, with a sudden change, ended:


        




        

          But why do I write these foolish things to you? Ah! you know it is because I am too happy! too happy! and I cannot say what is in my heart. I dare not. It is too soon. I dare not!


        




        

          If it is that I am happy, who but you knows the reason? And now listen to my little secret. I pray for you, yes, every morning and every evening. And for myself too -- now.




          God forgives. It is in my faith. Oh! my husband, we will be good!




              Thy Yvonne




          Gethryn's eyes blurred on the page and he sat a long time, very still, not offering to open his remaining letters. Presently he raised his head and looked into the street. It was dusk, and the lamps along the lake side were lighted. He had to light his candles to read by.




          The next was from Braith -- a short note.


        




        

          Everything is ready, Rex, your old studio cleaned and dusted until you would not know it.


        




        

          I have kept the key always by me, and no one but myself has ever entered it since you left.




          I will meet you at the station -- and when you are really here I shall begin to live again.




              Au revoir,


              Braith




          It seemed as if Gethryn would never get on with his correspondence. He sat and held this letter as he had done the other. A deep melancholy possessed him. He did not care to move. At last, impatiently, he tore the third envelope. It contained a long letter from Clifford.




          ``My blessed boy,'' it said.


        




        

          We learn from Papa Braith that you will be here before long, but the old chump won't tell when. He intends to meet you all alone at the station, and wishes to dispense with a gang and a brass band. We think that's deuced selfish. You are our prodigal as well as his, and we are considering several plans for getting even with Pa.


        




        

          One is to tell you all the news before he has a chance. And I will begin at once.




          Thaxton has gone home, and opened a studio in New York. The Colossus has grown two more inches and hates to hear me mention the freak museums in the Bowery. Carleton is a hubby, and wifey is English and captivating. Rowden told me one day he was going to get married too. When I asked her name he said he didn't know. Someone with red hair.




          When I remarked that he was a little in that way himself, he said yes, he knew it, and he intended to found a race of that kind, to be known as the Red Rowdens. Elliott's brindle died, and we sold ours. We now keep two Russian bloodhounds. When you come to my room, knock first, for ``Baby'' doesn't like to be startled.




          Braith has kept your family together, in your old studio. The parrot and the raven are two old fiends and will live forever. Mrs Gummidge periodically sheds litters of kittens, to Braith's indignation. He gives them to the concierge who sells them at a high price, I don't know for what purpose; I have two of the Gummidge children. The bull pups are pups no longer, but they are beauties and no mistake. All the same, wait until you see ``Baby.''




          I met Yvonne in the Louvre last week. I'm glad you are all over that affair, for she's going to be married, she told me. She looked prettier than ever, and as happy as she was pretty. She was with old Bordier of the Fauvette, and his wife, and -- think of this! she's coming out in Belle Hélène! Well! I'm glad she's all right, for she was too nice to go the usual way.




          Poor little Bulfinch shot himself in the Bois last June. He had delirium tremens. Poor little chap!




          There's a Miss Dene here, who knows you. Braith has met her. She's a beauty, he says, and she's also a stunning girl, possessing manners, and morals, and dignity, and character, and religion and all that you and I have not, my son. Braith says she isn't too good for you when you are at your best; but we know better, Reggy; any good girl is too good for the likes of us.




          Hasten to my arms, Reginald! You will find them at No. 640 Rue Notre Dame des Champs, chez,




              Foxhall Clifford, Esq.




          Leaving Clifford's letter and the newspapers on the table, Rex took his hat, put out the light, and went down to the street. As he stood in the door, looking off at the dark lake, he folded Yvonne's letter and placed it in his breast. He held Braith's a moment more and then laid it beside hers.




          The air was brisk; he buttoned his coat about him. Here and there a moonbeam touched the lapping edge of the water, or flashed out in the open stretch beyond the point of pines. High over the pines hung a cliff, blackening the water all around with fathomless shadow.




          A waiter came lounging by, his hands tucked beneath his coattails. ``What point is that? The one which overhangs the pines there?'' asked Rex.




          ``Gracious sir!'' said the waiter, ``that is the Schicksalfels.''




          ``Why `Schicksal-fels'?''




          ``Has the gracious gentleman never heard the legend of the `Rock of Fate'?''




          ``No, and on second thoughts, I don't care to hear it now. Another time. Good night!''




          ``Ah! the gentleman is too good! Thousand thanks! Gute Nacht, gnädiger Herr!''




          Gethryn remained looking at the crags.




          ``They cannot be half a mile from here,'' he thought. ``I suppose the path is good enough; if not, I can turn back. The lake will look well from there by moonlight.'' And he found himself moving up a little footpath which branched below the hotel.




          It was pleasant, brisk walking. The air had a touch of early frost in it. Gethryn swung along at a good pace, pulling his cap down and fastening the last button of his coat. The trees threw long shadows across the path, hiding it from view, except where the moonlight fell white on the moist gravel. The moon herself was past the full and not very bright; a film of mist was drawing over the sky. Gethryn, looking up, thought of that gentle moon which once sailed ghostlike at high noon through the blue zenith among silver clouds while a boy lay beside the stream with rod and creel; and then he remembered the dear old yellow moon that used to flood the nursery with pools of light and pile strange moving shades about his bed. And then he saw, still looking up, the great white globe that hung above the frozen river, striking blue sparks from the ringing skates.




          He felt lonely and a trifle homesick. For the first time in his life -- he was still so young -- he thought of his childhood and his boyhood as something gone beyond recall.




          He had nearly reached his destination; just before him the path entered a patch of pine woods and emerged from it, shortly, upon the flat-topped rock which he was seeking. Under the first arching branches he stopped and looked back at the marred moon in the mist-covered sky.




          ``I am sick of this wandering,'' he thought. ``Wane quickly! Your successor shall shine on my home: Yvonne's and mine.''




          And, thinking of Yvonne, he passed into the shadows which the pines cast upon the Schicksalfels.




          Seventeen




          Paris lay sparkling under a cold, clear sky. The brilliant streets lay coiled along the Seine and stretched glittering from bank to bank, from boulevard to boulevard; cafés, brasseries, concert halls and theaters in the yellow blaze of gas and the white and violet of electricity.




          It was not late, but people who entered the lobby of the Theater Fauvette turned away before the placard ``Standing room only.''




          Somewhere in the city a bell sounded the hour, and with the last stroke the drop curtain fell on the first act of ``La Belle Hélène.''




          It fell amidst a whirlwind of applause, in which the orchestra led.




          The old leader of the violins shook his head, however. He had been there twenty years, and he had never before heard of such singing in comic opera.




          ``No, no,'' he said, ``she can't stay here. Dame! she sings!''




          Madame Bordier was pale and happy; her good husband was weak with joy. The members of the troupe had not yet had time to be jealous and they, too, applauded.




          As for the house, it was not only conquered, it was wild with enthusiasm. The lobbies were thronged.




          Braith ran up against Rowden and Elliott.




          ``By Jove!'' they cried, with one voice, ``who'd have thought the little girl had all that in her? I say, Braith, does Rex know about her? When is he coming?''




          ``Rex doesn't know and doesn't care. Rex is cured,'' said Braith. ``And he's coming next week. Where's Clifford?'' he added, to make a diversion.




          ``Clifford promised to meet us here. He'll be along soon.''




          The pair went out for refreshments and Braith returned to his seat.




          The wait between the acts proved longer than was agreeable, and people grumbled. The machinery would not work, and two heavy scenes had to be shifted by hand. Good Monsieur Bordier flew about the stage in a delirium of excitement. No one would have recognized him for the eminently reasonable being he appeared in private life. He called the stage hands ``Prussian pigs!'' and ``Spanish cattle!'' and expressed his intention to dismiss the whole force tomorrow.




          Yvonne, already dressed, stood at the door of her room, looking along the alley of dusty scenery to where a warm glow revealed the close proximity of the footlights. There was considerable unprofessional confusion, and not a little skylarking going on among the company, who took advantage of the temporary interruption.




          Yvonne stood in the door of her dressing room and dreamed, seeing nothing.




          Her pretty figure was draped in a Grecian tunic of creamy white, bordered with gold; her soft, dark hair was gathered in a simple knot.




          Presently she turned and entered her dressing room, closing the door. Then she sat down before the mirror, her chin resting on her hands, her eyes fixed on her reflected eyes, a faint smile curving her lips.




          ``Oh! you happy girl!'' she thought. ``You happy, happy girl! And just a little frightened, for tomorrow he will come. And when he says -- for he will say it -- `Yvonne must we wait?' I shall tell him, No! take me now if you will!''




          Without a knock the door burst open. A rush of music from the orchestra came in. Yvonne thought ``So they have begun at last!'' The same moment she rose with a faint, heartsick cry. Her sister closed the door and fastened it, shutting out all sound but that of her terrible voice. Yvonne blanched as she looked on that malignant face. With a sudden faintness she leaned back, pressing one hand to her heart.




          ``You received my letter?'' said the woman.




          Yvonne did not answer. Her sister stamped and came nearer. ``Speak!'' she cried.




          Yvonne shrank and trembled, but kept her resolute eyes on the cruel eyes approaching hers.




          ``Shall I tear an answer from you?'' said the woman, always coming nearer. ``Do you think I will wait your pleasure, now?''




          No answer.




          ``He is here -- Mr Blumenthal; he is waiting for you. You dare not refuse him again! You will come with us now, after the opera. Do you hear? You will come. There is no more time. It must be now. I told you there would be time, but there is none -- none!''




          Yvonne's maid knocked at the door and called:




          ``Mademoiselle, c'est l'heuer!''




          ``Answer!'' hissed the woman.




          Yvonne, speechless, holding both hands to her heart, kept her eyes on her sister's face. That face grew ashen; the eyes had the blank glare of a tiger's; she sprang up to Yvonne and grasped her by the wrists.




          ``Mademoiselle! Mademoiselle! c'est l'heure!'' called the maid, shaking the door.




          ``Fool!'' hissed her sister, ``you think you will marry the American!''




          ``Mademoiselle Descartes! mais Mademoiselle Descartes!'' cried Monsieur's voice without.




          ``Let me go!'' panted Yvonne, struggling wildly.




          ``Go!'' screamed the woman, ``go, and sing! You cannot marry him! He is dead!'' and she struck the girl with her clenched fist.




          The door, torn open, crashed behind her and immediately swung back again to admit Madame.




          ``My child! my child! What is it? What ails you? Quick, or it will be too late! Ah! try, try, my child!''




          She was in tears of despair.




          Taking her beseeching hand, Yvonne moved toward the stage.




          ``Oui, chère Madame!'' she said.




          The chorus swelled around her.


        




        

          Oh! reine en ce jour!


        




        

          rose, fell, ebbed away, and left her standing alone.




          She heard a voice -- ``Tell me, Venus -- '' but she hardly knew it for her own. It was all dark before her eyes -- while the mad chorus of Kings went on, ``For us, what joy!'' -- thundering away along the wings.




          ``Fear Calchas!''




          ``Seize him!''




          ``Let Calchas fear!''




          And then she began to sing -- to sing as she had never sung before. Sweet, thrilling, her voice poured forth into the crowded auditorium. The people sat spellbound. There was a moment of silence; no one offered to applaud. And then she began again.


        




        

          Oui c'est un réve,


            Un réve doux d'amour --


        




        

          She faltered --


        




        

          La nuit lui préte son mystère,


            Il doit finir avec le jour --


        




        

          the voice broke. Men were standing up in the audience. One cried out:




          ``Il -- doit -- finir -- ''




          The music clashed in one great discord.




          Why did the stage reel under her? What was the shouting?




          Her heavy, dark hair fell down about her little white face as she sank on her knees, and covered her as she lay her slender length along the stage.




          The orchestra and the audience sprang to their feet. The great blank curtain rattled to the ground. A whirlwind swept over the house. Monsieur Bordier stepped before the curtain.




          ``My friends!'' he began, but his voice failed, and he only added, ``C'est fini!''




          With hardly a word the audience moved to the exits. But Braith, turning to the right, made his way through a long, low passage and strode toward a little stage door. It was flung open and a man hurried past him.




          ``Monsieur!'' called Braith. ``Monsieur!''




          But Monsieur Bordier was crying like a child, and kept on his way, without answering.




          The narrow corridor was now filled with hurrying, excited figures in gauze and tinsel, sham armor, and painted faces. They pressed Braith back, but he struggled and fought his way to the door.




          A Sergeant de Ville shouldered through the crowd. He was dragging a woman along by the arm. Another policeman came behind, urging her forward. Somehow she slipped from them and sank, cowering against the wall. Braith's eyes met hers. She cowered still lower.




          A slender, sallow man had been quietly slipping through the throng. A red-faced fellow touched him on the shoulder.




          ``Pardon! I think this is Mr Emanuel Pick.''




          ``No!'' stammered the man, and started to run.




          Braith blocked his way. The red-faced detective was at his side.




          ``So, you are Mr Emanuel Pick!''




          ``No!'' gasped the other.




          ``He lies! He lies!'' yelled the woman, from the floor.




          The Jew reeled back and, with a piercing scream, tore at his handcuffed wrists. Braith whispered to the detective:




          ``What has the woman done? What is the charge?''




          ``Charge? There are a dozen. The last is murder.''




          The woman had fainted and they carried her away. The light fell a moment on the Jew's livid face, the next Braith stood under the dark porch of the empty theater. The confusion was all at the stage entrance. Here, in front, the deserted street was white and black and silent under the electric lamps. All the lonelier for two wretched gamins, counting their dirty sous and draggled newspapers.




          When they saw Braith they started for him; one was ahead in the race, but the other gained on him, reached him, dealt him a merciless blow, and panted up to Braith.




          The defeated one, crying bitterly, gathered up his scattered papers from the gutter.




          ``Curse you, Rigaud! you hound!'' he cried, in a passion of tears. ``Curse you, son of a murderer!''




          The first gamin whipped out a paper and thrust it toward Braith.




          ``Buy it, Monsieur!'' he whined, ``the last edition, full account of the Boulangist riot this morning; burning of the Prussian flags; explosion on a warship; murder in Germany, discovered by an English Milord -- ''




          Braith was walking fast; the gamin ran by his side for a moment, but soon gave it up. Braith walked faster and faster; he was almost running when he reached his own door. There was a light in his window. He rushed up the stairs and into his room.




          Clifford was sitting there, his head in his hands. Braith touched him, trying to speak lightly.




          ``Are you asleep, old man?''




          Clifford raised a colorless face to his.




          ``What is it? Can't you speak?''




          But Clifford only pointed to a crumpled telegram lying on the table, and hid his face again as Braith raised the paper to the light.
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            Percy's Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, 1765; David Herd's Scottish Songs, 1769; Scott's Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, 1802; and Jamieson's Popular Ballads and Songs, 1806, have been chiefly the means of making us acquainted with what is believed to be the ancient traditionary ballad literature of Scotland; and this literature, from its intrinsic merits, has attained a very great fame. I advert particularly to what are usually called the Romantic Ballads, a class of compositions felt to contain striking beauties, almost peculiar to themselves, and consequently held as implying extraordinary poetical attributes in former generations of the people of this country. There have been many speculations about the history of these poems, all assigning them a considerable antiquity, and generally assuming that their recital was once the special business of a set of wandering conteurs or minstrels. So lately as 1858, my admired friend, Professor Aytoun, in introducing a collection of them, at once ample and elegant, to the world, expressed his belief that they date at least from before the Reformation, having only been modified by successive reciters, so as to modernise the language, and, in some instances, bring in the ideas of later ages.




            There is, however, a sad want of clear evidence regarding the history of our romantic ballads. We have absolutely no certain knowledge of them before 1724, when Allan Ramsay printed one called Sweet William's Ghost, in his Tea-table Miscellany. There is also this fact staring us in the face, that, while these poems refer to an ancient state of society, they bear not the slightest resemblance either to the minstrel poems of the middle ages, or to the well-known productions of the Henrysons, the Dunbars, the Douglases, the Montgomeries, who flourished in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Neither in the poems of Drummond, and such other specimens of verse—#8212;generally wretched—#8212;as existed in the seventeenth century, can we trace any feature of the composition of these ballads. Can it be that all editors hitherto have been too facile in accepting them as ancient, though modified compositions? that they are to a much greater extent modern than has hitherto been supposed? or wholly so? Though in early life an editor of them, not less trusting than any of my predecessors, I must own that a suspicion regarding their age and authorship has at length entered my mind. In stating it—which I do in a spirit of great deference to Professor Aytoun and others—I shall lead the reader through the steps by which I arrived at my present views upon the subject.




            In 1719, there appeared, in a folio sheet, at Edinburgh, a heroic poem styled Hardyknute, written in affectedly old spelling, as if it had been a contemporary description of events connected with the invasion of Scotland by Haco, king of Norway, in 1263. A corrected copy was soon after presented in the Evergreen of Allan Ramsay, a collection professedly of poems written before 1600, but into which we know the editor admitted a piece written by himself. Hardyknute was afterwards reprinted in Percy's Reliques, still as an ancient composition; yet it was soon after declared to be the production of a Lady Wardlaw of Pitreavie, who died so lately as 1727. Although, to modern taste, a stiff and poor composition, there is a nationality of feeling about it, and a touch of chivalric spirit, that has maintained for it a certain degree of popularity. Sir Walter Scott tells us it was the first poem he ever learned by heart, and he believed it would be the last he should forget.




            It is necessary to present a few brief extracts from this poem. In the opening, the Scottish king, Alexander III., is represented as receiving notice of the Norwegian invasion:


          




          

            The king of Norse, in summer pride,


          




          

            Puffed up with power and micht,


          




          

            Landed in fair Scotland, the isle,


          




          

            With mony a hardy knicht.


          




          

            The tidings to our gude Scots king


          




          

            Came as he sat at dine,


          




          

            With noble chiefs in brave array,


          




          

            Drinking the blude-red wine.


          




          

            'To horse, to horse, my royal liege;


          




          

            Your faes stand on the strand;


          




          

            Full twenty thousand glittering spears


          




          

            The king of Norse commands.'


          




          

            'Bring me my steed, page, dapple-gray,'


          




          

            Our good king rose and cried;


          




          

            'A trustier beast in a' the land


          




          

            A Scots king never tried.'


          




          

            Hardyknute, summoned to the king's assistance, leaves his wife and daughter, 'Fairly fair,' under the care of his youngest son. As to the former lady—


          




          

            ... first she wet her comely cheeks,


          




          

            And then her bodice green,


          




          

            Her silken cords of twirtle twist,


          




          

            Well plet with silver sheen;


          




          

            And apron, set with mony a dice


          




          

            Of needle-wark sae rare,


          




          

            Wove by nae hand, as ye may guess,


          




          

            But that of Fairly fair.


          




          

            In his journey, Hardyknute falls in with a wounded and deserted knight, to whom he makes an offer of assistance:


          




          

            With smileless look and visage wan,


          




          

            The wounded knight replied:


          




          

            'Kind chieftain, your intent pursue,


          




          

            For here I maun abide.


          




          

            'To me nae after day nor nicht


          




          

            Can e'er be sweet or fair;


          




          

            But soon beneath some dropping tree,


          




          

            Cauld death shall end my care.'


          




          

            A field of battle is thus described:


          




          

            In thraws of death, with wallowit cheek,


          




          

            All panting on the plain,


          




          

            The fainting corps [1] of warriors lay,


          




          

            Ne'er to arise again;


          




          

            Ne'er to return to native land,


          




          

            Nae mair, with blithesome sounds,


          




          

            To boast the glories of the day,


          




          

            And shaw their shining wounds.


          




          

            On Norway's coast, the widowed dame


          




          

            May wash the rock with tears,


          




          

            May lang look o'er the shipless seas,


          




          

            Before her mate appears.


          




          

            'Cease, Emma, cease to hope in vain;


          




          

            Thy lord lies in the clay;


          




          

            The valiant Scots nae rievers thole [2]


          




          

            To carry life away.'


          




          

            I must now summon up, for a comparison with these specimens of the modern antique in ballad lore, the famous and admired poem of Sir Patrick Spence. It has come to us mainly through two copies—one comparatively short, published in Percy's Reliques, as 'from two manuscript copies transmitted from Scotland;' the other, containing more details, in Scott's Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, also 'from two manuscript copies,' but 'collated with several verses recited by the editor's friend, Robert Hamilton, Esq., advocate.' It is nowhere pretended that any ancient manuscript of this poem has ever been seen or heard of. It acknowledgedly has come to us from modern manuscripts, as it might be taken down from modern reciters; although Percy prints it in the same quasi antique spelling as that in which Hardyknute had appeared, where being quhar; sea, se; come, cum; year, zeir; &c. It will be necessary here to reprint the whole ballad, as given originally by Percy, introducing, however, within brackets the additional details of Scott's copy: [3]


          




          

            The king sits in Dunfermline town,


          




          

            Drinking the blude-red wine:


          




          

            'O whar will I get a gude sailòr,


          




          

            To sail this ship of mine?'


          




          

            Up and spak an eldern knight,


          




          

            Sat at the king's right knee:


          




          

            'Sir Patrick Spence is the best sailòr


          




          

            That sails upon the sea.'


          




          

            The king has written a braid letter,


          




          

            And signed it with his hand,


          




          

            And sent it to Sir Patrick Spence,


          




          

            Was walking on the sand.


          




          

            ['To Noroway, to Noroway,


          




          

            To Noroway o'er the faem;


          




          

            The king's daughter of Noroway,


          




          

            'Tis thou maun bring her hame.']


          




          

            The first line that Sir Patrick read,


          




          

            A loud lauch lauched he:


          




          

            The next line that Sir Patrick read,


          




          

            The tear blinded his ee.


          




          

            'O wha is this hae done this deed,


          




          

            This ill deed done to me;


          




          

            To send me out this time o' the year,


          




          

            To sail upon the sea?


          




          

            ['Be it wind, be it weet, be it hail, be it sleet,


          




          

            Our ship must sail the faem;


          




          

            The king's daughter of Noroway,


          




          

            'Tis we must fetch her hame.'


          




          

            They hoysed their sails on Monenday morn,


          




          

            Wi' a' the speed they may;


          




          

            They hae landed in Noroway,


          




          

            Upon a Wodensday.


          




          

            They had na been a week, a week,


          




          

            In Noroway, but twae,


          




          

            When that the lords of Noroway


          




          

            Began aloud to say:


          




          

            'Ye Scottish men spend a' our king's gowd,


          




          

            And a' our queenis fee.'


          




          

            'Ye lie, ye lie, ye liars loud,


          




          

            Fu' loud I hear ye lie.


          




          

            'For I hae broucht as much white monie


          




          

            As gane [4] my men and me,


          




          

            And I broucht a half-fou o' gude red gowd,


          




          

            Out ower the sea wi' me.']


          




          

            'Mak haste, mak haste, my merry men a',


          




          

            Our gude ship sails the morn.'


          




          

            'O say na sae, my master dear, [5]


          




          

            For I fear a deadly storm.


          




          

            'Late, late yestreen, I saw the new moon


          




          

            Wi' the auld moon in her arm;


          




          

            And I fear, I fear, my master dear,


          




          

            That we will come to harm.'


          




          

            [They had na sailed a league, a league,


          




          

            A league but barely three,


          




          

            When the lift grew dark, and the wind blew loud,


          




          

            And gurly grew the sea.


          




          

            The ankers brak, and the topmasts lap,


          




          

            It was sic a deadly storm,


          




          

            And the waves cam o'er the broken ship,


          




          

            Till a' her sides were torn.]


          




          

            O our Scots nobles were richt laith


          




          

            To weet their cork-heeled shoon;


          




          

            But lang ere a' the play was played,


          




          

            Their hats they swam aboon. [6]


          




          

            [And mony was the feather-bed


          




          

            That flattered on the faem;


          




          

            And mony was the gude lord's son


          




          

            That never mair cam hame.


          




          

            The ladies wrang their fingers white,


          




          

            The maidens tore their hair,


          




          

            A' for the sake of their true loves,


          




          

            For them they'll see nae mair.]


          




          

            O lang, lang may the ladies sit,


          




          

            Wi' their fans into their hand,


          




          

            Or ere they see Sir Patrick Spence


          




          

            Come sailing to the land.


          




          

            O lang, lang may the ladies stand,


          




          

            Wi' their gold kames in their hair,


          




          

            Waiting for their ain dear lords,


          




          

            For they'll see them nae mair.


          




          

            Half ower, half ower to Aberdour, [7]


          




          

            It's fifty fathom deep;


          




          

            And there lies gude Sir Patrick Spence


          




          

            Wi' the Scots lords at his feet.


          




          

            Percy, at the close of his copy of Sir Patrick Spence, tells us that 'an ingenious friend' of his was of opinion that 'the author of Hardyknute has borrowed several expressions and sentiments from the foregoing [ballad], and other old Scottish songs in this collection.' It does not seem to have ever occurred to the learned editor, or any friend of his, however 'ingenious,' that perhaps Sir Patrick Spence had no superior antiquity over Hardyknute, and that the parity he remarked in the expressions was simply owing to the two ballads being the production of one mind. Neither did any such suspicion occur to Scott. He fully accepted Sir Patrick Spence as a historical narration, judging it to refer most probably to an otherwise unrecorded embassy to bring home the Maid of Norway, daughter of King Eric, on the succession to the Scottish crown opening to her in 1286, by the death of her grandfather, King Alexander III., although the names of the ambassadors who did go for that purpose are known to have been different. [8] The want of any ancient manuscript, the absence of the least trait of an ancient style of composition, the palpable modernness of the diction—for example, 'Our ship must sail the faem,' a glaring specimen of the poetical language of the reign of Queen Anne—and, still more palpably, of several of the things alluded to, as cork-heeled shoon, hats, fans, and feather-beds, together with the inapplicableness of the story to any known event of actual history, never struck any editor of Scottish poetry, till, at a recent date, Mr David Laing intimated his suspicions that Sir Patrick Spence and Hardyknute were the production of the same author. [9] To me it appears that there could not well be more remarkable traits of an identity of authorship than what are presented in the extracts given from Hardyknute and the entire poem of Sir Patrick—granting only that the one poem is a considerable improvement upon the other. Each poem opens with absolutely the same set of particulars—a Scottish king sitting—drinking the blude-red wine—and sending off a message to a subject on a business of importance. Norway is brought into connection with Scotland in both cases. Sir Patrick's exclamation, 'To Noroway, to Noroway,' meets with an exact counterpart in the 'To horse, to horse,' of the courtier in Hardyknute. The words of the ill-boding sailor in Sir Patrick, 'Late, late yestreen, I saw the new moon'—a very peculiar expression, be it remarked—are repeated in Hardyknute:


          




          

            'Late, late the yestreen I weened in peace,'




            To end my lengthened life.'


          




          

            The grief of the ladies at the catastrophe in Sir Patrick Spence, is equally the counterpart of that of the typical Norse lady with regard to the fate of her male friend at Largs. I am inclined, likewise, to lay some stress on the localities mentioned in Sir Patrick Spence—namely, Dunfermline and Aberdour—these being places in the immediate neighbourhood of the mansions where Lady Wardlaw spent her maiden and her matron days. A poet, indeed, often writes about places which he never saw; but it is natural for him to be most disposed to write about those with which he is familiar; and some are first inspired by the historical associations connected with their native scenes. True, as has been remarked, there is a great improvement upon Hardyknute in the 'grand old ballad of Sir Patrick Spence,' as Coleridge calls it, yet not more than what is often seen in compositions of a particular author at different periods of life. It seems as if the hand which was stiff and somewhat puerile in Hardyknute, had acquired freedom and breadth of style in Sir Patrick Spence. For all of these reasons, I feel assured that Sir Patrick is a modern ballad, and suspect, or more than suspect, that the author is Lady Wardlaw. [10]




            Probably, by this time, the reader will desire to know what is now to be known regarding Lady Wardlaw. Unfortunately, this is little, for, as she shrank from the honours of authorship in her lifetime, no one thought of chronicling anything about her. We learn that she was born Elizabeth Halket, being the second daughter of Sir Charles Halket of Pitfirran, Baronet, who was raised to that honour by Charles II., and took an active part, as a member of the Convention of 1689, in settling the crown upon William and Mary. Her eldest sister, Janet, marrying Sir Peter Wedderburn of Gosford, was the progenitress of the subsequent Halkets, baronets of Pitfirran, her son being Sir Peter Halket, colonel of the 44th regiment of foot, who died in General Braddock's unfortunate conflict at Monongahela in 1755. A younger sister married Sir John Hope Bruce of Kinross, baronet, who died, one of the oldest lieutenant-generals in the British service, in 1766. Elizabeth, the authoress of Hardyknute, born on the 15th of April 1677, became, in June 1696, the wife of Sir Henry Wardlaw of Pitreavie (third baronet of the title), to whom she bore a son, subsequently fourth baronet, and three daughters. [11]




            The ballad of Hardyknute, though printed in a separate brochure by James Watson in 1719, had been previously talked of or quoted, for the curiosity of Lord Binning was excited about it, apparently in a conversation with Sir John Hope Bruce, the brother-in-law of Lady Wardlaw. Pinkerton received from Lord Hailes, and printed, an extract from a letter of Sir John to Lord Binning, as follows: 'To perform my promise, I send you a true copy of the manuscript I found a few weeks ago in a vault at Dunfermline. It is written on vellum, in a fair Gothic character, but so much defaced by time as you'll find the tenth part not legible.' Sir John, we are told by Pinkerton, transcribed in this letter 'the whole fragment first published, save one or two stanzas, marking several passages as having perished, from being illegible in the old manuscript.' [12]




            Here is documentary evidence that Hardyknute came out through the hands of Lady Wardlaw's brother-in-law, with a story about its discovery as an old manuscript, so transparently fictitious, that one wonders at people of sense having ever attempted to obtain credence for it—which consequently forms in itself a presumption as to an authorship being concealed. Pinkerton rashly assumed that Sir John Bruce was the author of the poem, and on the strength of that assumption, introduced his name among the Scottish poets.




            The first hint at the real author came out through Percy, who, in his second edition of the Reliques (1767), gives the following statement:




            'There is more than reason to suspect that it [Hardyknute] owes most of its beauties (if not its whole existence) to the pen of a lady within the present century. The following particulars may be depended on. Mrs [mistake for Lady] Wardlaw, whose maiden name was Halket ... pretended she had found this poem, written on shreds of paper, employed for what is called the bottoms of clues. A suspicion arose that it was her own composition. Some able judges asserted it to be modern. The lady did in a manner acknowledge it to be so. Being desired to show an additional stanza, as a proof of this, she produced the two last, beginning with "There's nae light, &c.," which were not in the copy that was first printed. The late Lord President Forbes and Sir Gilbert Elliot of Minto (late Lord Justice-clerk for Scotland), who had believed it ancient, contributed to the expense of publishing the first edition, in folio, 1719. This account was transmitted from Scotland by Sir David Dalrymple (Lord Hailes), [13] who yet was of opinion that part of the ballad may be ancient, but retouched and much enlarged by the lady above mentioned. Indeed, he had been informed that the late William Thomson, the Scottish musician, who published the Orpheus Caledonius, 1733, declared he had heard fragments of it repeated in his infancy before Mrs Wardlaw's copy was heard of.'




            The question as to the authorship of Hardyknute was once more raised in 1794, when Sir Charles Halket, grandson of Mary, third daughter of Lady Wardlaw, wrote a letter to Dr Stenhouse of Dunfermline, containing the following passage: 'The late Mr Hepburn of Keith often declared he was in the house with Lady Wardlaw when she wrote Hardyknute.' He also gave the following particulars in a manuscript account of his family, as reported by George Chalmers (Life of Allan Ramsay, 1800): 'Miss Elizabeth Menzies, daughter of James Menzies, Esq., of Woodend, in Perthshire, by Elizabeth, the daughter of Sir Henry Wardlaw [second baronet], wrote to Sir Charles Halket that her mother, who was sister-in-law to Lady Wardlaw, told her that Lady Wardlaw was the real authoress of Hardyknute; that Mary, the wife of Charles Wedderburn, Esq., of Gosford, told Miss Menzies that her mother, Lady Wardlaw, wrote Hardyknute. Sir Charles Halket and Miss Elizabeth Menzies concur in saying that Lady Wardlaw was a woman of elegant accomplishments, who wrote other poems, and practised drawing, and cutting paper with her scissors, and who had much wit and humour, with great sweetness of temper.'




            In the middle of the last century appeared two editions of a brochure containing the now well-known ballad of Gil Morrice; the date of the second was 1755. Prefixed to both was an advertisement setting forth that the preservation of this poem was owing 'to a lady, who favoured the printers with a copy, as it was carefully collected from the mouths of old women and nurses;' and 'any reader that can render it more correct or complete,' was desired to oblige the public with such improvements. Percy adopted the poem into his collection, with four additional verses, which meanwhile had been 'produced and handed about in manuscript,' but which were in a florid style, glaringly incongruous with the rest of the piece. He at the same time mentioned that there existed, in his folio manuscript, (supposed) of Elizabeth's time, an imperfect copy of the same ballad, under the title of Child Maurice.




            This early ballad of Child Maurice, which Mr Jamieson afterwards printed from Percy's manuscript, gives the same story of a gentleman killing, under jealousy, a young man, who proved to be a son of his wife by a former connection. But it is a poor, bald, imperfect composition, in comparison with Gil Morrice. It was evident to Percy that there had been a 'revisal' of the earlier poem, attended by 'considerable improvements.'




            Now, by whom had this improving revisal been effected? Who was the 'lady' that favoured the printers with the copy? I strongly suspect that the reviser was Lady Wardlaw, and that the poem was communicated to the printers either by her or by some of her near relations. The style of many of the verses, and even some of the particular expressions, remind us strongly of Sir Patrick Spence; while other verses, again, are more in the stiff manner ofHardyknute. The poem opens thus:


          




          

            Gil Morrice was an earl's son,


          




          

            His name it waxed wide;


          




          

            It was na for his great riches,


          




          

            Nor yet his mickle pride;


          




          

            But it was for a lady gay,


          




          

            That lived on Carron side.


          




          

            'Whar sall I get a bonny boy,


          




          

            That will win hose and shoon;


          




          

            That will gae to Lord Barnard's ha',


          




          

            And bid his lady come?


          




          

            'And ye maun rin my errand, Willie,


          




          

            And ye may rin wi' pride,


          




          

            When other boys gae on their foot,


          




          

            On horseback ye sall ride.'


          




          

            'O no! O no! my master dear,


          




          

            I dare nae for my life;


          




          

            I'll ne gae to the bauld baron's,


          




          

            For to tryst forth his wife.'


          




          

            'O say na sae, my master dear,


          




          

            For I fear a deadly storm.'


          




          

            What next follows is like Hardyknute:


          




          

            'But, O my master dear,' he cried,


          




          

            In green wood ye're your lane;


          




          

            Gie ower sic thoughts, I wad ye reid,


          




          

            For fear ye should be tane.'


          




          

            'Haste, haste! I say, gae to the ha';


          




          

            Bid her come here wi' speed:


          




          

            If ye refuse my heigh command,


          




          

            I'll gar your body bleed.'


          




          

            When the boy goes in and pronounces the fatal message before Lord Barnard:


          




          

            Then up and spak the wily nurse,


          




          

            The bairn upon her knee:


          




          

            'If it be come frae Gil Morrice,


          




          

            It's dear welcome to me.'


          




          

            Compare this with the second verse of Sir Patrick Spence:


          




          

            O up and spak an eldern knight,


          




          

            Sat at the king's right knee, &c.


          




          

            The messenger replies to the nurse:


          




          

            'Ye lied, ye lied, ye filthy nurse,


          




          

            Sae loud I heard ye lie,' &c.


          




          

            Identical with Sir Patrick's answer to the taunt of the Norwegian lords:


          




          

            'Ye lie, ye lie, ye liars loud,


          




          

            Fu' loud I hear ye lie.'


          




          

            When the youth has been slain by Lord Barnard, the lady explains that he was her son, and exclaims:


          




          

            'To me nae after days nor nichts


          




          

            Will e'er be saft or kind;


          




          

            I'll fill the air wi' heavy sighs,


          




          

            And greet till I am blind.'


          




          

            How nearly is this the same with the doleful complaint of the wounded knight in Hardyknute!


          




          

            'To me nae after day nor night


          




          

            Can e'er be sweet or fair,' &c.


          




          

            Lord Barnard pours out his contrition to his wife:


          




          

            'With waefu' wae I hear your plaint,


          




          

            Sair, sair I rue the deed,


          




          

            That e'er this cursed hand of mine


          




          

            Had garred his body bleed.'


          




          

            'Garred his body bleed' is a quaint and singular expression: it occurs in Hardyknute, and nowhere else:


          




          

            'To lay thee low as horse's hoof,


          




          

            My word I mean to keep:'


          




          

            Syne with the first stroke e'er he strake,


          




          

            He garred his body bleed.


          




          

            Passages and phrases of one poem appear in another from various causes—plagiarism and imitation; and in traditionary lore, it is easy to understand how a number of phrases might be in general use, as part of a common stock. But the parallel passages above noted are confined to a particular group of ballads—they are not to such an extent beauties as to have been produced by either plagiarism or imitation; it is submitted that they thus appear by an overwhelmingly superior likelihood as the result of a common authorship in the various pieces.




            Having so traced a probable common authorship, and that modern, from Hardyknute to Sir Patrick Spence, and from these two to the revised and improved edition of Gil Morrice, I was tempted to inquire if there be not others of the Scottish ballads liable to similar suspicion as to the antiquity of their origin? May not the conjectured author of these three have written several of the remainder of that group of compositions, so remarkable as they likewise are for their high literary qualities? Now, there is in Percy a number of Scottish ballads equally noteworthy for their beauty, and for the way in which they came to the hands of the editor. There is Edward, Edward, 'from a manuscript copy transmitted from Scotland;' the Jew's Daughter, 'from a manuscript copy sent from Scotland;' Gilderoy, 'from a written copy that appears to have received some modern corrections;' likewise, Young Waters, 'from a copy printed not long since at Glasgow, in one sheet octavo,' for the publication of which the world was 'indebted to Lady Jean Home, sister to the Earl of Home;' and Edom o' Gordon, which had been put by Sir David Dalrymple to Foulis's press in 1755, 'as it was preserved in the memory of a lady that is now dead'—Percy, however, having in this case improved the ballad by the addition of a few stanzas from a fragment in his folio manuscript. Regarding the Bonny Earl of Murray, the editor tells us nothing beyond calling it 'a Scottish song.' Of not one of these seven ballads, as published by Percy, has it ever been pretended that any ancient manuscript exists, or that there is any proof of their having had a being before the eighteenth century, beyond the rude and dissimilar prototypes (shall we call them?) which, in two instances, are found in the folio manuscript of Percy. No person was cited at first as having been accustomed to recite or sing them; and they have not been found familiar to the common people since. Their style is elegant, and free from coarsenesses, while yet exhibiting a large measure of the ballad simplicity. In all literary grace, they are as superior to the generality of the homely traditionary ballads of the rustic population, as the romances of Scott are superior to a set of chap-books. Indeed, it might not be very unreasonable to say that these ballads have done more to create a popularity for Percy's Reliques than all the other contents of the book. There is a community of character throughout all these poems, both as to forms of expression and style of thought and feeling—jealousy in husbands of high rank, maternal tenderness, tragic despair, are prominent in them, though not in them all. In several, there is the same kind of obscure and confused reference to known events in Scottish history, which editors have thought they saw in Sir Patrick Spence.




            Let us take a cursory glance at these poems.




            Young Waters is a tale of royal jealousy. It is here given entire.


          




          

            About Yule, when the wind blew cool,


          




          

            And the round tables began,


          




          

            A! there is come to our king's court


          




          

            Mony a well-favoured man.


          




          

            The queen looked ower the castle-wa',


          




          

            Beheld baith dale and down,


          




          

            And then she saw Young Waters


          




          

            Come riding to the town.


          




          

            His footmen they did rin before,


          




          

            His horsemen rade behind,


          




          

            Ane mantel o' the burning gowd


          




          

            Did keep him frae the wind.


          




          

            Gowden graithed his horse before,


          




          

            And siller shod behind;


          




          

            The horse Young Waters rade upon


          




          

            Was fleeter than the wind.


          




          

            But then spak a wily lord,


          




          

            Unto the queen said he:


          




          

            'O tell me wha's the fairest face


          




          

            Rides in the company?'


          




          

            'I've seen lord, and I've seen laird,


          




          

            And knights of high degree;


          




          

            But a fairer face than Young Waters


          




          

            Mine een did never see.'


          




          

            Out then spak the jealous king,


          




          

            And an angry man was he:


          




          

            'O if he had been twice as fair,


          




          

            You might have excepted me.'


          




          

            'You're neither lord nor laird,' she says,


          




          

            'But the king that wears the crown;


          




          

            There's not a knight in fair Scotland,


          




          

            But to thee maun bow down.'


          




          

            For a' that she could do or say,


          




          

            Appeased he wadna be,


          




          

            But for the words which she had said,


          




          

            Young Waters he maun dee.


          




          

            They hae tane Young Waters, and


          




          

            Put fetters to his feet;


          




          

            They hae tane Young Waters, and


          




          

            Thrown him in dungeon deep.


          




          

            Aft hae I ridden through Stirling town,


          




          

            In the wind but and the weet,


          




          

            But I ne'er rade through Stirling town


          




          

            Wi' fetters at my feet.


          




          

            Aft hae I ridden through Stirling town,


          




          

            In the wind both and the rain,


          




          

            But I ne'er rade through Stirling town


          




          

            Ne'er to return again.


          




          

            They hae tane to the heading-hill


          




          

            His young son in his cradle;


          




          

            They hae tane to the heading-hill


          




          

            His horse both and his saddle.


          




          

            They hae tane to the heading-hill


          




          

            His lady fair to see;


          




          

            And for the words the queen had spoke,


          




          

            Young Waters he did dee.


          




          

            Now, let the parallel passages be here observed. In verse second, the lady does exactly like the mother of Gil Morrice, of whom it is said:


          




          

            The lady sat on the castle-wa',


          




          

            Beheld baith dale and down,


          




          

            And there she saw Gil Morrice' head


          




          

            Come trailing to the town.


          




          

            Dale and down, let it be observed in passing, are words never used in Scotland; they are exotic English terms. The mantle of the hero in verse third recalls that of Gil Morrice, which was 'a' gowd but the hem'—a specialty, we may say, not likely to have occurred to a male mind. What the wily lord does in verse fifth is the exact counterpart of the account of the eldern knight in Sir Patrick Spence:


          




          

            Up and spak an eldern knight,


          




          

            Sat at the king's right knee.


          




          

            Observe the description of the king's jealous rage in Young Waters; how perfectly the same is that of the baron in Gil Morrice:


          




          

            Then up and spak the bauld baron,


          




          

            An angry man was he * *


          




          

            'Nae wonder, nae wonder, Gil Morrice,


          




          

            My lady lo'es thee weel,


          




          

            The fairest part of my bodie


          




          

            Is blacker than thy heel.'


          




          

            Even in so small a matter as the choice of rhymes, especially where there is any irregularity, it may be allowable to point out a parallelism. Is there not such between those in the verse descriptive of Young Waters's fettering, and those in the closing stanza of Sir Patrick Spence? It belongs to the idiosyncrasy of an author to make feet rhyme twice over to deep. Finally, let us observe how like the tone as well as words of the last lines of Young Waters to a certain verse in Hardyknute:


          




          

            The fainting corps of warriors lay,


          




          

            Ne'er to rise again.


          




          

            Percy surmised that Young Waters related to the fate of the Earl of Moray, slain by the Earl of Huntly in 1592, not without the concurrence, as was suspected, of the king, whose jealousy, it has been surmised, was excited against the young noble by indiscreet expressions of the queen. To the same subject obviously referred the ballad of the Bonny Earl of Murray, which consists, however, of but six stanzas, the last of which is very like the second of Young Waters:


          




          

            O lang will his lady


          




          

            Look ower the Castle Downe,


          




          

            Ere she see the Earl of Murray


          




          

            Come sounding through the town.


          




          

            Edom o' Gordon is only a modern and improved version of an old ballad which Percy found in his folio manuscript under the name of Captain Adam Carre. It clearly relates to a frightful act of Adam Gordon of Auchindown, when he maintained Queen Mary's interest in the north in 1571—the burning of the house of Towie, with the lady and her family within it. All that can be surmised here is that the revision was the work of the same pen with the pieces here cited—as witness, for example, the opening stanzas:


          




          

            It fell about the Martinmas,


          




          

            When the wind blew shrill and cauld, [14]


          




          

            Said Edom o' Gordon to his men:


          




          

            'We maun draw till a hauld.


          




          

            'And what a hauld shall we draw till,


          




          

            My merry men and me?


          




          

            We will gae to the house o' Rodes,


          




          

            To see that fair ladye.'


          




          

            The lady stood on her castle-wa',


          




          

            Beheld baith dale and down;


          




          

            There she was 'ware of a host of men


          




          

            Come riding towards the town. [15]


          




          

            'O see ye not, my merry men a', [16]


          




          

            O see ye not what I see?' &c.


          




          

            In the Jew's Daughter there is much in the general style to remind us of others of this group of ballads; but there are scarcely any parallel expressions. One may be cited:


          




          

            She rowed him in a cake of lead,


          




          

            Bade him lie still and sleep,


          




          

            She cast him in a deep draw-well,


          




          

            Was fifty fadom deep.


          




          

            This must remind the reader of Sir Patrick Spence:


          




          

            Half ower, half ower to Aberdour,


          




          

            It's fifty fathom deep.


          




          

            Gilderoy, in the version printed by Percy, is a ballad somewhat peculiar, in a rich dulcet style, and of very smooth versification, but is only an improved version of a rude popular ballad in the same measure, which was printed in several collections long before, [17] and was probably a street-ditty called forth by the hanging of the real robber, Patrick Macgregor, commonly called Gilderoy, [18] in 1636. The concluding verses of the refined version recall the peculiar manner of the rest of these poems:


          




          

            Gif Gilderoy had done amiss,


          




          

            He might hae banished been;


          




          

            Ah what sair cruelty is this,


          




          

            To hang sic handsome men:


          




          

            To hang the flower o' Scottish land,


          




          

            Sae sweet and fair a boy;


          




          

            Nae lady had sae white a hand


          




          

            As thee, my Gilderoy.


          




          

            Of Gilderoy sae 'fraid they were,


          




          

            They bound him mickle strong;


          




          

            Till Edinburgh they led him there,


          




          

            And on a gallows hung:


          




          

            They hung him high aboon the rest,


          




          

            He was sae trim a boy;


          




          

            There died the youth whom I lo'ed best,


          




          

            My handsome Gilderoy.


          




          

            Thus having yielded up his breath,


          




          

            I bare his corpse away;,


          




          

            With tears that trickled for his death,


          




          

            I washed his comely clay.,


          




          

            And sicker in a grave sae deep,


          




          

            I laid the dear-lo'ed boy;,


          




          

            And now for ever maun I weep


          




          

            My winsome Gilderoy.


          




          

            If any one will compare the Percy version of this ballad with the homely and indecorous ones printed before, he will not be the more disposed to go back to antiquity and a humble grade of authorship for what is best in the Scottish ballads. [19]




            Edward, Edward, which Percy received from Sir David Dalrymple, and placed among his oldest pieces, in affectedly old spelling, is a striking melodramatic composition:


          




          

            'Why does your brand sae drap wi' bluid,


          




          

            Edward, Edward?,


          




          

            Why does your brand sae drap wi' bluid,


          




          

            And why sae sad gang ye, O?',


          




          

            'O, I hae killed my hawk sae guid,,


          




          

            Mother, mother:,


          




          

            O, I hae killed my hawk sae guid,,


          




          

            And I had nae mair but he, O.'


          




          

            'Your hawk's bluid was never sae reid,,


          




          

            Edward, Edward;,


          




          

            Your hawk's bluid was never sae reid,,


          




          

            My dear son, I tell ye, O.',


          




          

            'O, I hae killed my reid-roan steed,,


          




          

            Mother, mother;,


          




          

            O, I hae killed my reid-roan steed,,


          




          

            That erst was sae fair and free, O.'


          




          

            'Your steed was auld, and ye hae gat mair,,


          




          

            Edward, Edward;,


          




          

            Your steed was auld, and ye hae gat mair,,


          




          

            Some other dool ye drie, O.',


          




          

            'O, I hae killed my father dear,,


          




          

            Mother, mother;,


          




          

            O, I hae killed my father dear,,


          




          

            Alas, and wae is me, O.'


          




          

            'And whaten penance will ye drie for that,,


          




          

            Edward, Edward?,


          




          

            And whaten penance will ye drie for that,,


          




          

            My dear son, now tell me, O?',


          




          

            'I'll set my feet in yonder boat,,


          




          

            Mother, mother;,


          




          

            I'll set my feet in yonder boat,,


          




          

            And I'll fare over the sea, O.'




            * * *


          




          

            'And what will ye leave to your bairns and your wife,,


          




          

            Edward, Edward?,


          




          

            And what will ye leave to your bairns and your wife,,


          




          

            When ye gang over the sea, O?',


          




          

            'The warld's room, let them beg through life,,


          




          

            Mother, mother;,


          




          

            The warld's room, let them beg through life,,


          




          

            For them never mair will I see, O.'


          




          

            'And what will ye leave to your ain mother dear,,


          




          

            Edward, Edward;,


          




          

            And what will ye leave to your ain mother dear,,


          




          

            My dear son, now tell me, O?',


          




          

            'The curse of hell frae me sall ye bear,,


          




          

            Mother, mother;,


          




          

            The curse of hell frae me sall ye bear,,


          




          

            Sic counsels ye gave me, O.'


          




          

            It seems unaccountable how any editor of Percy's discernment could ever have accepted this as old poetry. There is certainly none prior to 1700 which exhibits this kind of diction. Neither did any such poetry at any time proceed from a rustic uneducated mind.




            When we continue our search beyond the bounds of Percy's Reliques, we readily find ballads passing as old, which are not unlike the above, either in regard to their general beauty, or special strains of thought and expression. There are five which seem peculiarly liable to suspicion on both grounds—namely, Johnie of Bradislee, Mary Hamilton, the Gay Gos-hawk, Fause Foodrage, and the Lass o' Lochryan.




            In Johnie o' Bradislee, the hero is a young unlicensed huntsman, who goes out to the deer-forest against his mother's advice, and has a fatal encounter with seven foresters. Observe the description of the youth:


          




          

            His cheeks were like the roses red,


          




          

            His neck was like the snaw;


          




          

            He was the bonniest gentleman


          




          

            My eyes they ever saw.


          




          

            His coat was o' the scarlet red,


          




          

            His vest was o' the same;


          




          

            His stockings were o' the worset lace,


          




          

            And buckles tied to the same.


          




          

            The shirt that was upon his back


          




          

            Was o' the Holland fine;


          




          

            The doublet that was over that


          




          

            Was o' the Lincoln twine.


          




          

            The buttons that were upon his sleeve


          




          

            Were o' the gowd sae guid, &c.


          




          

            This is mercery of the eighteenth, and no earlier century. Both Gilderoy and Gil Morrice are decked out in a similar fashion; and we may fairly surmise that it was no man's mind which revelled so luxuriously in the description of these three specimens of masculine beauty, or which invested them in such elegant attire. Johnie kills the seven foresters, but receives a deadly hurt. He then speaks in the following strain:


          




          

            'O is there a bird in a' this bush


          




          

            Would sing as I would say,


          




          

            Go home and tell my auld mother


          




          

            That I hae won the day?


          




          

            'Is there ever a bird in a' this bush


          




          

            Would sing as I would say,


          




          

            Go home and tell my ain true love


          




          

            To come and fetch Johnie away?


          




          

            'Is there a bird in this hale forest


          




          

            Would do as mickle for me,


          




          

            As dip its wing in the wan water,


          




          

            And straik it ower my ee-bree?'


          




          

            The starling flew to his mother's bower-stane,


          




          

            It whistled and it sang;


          




          

            And aye the owerword o' its tune


          




          

            Was, 'Johnie tarries lang.'


          




          

            The mother says in conclusion:


          




          

            'Aft hae I brought to Bradislee


          




          

            The less gear and the mair;


          




          

            But I ne'er brought to Bradislee


          




          

            What grieved my heart sae sair.'


          




          

            Now, first, is not the literary beauty of the above expressions of the young huntsman calculated to excite suspicion? It may be asked, is there anything in the older Scottish poets comparable to them? Second, how like is the verse regarding the starling to one in Gil Morrice!


          




          

            Gil Morrice sat in guid green wood,


          




          

            He whistled and he sang;


          




          

            'O what mean a' the folk coming?


          




          

            My mother tarries lang.'


          




          

            Then, as to the last verse, how like to one in Young Waters!


          




          

            Aft hae I ridden through Stirling town,


          




          

            In the wind both and the rain,


          




          

            But I ne'er rade through Stirling town


          




          

            Ne'er to return again.


          




          

            Mary Hamilton describes the tragic fate of an attendant on Queen Mary, brought to the gallows for destroying her own infant. The reflections of the heroine at the last sad moment are expressed in the same rich strain of sentiment as some of the passages of other ballads already quoted, and with remarkable parallelisms in terms:


          




          

            'O aften hae I dressed my queen,


          




          

            And put gowd in her hair;


          




          

            But now I've gotten for my reward


          




          

            The gallows tree to share.




            * * *


          




          

            'I charge ye all, ye mariners,


          




          

            When ye sail ower the faem,


          




          

            Let neither my father nor mother get wit


          




          

            But that I 'm coming hame.




            * * *


          




          

            'O little did my mother think


          




          

            That day she cradled me,


          




          

            What lands I was to travel ower,


          




          

            What death I was to die!'


          




          

            The Scottish ladies sit bewailing the loss of Sir Patrick Spence's companions, 'wi' the gowd kaims in their hair.' Sir Patrick tells his friends before starting on his voyage, 'Our ship must sail the faem;' and in the description of the consequences of his shipwreck, we find 'Mony was the feather-bed that flattered on the faem.' No old poet would use foam as an equivalent for the sea; but it was just such a phrase as a poet of the era of Pope would love to use in that sense. The first of the above verses is evidently a cast from the same mould of thought as Bradislee's mother's concluding lament, and Young Waters's last words just quoted. The resemblance is not of that kind which arises from the use of literary commonplaces or stock phrases: the expressions have that identity which betrays their common source in one mind, a mind having a great command of rich and simple pathos.




            In the Gay Gos-hawk, a gentleman commissions the bird to go on a mission to his mistress, who is secluded from him among her relations, and tell her how he dies by long waiting for her; whereupon she returns an answer by the same messenger, to the effect that she will presently meet him at Mary's Kirk for the effecting of their nuptials. The opening of the poem is just a variation of Bradislee's apostrophe to his bird-messenger:


          




          

            'O waly, waly, my gay gos-hawk,


          




          

            Gin your feathering be sheen!'


          




          

            'And waly, waly, my master dear,


          




          

            Gin ye look pale and lean!


          




          

            'Oh, have ye tint at tournament


          




          

            Your sword, or yet your spear?


          




          

            Or mourn ye for the southern lass,


          




          

            Whom ye may not win near?'


          




          

            'I have not tint at tournament


          




          

            My sword, nor yet my spear;


          




          

            But sair I mourn for my true love,


          




          

            Wi' mony a bitter tear.


          




          

            'But weel's me on you, my gay gos-hawk,


          




          

            Ye can both speak and flie;


          




          

            Ye sall carry a letter to my love,


          




          

            Bring an answer back to me.'


          




          

            Hardyknute, Sir Patrick Spence, and Gil Morrice, all open, it will be recollected, with the sending away of a message. Here is a fourth instance, very like one artist's work, truly.




            The lover describes his mistress in terms recalling Bradislee:


          




          

            'The red that is on my true love's cheek


          




          

            Is like blood-draps on the snaw;


          




          

            The white that is on her breast bare,


          




          

            Like the down o' the white sea-maw.'


          




          

            The bird arrives at the lady's abode:


          




          

            And first he sang a low, low note,


          




          

            And syne he sang a clear;


          




          

            And aye the owerword o' the sang


          




          

            Was, 'Your love can no win here.'


          




          

            Gil Morrice has:


          




          

            Aye the owerword o' his sang


          




          

            Was, 'My mother tarries lang.'


          




          

            The lady feigns death, after the device of Juliet:


          




          

            Then up and rose her seven brethren,


          




          

            And hewed to her a bier;


          




          

            They hewed frae the solid aik,


          




          

            Laid it ower wi' silver clear.


          




          

            Then up and gat her seven sisters,


          




          

            And sewed to her a kell;


          




          

            And every steek that they put in


          




          

            Sewed to a silver bell.


          




          

            Here we have the same style of luxurious description of which we have already seen so many examples—so different from the usually bald style of the real homely ballads of the people. It is, further, very remarkable that inClerk Saunders it is seven brothers of the heroine who come in and detect her lover; and in the Douglas Tragedy, when the pair are eloping, Lord William spies his mistress's


          




          

            ... seven brethren bold


          




          

            Come riding o'er the lee.


          




          

            Both of these ballads, indeed, shew a structure and a strain of description and sentiment justifying the strongest suspicions of their alleged antiquity, and pointing to the same source as the other pieces already noticed.




            The ballad of Fause Foodrage, which Sir Walter Scott printed for the first time, describes a successful conspiracy by Foodrage and others against King Honour and his queen. The king being murdered, the queen is told, that if she brings forth a son, it will be put to death likewise; so she escapes, and, bringing a male child into the world, induces the lady of Wise William to take charge of it as her own, while she herself takes charge of the lady's daughter. The unfortunate queen then arranges a future conduct for both parties, in language violently figurative:


          




          

            'And ye maun learn my gay gos-hawk,


          




          

            Right weel to breast a steed;


          




          

            And I sall learn your turtle-dow


          




          

            As weel to write and read.


          




          

            'And ye maun learn my gay gos-hawk,


          




          

            To wield both bow and brand;


          




          

            And I sall learn your turtle-dow


          




          

            To lay gowd wi' her hand.


          




          

            'At kirk and market, when we meet,


          




          

            We'll dare make nae avowe,


          




          

            But—Dame, how does my gay gos-hawk?


          




          

            Madam, how does my dow?'


          




          

            When the royal youth grows up, Wise William reveals to him his history, and how his mother is still in confinement in Foodrage's hands. 'The boy stared wild like a gray gos-hawk' at hearing the strange intelligence, but soon resolves on a course of action:


          




          

            He has set his bent bow to his breast,


          




          

            And leapt the castle-wa',


          




          

            And soon he has seized on Fause Foodrage,


          




          

            Wha loud for help 'gan ca'.


          




          

            The slaying of Foodrage and marriage of the turtle-dow wind up the ballad. Now, is not the adoption of the term, 'gay gos-hawk' in this ballad, calculated to excite a very strong suspicion as to a community of authorship with the other, in which a gay gos-hawk figures so prominently? But this is not all. 'The boy stared wild like a gray gos-hawk,' is nearly identical with a line of Hardyknute:


          




          

            Norse e'en like gray gos-hawk stared wild.


          




          

            Scott was roused by this parallelism into suspicion of the authenticity of the ballad, and only tranquillised by finding a lady of rank who remembered hearing in her infancy the verses which have here been quoted. He felt compelled, he tells us, 'to believe that the author of Hardyknute copied from the old ballad, if the coincidence be not altogether accidental.' Finally, the young prince's procedure in storming the castle, is precisely that of Gil Morrice in gaining access to that of Lord Barnard:


          




          

            And when he cam to Barnard's yett,


          




          

            He would neither chap nor ca',


          




          

            But set his bent bow to his breast,


          




          

            And lightly lap the wa'.


          




          

            It may fairly be said that, in ordinary literature, coincidences like this are never 'accidental.' It may be observed, much of the narration in Fause Foodrage is in a stiff and somewhat hard style, recalling Hardyknute. It was probably one of the earlier compositions of its author.




            The Lass o' Lochryan describes the hapless voyage of a maiden mother in search of her love Gregory. In the particulars of sea-faring and the description of the vessel, Sir Patrick Spence is strongly recalled.


          




          

            She has garred build a bonny ship;


          




          

            It's a' covered o'er wi' pearl;


          




          

            And at every needle-tack was in't


          




          

            There hung a siller bell.


          




          

            Let the reader revert to the description of the bier prepared for the seeming dead lady in the Gay Gos-hawk.


          




          

            She had na sailed a league but twa,


          




          

            Or scantly had she three,


          




          

            Till she met wi' a rude rover,


          




          

            Was sailing on the sea.


          




          

            The reader will remark in Sir Patrick:


          




          

            They had na sailed a league, a league,


          




          

            A league but barely three, &c.


          




          

            The rover asks:


          




          

            'Now, whether are ye the queen hersel,


          




          

            Or ane o' her Maries three,


          




          

            Or are ye the Lass o' Lochryan,


          




          

            Seeking love Gregory?' [20]


          




          

            The queen's Maries are also introduced in Mary Hamilton, who, indeed, is represented as one of them:


          




          

            Yestreen the queen she had four Maries;


          




          

            The night, she has but three;


          




          

            There was Mary Seton and Mary Beaton,


          




          

            And Mary Carmichael and me.


          




          

            On arriving at love Gregory's castle, beside the sea, the lady calls:


          




          

            'Oh, open the door, love Gregory;


          




          

            Oh, open and let me in;


          




          

            For the wind blaws through my yellow hair,


          




          

            And the rain draps o'er my chin.'


          




          

            He being in a dead sleep, his mother answers for him, and turns from the door the forlorn applicant, who then exclaims:


          




          

            'Tak down, tak down the mast o' gowd;


          




          

            Set up a mast o' tree;


          




          

            It disna become a forsaken lady


          




          

            To sail sae royallie.


          




          

            'Tak down, tak down the sails o' silk;


          




          

            Set up the sails o' skin;


          




          

            Ill sets the outside to be gay,


          




          

            When there's sic grief within.'


          




          

            Gregory then awakes:


          




          

            O quickly, quickly raise he up,


          




          

            And fast ran to the strand,


          




          

            And there he saw her, fair Annie,


          




          

            Was sailing frae the land.




            * * *


          




          

            The wind blew loud, the sea grew rough,


          




          

            And dashed the boat on shore;


          




          

            Fair Annie floated on the faem,


          




          

            But the babie raise no more.




            * * *


          




          

            And first he kissed her cherry cheek,


          




          

            And syne he kissed her chin;


          




          

            And syne he kissed her rosy lips—


          




          

            There was nae breath within.


          




          

            The resemblance of these verses to several of the preceding ballads, [21] and particularly to Sir Patrick Spence, and their superiority in delicacy of feeling and in diction to all ordinary ballad poetry, is very striking. It chances that there is here, as in Sir Patrick, one word peculiarly detective—namely, strand, as meaning the shore. In the Scottish language, strand means a rivulet, or a street-gutter—never the margin of the sea.




            There is a considerable number of other ballads which are scarcely less liable to suspicion as modern compositions, and which are all marked more or less by the peculiarities seen in the above group. Several of them are based, like the one just noticed, on irregular love, which they commonly treat with little reproach, and usually with a romantic tenderness. Willie and May Margaret [22] describes a young lover crossing the Clyde in a flood to see his mistress, and as denied access by her mother in a feigned voice, after which he is drowned in recrossing the river; the ballad being thus a kind of counterpart of the Lass of Lochryan. In Young Huntin, otherwise called Earl Richard, the hero is killed in his mistress's bower through jealousy, and we have then a verse of wonderful power—such as no rustic and unlettered bard ever wrote, or ever will write:


          




          

            'O slowly, slowly wanes the night,


          




          

            And slowly daws the day:


          




          

            There is a dead man in my bower,


          




          

            I wish he were away.'


          




          

            One called Fair Annie relates how a mistress won upon her lover, and finally gained him as a husband, by patience, under the trial of seeing a new bride brought home. [23] In the latter, the behaviour of the patient mistress is thus described:


          




          

            O she has served the lang tables


          




          

            Wi' the white bread and the wine;


          




          

            And aye she drank the wan water,


          




          

            To keep her colour fine.


          




          

            The expression, the wan water, occurs in several of this group of ballads. Thus, in Johnie of Bradislee:


          




          

            Is there ever a bird in this hale forest


          




          

            Will do as mickle for me,


          




          

            As dip its wing in the wan water,


          




          

            And straik it o'er my ee-bree?


          




          

            And in the Douglas Tragedy:


          




          

            O they rade on, and on they rade,


          




          

            And a' by the light o' the moon,


          




          

            Until they cam to yon wan water,


          




          

            And there they lighted down.


          




          

            See further in Young Huntin:


          




          

            And they hae ridden along, along,


          




          

            All the long summer's tide,


          




          

            Until they came to the wan water,


          




          

            The deepest place in Clyde.


          




          

            The circumstance is very suspicious, for we find this phrase in no other ballads.




            In Clerk Saunders, the hero is slain in his mistress's bower, by the rage of one of her seven brothers, whose act is described in precisely the same terms as the slaughter of Gil Morrice by the bold baron:


          




          

            He's ta'en out his trusty brand,


          




          

            And straikt it on the strae,


          




          

            And through and through Clerk Saunders' side


          




          

            He's gart it come and gae. [24]


          




          

            Sweet William's Ghost, a fine superstitious ballad, first published in Ramsay's Tea-table Miscellany, 1724, is important as the earliest printed of all the Scottish ballads after the admittedly modern Hardyknute:


          




          

            There came a ghost to Margaret's door,


          




          

            With many a grievous groan;


          




          

            And aye he tirled at the pin,


          




          

            But answer made she none.




            * * *


          




          

            'O sweet Margaret! O dear Margaret!


          




          

            I pray thee, speak to me;


          




          

            Give me my faith and troth, Margaret,


          




          

            As I gave it to thee.'


          




          

            'Thy faith and troth thou 's never get,


          




          

            Nor yet will I thee lend,


          




          

            Till that thou come within my bower,


          




          

            And kiss my cheek and chin.' [25]


          




          

            'If I should come within thy bower,


          




          

            I am no earthly man;


          




          

            And should I kiss thy rosy lips,


          




          

            Thy days will not be lang.




            * * *


          




          

            'My bones are buried in yon kirk-yard,


          




          

            Afar beyond the sea;


          




          

            And it is but my spirit, Margaret,


          




          

            That's now speaking to thee.'


          




          

            She stretched out her lily hand,


          




          

            And for to do her best,


          




          

            'Ha'e there's your faith and troth, Willie;


          




          

            God send your soul good rest.'


          




          

            Now she has kilted her robes of green


          




          

            A piece below her knee,


          




          

            And a' the live-lang winter night,


          




          

            The dead corp followed she.


          




          

            'Is there any room at your head, Willie,


          




          

            Or any room at your feet?


          




          

            Or any room at your side, Willie,


          




          

            Wherein that I may creep?'


          




          

            'There's no room at my head, Margaret;


          




          

            There's no room at my feet;


          




          

            There's no room at my side, Margaret;


          




          

            My coffin's made so meet.' [26]


          




          

            Then up and crew the red, red cock,


          




          

            And up then crew the gray,


          




          

            ''Tis time, 'tis time, my dear Margaret,


          




          

            That you were going away.'




            * * *


          




          

            So far, the ballad appears as composed in the style of those already noticed—a style at once simple and poetical—neither shewing the rudeness of the common peasant's ballad, nor the formal refinement of the modern English poet. But next follow two stanzas, which manifestly have been patched on by some contemporary of Ramsay:


          




          

            No more the ghost to Margaret said,


          




          

            But with a grievous groan


          




          

            Evanished in a cloud of mist,


          




          

            And left her all alone, &c.


          




          

            No such conclusion, perhaps, was needed, for it may be suspected that the verse here printed sixth is the true finale of the story, accidentally transferred from its proper place.




            There is a slight affinity between the above and a ballad entitled Tam Lane, to which Scott drew special attention in his Border Minstrelsy, by making it a peg for eighty pages of prose dissertation On the Fairies of Popular Superstition. It describes a lover as lost to his mistress, by being reft away into fairy-land, and as recovered by an effort of courage and presence of mind on her part. It opens thus:


          




          

            O I forbid ye maidens a',


          




          

            That wear gowd in your hair,


          




          

            To come or gae by Carterhaugh,


          




          

            For the young Tam Lane is there.


          




          

            It may be remarked how often before we have seen maidens described as wearing gold in their hair. One maiden defies the prohibition:


          




          

            Janet has kilted her green kirtle


          




          

            A little aboon her knee,


          




          

            And she has braided her yellow hair


          




          

            A little aboon her bree.


          




          

            This, it will be observed, is all but the very same description applied to Margaret in the preceding ballad. The narrative goes on:


          




          

            She had na pu'd a red, red rose,


          




          

            A rose but barely three,


          




          

            Till up and starts a wee, wee man


          




          

            At Lady Janet's knee.


          




          

            Remember Sir Patrick's voyage:


          




          

            They had na sailed a league, a league,


          




          

            A league but barely three.


          




          

            Let it also here be noted that the eldern knight in that ballad sits 'at the king's knee,' and the nurse in Gil Morrice is not very necessarily described as having 'the bairn upon her knee.' Why the knee on these occasions, if not a habitual idea of one poet? [27]




            The consequences of the visit having been fatal to Lady Janet's health and peace, she goes back to see her elfin lover, Tam Lane, who instructs her how to recover him from his bondage to the queen of fairy-land.


          




          

            'The night it is good Halloween,


          




          

            When fairy folk will ride;


          




          

            And they that wad their true love win,


          




          

            At Miles Cross they maun bide.'


          




          

            'But how shall I thee ken, Tam Lane,


          




          

            Or how shall I thee knaw,


          




          

            Amang so many unearthly knights,


          




          

            The like I never saw?'


          




          

            'The first company that passes by,


          




          

            Say na, and let them gae;


          




          

            The next company that passes by,


          




          

            Say na, and do right sae;


          




          

            The third company that passes by,


          




          

            Then I'll be ane o' thae.


          




          

            'First let pass the black, Janet,


          




          

            And syne let pass the brown;


          




          

            But grip ye to the milk-white steed,


          




          

            And pu' the rider down.'


          




          

            Compare the first two of these stanzas with the queries put by the gay gos-hawk to his master:


          




          

            'But how shall I your true love find,


          




          

            Or how suld I her know?


          




          

            I bear a tongue ne'er wi' her spoke,


          




          

            An eye that ne'er her saw.'


          




          

            'O weel sall ye my true love ken,


          




          

            Sae sore as ye her see,' &c.


          




          

            As to the latter three stanzas, they exhibit a formula of description, which appears in several of the suspected ballads, consisting of a series of nearly identical statements, apparently for the sake of amplitude. For example, the progress of the seeming funeral of the lady in the Gay Gos-hawk:


          




          

            At the first kirk of fair Scotland,


          




          

            They gart the bells be rung;


          




          

            At the second kirk of fair Scotland,


          




          

            They gart the mass be sung.


          




          

            At the third kirk of fair Scotland,


          




          

            They dealt gold for her sake;


          




          

            And the fourth kirk of fair Scotland,


          




          

            Her true love met them at.


          




          

            Or the following, in Sweet Willie and Fair Annie, which is almost the same incident and relation of circumstances as the said seeming funeral; only the lady in this case is dead:


          




          

            The firsten bower that he cam till,


          




          

            There was right dowie wark;


          




          

            Her mother and her sisters three


          




          

            Were making to Annie a sark.


          




          

            The next bower that he cam till,


          




          

            There was right dowie cheer;


          




          

            Her father and her seven brethren


          




          

            Were making to Annie a bier.


          




          

            The lasten bower that he cam till,


          




          

            O heavy was his care;


          




          

            The waxen lights were burning bright,


          




          

            And fair Annie streekit there.


          




          

            In Scott's version of Tam Lane there are some stanzas of so modern a cast as to prove that this poem has been at least tampered with. For example, the account of fairy life:


          




          

            'And all our wants are well supplied


          




          

            From every rich man's store,


          




          

            Who thankless sins the gifts he gets,


          




          

            And vainly grasps for more.'


          




          

            Without regard, however, to such manifest patches, the general structure and style of expression must be admitted to strongly recall the other ballads which have been already commented on.




            Only a wish to keep this dissertation within moderate bounds forbids me to analyse a few other ballads, as the Douglas Tragedy, Sweet Willie and Fair Annie, Lady Maiery, the Clerk's Two Sons of Owsenford, and a ScotchHeir of Linne lately recovered by Mr J. H. Dixon, all of which, besides others which must rest unnamed, bear traces of the same authorship with the ballads already brought under notice.




            It is now to be remarked of the ballads published by the successors of Percy, as of those which he published, that there is not a particle of positive evidence for their having existed before the eighteenth century. Overlooking the one given by Ramsay in his Tea-table Miscellany, we have neither print nor manuscript of them before the reign of George III. They are not in the style of old literature. They contain no references to old literature. As little does old literature contain any references to them. They wholly escaped the collecting diligence of Bannatyne. James Watson, who published a collection of Scottish poetry in 1706-1711, wholly overlooks them. Ramsay, as we see, caught up only one. Even Herd, in 1769, only gathered a few fragments of some of these poems. It was reserved for Sir Walter Scott and Robert Jamieson, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, to obtain copies of the great bulk of these poems—that is, the ballads over and above the few published by Percy—from a lady—a certain 'Mrs Brown of Falkland,' who seems to have been the wife of the Rev. Andrew Brown, minister of that parish in Fife—is known to have been the daughter of Professor Thomas Gordon, of King's College, Aberdeen—and is stated to have derived her stores of legendary lore from the memory of her aunt, a Mrs Farquhar, the wife of a small proprietor in Braemar, who had spent the best part of her life among flocks and herds, but lived latterly in Aberdeen. At the suggestion of Mr William Tytler, a son of Mrs Brown wrote down a parcel of the ballads which her aunt had heard in her youth from the recitation of nurses and old women. [28] Such were the external circumstances, none of them giving the least support to the assumed antiquity of the pieces, but rather exciting some suspicion to the contrary effect.




            When we come to consider the internal evidence, what do we find? We find that these poems, in common with those published by Percy, are composed in a style of romantic beauty and elevation distinguishing them from all other remains of Scottish traditionary poetry. They are quite unlike the palpably old historical ballads, such as the Battle of Otterbourne and the Raid of the Reidswire. They are unlike the Border ballads, such as Dick o' the Cow, and Jock o' the Syde, commemorating domestic events of the latter part of the sixteenth century. They are strikingly unlike the Burning of Frendraught, the Bonny House o' Airly, and the Battle of Bothwell Bridge, contemporaneous metrical chronicles of events of the seventeenth century. Not less different are they from a large mass of ballads, which have latterly been published by Mr Peter Buchan and others, involving romantic incidents, it is true, or eccentricities in private life, but in such rude and homely strains as speak strongly of a plebeian origin. In the ballads here brought under question, the characters are usually persons of condition, generally richly dressed, often well mounted, and of a dignified bearing towards all inferior people. The page, the nurse, the waiting-woman, the hound, the hawk, and other animals connected with the pageantry of high life, are prominently introduced. Yet the characters and incidents are alike relieved from all clear connection with any particular age: they may be said to form a world of their own, of no particular era, wherein the imagination of the reader may revel, as that of the author has done. It may be allowably said, there is a tone of breeding throughout these ballads, such as is never found in the productions of rustic genius. One marked feature—the pathos of deep female affections—the sacrifice and the suffering which these so often involve—runs through nearly the whole. References to religion and religious ceremonies and fanes are of the slightest kind. We hear of bells being rung and mass sung, but only to indicate a time of day. Had they been old ballads continually changing in diction and in thought, as passed down from one reciter to another, they could not have failed to involve some considerable trace of the intensely earnest religious life of the seventeenth century; but not the slightest tincture of this enthusiastic feeling appears in them, a defect the more marked, as they contain abundant allusion to the superstitions which survived into the succeeding time of religious indifference, and indeed some of their best effects rest in a dexterous treatment of these weird ideas. There is but one exception to what has been observed on the obscurity of the epoch pointed to for the incidents—the dresses, properties, and decorations, are sometimes of a modern cast. The writer—if we may be allowed to speculate on a single writer—seems to have been unable to resist an inclination to indulge in description of the external furnishings of the heroes and heroines, or rather, perhaps, has been desirous of making out effect from these particulars; but the finery of the court of Charles II. is the furthest point reached in the retrospect—although, I must admit, this is in general treated with a vagueness that helps much to conceal the want of learning.




            Another point of great importance in the matter of internal evidence, is the isolatedness of these ballads in respect of English traditionary literature. The Scottish muse has not always gone hand in hand with the English in point of time, but she has done so in all other respects. Any literature we had from the beginning of the seventeenth century downwards, was always sensibly tinged by what had immediately before been in vogue in the south. Nor is it easy to see how a people occupying part of the same island, and speaking essentially the same language, should have avoided this communion of literary taste; but the ballads in question are wholly unlike any English ballads. Look over Percy, Evans, or Mr Collier's suite of Roxburghe Ballads, giving those which were popular in London during the seventeenth century, and you find not a trace of the style and manner of these Scottish romantic ballads. Neither, it would appear, had one of them found its way into popularity in England before the time of Percy; for, had it been otherwise, he would have found them either in print or in the mouths of the people.[29]




            Upon all of these considerations, I have arrived at the conclusion, that the high-class romantic ballads of Scotland are not ancient compositions—are not older than the early part of the eighteenth century—and are mainly, if not wholly, the production of one mind.




            Whose was this mind, is a different question, on which no such confident decision may for the present be arrived at; but I have no hesitation in saying that, from the internal resemblances traced on from Hardyknute throughSir Patrick Spence and Gil Morrice to the others, there seems to me a great likelihood that the whole were the composition of the authoress of that poem—namely, Elizabeth Lady Wardlaw of Pitreavie.




            It may be demanded that something should be done to verify, or at least support, the allegation here made as to the peculiar literary character of the suspected ballads. This is, of course, a point to be best made out by a perusal of the entire body of this class of compositions, and scarcely by any other means. Still, it is a difference so striking, that even to present one typical ballad of true rustic origin, could not fail to make a considerable impression on the reader, after he has read specimens of those which are here attributed to a higher source. Be it observed, when an uneducated person speaks of knights, lords, and kings, or of dames and damosels, he reduces all to one homely level. He indulges in no diplomatic periphrases. It is simply, the king said this, and the lord said that—this thing was done, and that thing was done—the catastrophe or dénouement comes by a single stroke. This we find in the true stall-ballads. A vulgar, prosaic, and drawling character pervades the whole class, with few exceptions—a fact which ought to give no surprise, for does not all experience shew, that literature of any kind, to have effect, requires for its production a mind of some cultivation, and really good verse flowing from an uninstructed source is what never was, is not now, and never will be? With these remarks, I usher in a typical ballad of the common class—one taken down many years ago from the singing of an old man in the south of Scotland:


          




          

            JAMES HATELIE.


          




          

            It fell upon a certain day,




            When the king from home he chanced to be,




            The king's jewels they were stolen all,




            And they laid the blame on James Hatelie.




            And he is into prison cast,




            And I wat he is condemned to dee;




            For there was not a man in all the court




            To speak a word for James Hatelie.




            But the king's eldest daughter she loved him well,




            But known her love it might not be;




            And she has stolen the prison keys,




            And gane in and discoursed wi' James Hatelie.




            'Oh, did you steal them, James?' she said;




            'Oh, did not you steal them, come tell to me?




            For I'll make a vow, and I'll keep it true,




            You's never be the worse of me.'




            'I did not steal them,' James he said;




            'And neither was it intended by me,




            For the English they stole them themselves,




            And I wat they've laid the blame on me.'




            Now she has hame to her father gane,




            And bowed her low down on her knee,




            'I ask—I ask—I ask, father,' she said,




            'I ask—I ask a boon of thee;




            I never asked one in my life,




            And one of them you must grant to me.'




            'Ask on, ask on, daughter,' he said;




            'And aye weel answered ye shall be;




            For if it were my whole estate,




            Naysaid, naysaid you shall not be.'




            'I ask none of your gold, father,




            As little of your white monie;




            But all the asken that I do ask,




            It is the life of James Hatelie.'




            'Ask on, ask on, daughter,' he said;




            'And aye weel answered ye shall be;




            For I'll mak a vow, and keep it true—




            James Hatelie shall not hanged be.'




            'Another asken I ask, father;




            Another asken I ask of thee—




            Let Fenwick and Hatelie go to the sword,




            And let them try their veritie.'




            'Ask on, ask on, daughter,' he said;




            'And aye weel answered you shall be;




            For before the morn at twelve o'clock,




            They both at the point of the sword shall be.'




            James Hatelie was eighteen years of age,




            False Fenwick was thirty years and three;




            He lap about, and he strack about,




            And he gave false Fenwick wounds three.




            'Oh, hold your hand, James Hatelie,' he said;




            'And let my breath go out and in;




            Were it not for the spilling of my noble blood




            And the shaming of my noble kin.




            'Oh, hold your hand, James Hatelie,' he said;




            Oh, hold your hand, and let me be;




            For I'm the man that stole the jewels,




            And a shame and disgrace it was to me.'




            Then up bespoke an English lord,




            I wat but he spoke haughtilie:




            'I would rather have lost all my lands,




            Before they had not hanged James Hatelie.'




            Then up bespoke a good Scotch lord,




            I wat a good Scotch lord was he:




            'I would rather have foughten to the knees in blood,




            Than they had hanged James Hatelie.'




            Then up bespoke the king's eldest son:




            'Come in, James Hatelie, and dine with me;




            For I'll make a vow, and I'll keep it true—




            You'se be my captain by land and sea.'




            Then up bespoke the king's eldest daughter:




            'Come in, James Hatelie, and dine with me;




            For I'll make a vow, and I'll keep it true—




            I'll never marrie a man but thee.'


          




          

            Here is love, and here is innocence in difficulties—two things of high moral interest; yet how homely is the whole narration; how unlike the strains of the ballads which have been passed before the reader's view! And be it observed, the theory as to our ballads is, that they have been transmitted from old time, undergoing modifications from the minds of nurses, and other humble reciters, as they came along. If so, they ought to have presented the same plebeian strain of ideas and phraseology as James Hatelie; but we see they do not: they are, on the contrary, remarkably poetical, pure, and dignified.




            Here I may, once for all, in opposition to Professor Aytoun and others, express my belief that the ballads in question are for the most part printed nearly, and, in some instances, entirely, in the condition in which they were left by the author. In Edward, I question if a line has been corrupted or a word altered. Sir Patrick Spence and Gilderoy are both so rounded and complete, so free, moreover, from all vulgar terms, that I feel nearly equally confident about them. All those which Percy obtained in manuscripts from Scotland, are neat finished compositions, as much so as any ballad of Tickell or Shenstone. Those from Mrs Brown's manuscript have also an author's finish clearly impressed on them. It is a mere assumption that they have been sent down, with large modifications, from old times. Had it been true, the ballads would have been full of vulgarisms, as we find to be the condition of certain of them which Peter Buchan picked up among the common people, after (shall we say) seventy or eighty years of traditionary handling. Now, no such depravation appears in the versions printed by Percy, Scott, and Jamieson.




            It may be objected to the arguments founded on the great number of parallel passages, that these are but the stock phraseology of all ballad-mongers, and form no just proof of unity of authorship. If this were true, it might be an objection of some force; but it is not true. The formulæ in question are to be found hardly at all in any of the rustic or homely ballads. They are not to be found in any ballads which there is good reason to believe so old as the early part of the seventeenth century. They are to be found in no ballads which may even doubtfully be affiliated to England. All this, of course, can only be fully ascertained by a careful perusal of some large collection of ballads. Yet, even in such a case, a few examples may be viewed with interest, and not unprofitably. Of the plebeian ballads, a specimen has just been adduced. Let us proceed, then, to exemplify the ballads of the seventeenth century. First, take Fair Margaret and Sweet William, which Percy brought forward from a stall copy as, apparently, the ballad quoted in Fletcher's Knight of the Burning Pestle; though subjected to some alteration during the intermediate century and a half. It is as follows:


          




          

            As it fell out on a long summer day,


          




          

            Two lovers they sat on a hill;


          




          

            They sat together that long summer day,


          




          

            And could not take their fill.


          




          

            'I see no harm by you, Margaret,


          




          

            And you see none by me;


          




          

            Before to-morrow at eight o'clock,


          




          

            A rich wedding you shall see.'


          




          

            Fair Margaret sat in her bouir window,


          




          

            Combing her yellow hair;


          




          

            There she spied sweit William and his bride,


          




          

            As they were a-riding near.


          




          

            Then doun she layed her ivorie combe,


          




          

            And braided her hair in twain:


          




          

            She went alive out of her bouir,


          




          

            But never cam alive in't again.


          




          

            When day was gone, and nicht was come,


          




          

            And all men fast asleip,


          




          

            Then came the spirit of fair Margaret,


          




          

            And stood at William's feet.


          




          

            'Are you awake, sweit William?' she said;


          




          

            'Or, sweit William, are you asleip?


          




          

            God give you joy of your gay bride-bed,


          




          

            And me of my winding-sheet!'


          




          

            When day was come, and nicht was gone,


          




          

            And all men waked from sleip,


          




          

            Sweit William to his lady said:


          




          

            'My deir, I have cause to weep.


          




          

            'I dreimt a dreim, my dear ladye;


          




          

            Such dreims are never good:


          




          

            I dreimt my bouir was full of red swine,


          




          

            And my bride-bed full of blood.'


          




          

            'Such dreims, such dreims, my honoured sir,


          




          

            They never do prove good;


          




          

            To dreim thy bouir was full of red swine,


          




          

            And thy bride-bed full of blood.'


          




          

            He called up his merry-men all,


          




          

            By one, by two, and by three;


          




          

            Saying: 'I'll away to fair Margaret's bouir,


          




          

            By the leave of my ladye.'


          




          

            And when he came to fair Margaret's bouir,


          




          

            He knockit at the ring;


          




          

            And who so ready as her seven brethren


          




          

            To let sweit William in.


          




          

            Then he turned up the covering sheet:


          




          

            'Pray, let me see the deid;


          




          

            Methinks, she looks all pale and wan;


          




          

            She hath lost her cherry red.


          




          

            'I'll do more for thee, Margaret,


          




          

            Than any of thy kin,


          




          

            For I will kiss thy pale wan lips,


          




          

            Though a smile I cannot win.'


          




          

            With that bespake the seven brethren,


          




          

            Making most piteous moan:


          




          

            'You may go kiss your jolly brown bride,


          




          

            And let our sister alone.'


          




          

            'If I do kiss my jolly brown bride,


          




          

            I do but what is right;


          




          

            I ne'er made a vow to yonder poor corpse,


          




          

            By day nor yet by night.


          




          

            'Deal on, deal on, my merry-men all;


          




          

            Deal on your cake and your wine:


          




          

            For whatever is dealt at her funeral to-day,


          




          

            Shall be dealt to-morrow at mine.'


          




          

            Fair Margaret died to-day, to-day,


          




          

            Sweit William died to-morrow;


          




          

            Fair Margaret died for pure true love,


          




          

            Sweit William died for sorrow.


          




          

            Margaret was buried in the lower chancel,


          




          

            And William in the higher;


          




          

            Out of her breast there sprang a rose,


          




          

            And out of his a brier.


          




          

            They grew till they grew unto the church-top,


          




          

            And then they could grow no higher;


          




          

            And there they tied in a true lovers' knot,


          




          

            Which made all the people admire.


          




          

            Then came the clerk of the parish,


          




          

            As you the truth shall hear,


          




          

            And by misfortune cut them down,


          




          

            Or they had now been there.


          




          

            Here, it will be observed, beyond the expression, 'my merry-men all,' there is no trace of the phraseology so marked in the group of ballads under our notice. Take, also, a ballad which, from the occurrences referred to, may be considered as antecedent to the epoch of Hardyknute, and we shall observe an equal, if not more complete, absence of the phraseology and manner of this class of ballads. It relates to a tragic love-story of 1631, as ascertained from the grave-stone of the heroine in the kirk-yard of Fyvie, Aberdeenshire:


          




          

            Lord Fyvie had a trumpeter,


          




          

            His name was Andrew Lammie;


          




          

            He had the art to gain the heart


          




          

            Of Mill-o'-Tifty's Annie.




            * * *


          




          

            She sighed sore, but said no more,


          




          

            Alas, for bonny Annie!


          




          

            She durst not own her heart was won


          




          

            By the trumpeter of Fyvie.


          




          

            At night when they went to their beds,


          




          

            All slept full sound but Annie;


          




          

            Love so opprest her tender breast,


          




          

            Thinking on Andrew Lammie.


          




          

            'Love comes in at my bed-side,


          




          

            And love lies down beyond me,


          




          

            Love has possessed my tender breast,


          




          

            And wastes away my body.


          




          

            'At Fyvie yetts there grows a flower,


          




          

            It grows baith braid and bonny;


          




          

            There is a daisy in the midst o' it.


          




          

            And it's ca'd by Andrew Lammie.


          




          

            'O gin that flower were in my breast,


          




          

            For the love I bear the laddie,


          




          

            I wad kiss it, and I wad clap it,


          




          

            And daut it for Andrew Lammie.


          




          

            'The first time I and my love met


          




          

            Was in the woods of Fyvie;


          




          

            His lovely form and speech so sweet


          




          

            Soon gained the heart of Annie.


          




          

            'Oh, up and down, in Tifty's den,


          




          

            Where the burns run clear and bonny,


          




          

            I've often gone to meet my love,


          




          

            My bonny Andrew Lammie.


          




          

            'He kissed my lips five thousand times,


          




          

            And aye he ca'd me bonny;


          




          

            And a' the answer he gat frae me,


          




          

            Was, "My bonny Andrew Lammie!"'


          




          

            But now, alas! her father heard


          




          

            That the trumpeter of Fyvie


          




          

            Had had the art to gain the heart


          




          

            Of Tifty's bonny Annie.


          




          

            And he has syne a letter wrote,


          




          

            And sent it on to Fyvie,


          




          

            To tell his daughter was bewitched


          




          

            By his servant, Andrew Lammie.


          




          

            When Lord Fyvie this letter read,


          




          

            O dear, but he was sorry;


          




          

            'The bonniest lass in Fyvie's land


          




          

            Is bewitched by Andrew Lammie.'


          




          

            Then up the stair his trumpeter


          




          

            He called soon and shortly;


          




          

            'Pray tell me soon what's this you've done


          




          

            To Tifty's bonny Annie?'


          




          

            'In wicked art I had no part,


          




          

            Nor therein am I canny;


          




          

            True love alone the heart has won


          




          

            Of Tifty's bonny Annie.


          




          

            'Woe betide Mill-o'-Tifty's pride,


          




          

            For it has ruined many;


          




          

            He'll no hae't said that she should wed


          




          

            The trumpeter of Fyvie.'




            * * *


          




          

            'Love, I maun gang to Edinburgh;


          




          

            Love, I maun gang and leave thee.'


          




          

            She sighed sore, and said no more,


          




          

            But, 'Oh, gin I were wi' ye!'


          




          

            'I'll buy to thee a bridal goun;


          




          

            My love, I'll buy it bonny!'


          




          

            'But I'll be dead, ere ye come back


          




          

            To see your bonny Annie.'


          




          

            'If you'll be true, and constant too,


          




          

            As my name's Andrew Lammie,


          




          

            I shall thee wed when I come back,


          




          

            Within the kirk of Fyvie.'


          




          

            'I will be true, and constant too,


          




          

            To thee, my Andrew Lammie;


          




          

            But my bridal-bed will ere then be made


          




          

            In the green kirk-yard of Fyvie.'


          




          

            He hied him hame, and having spieled


          




          

            To the house-top of Fyvie,


          




          

            He blew his trumpet loud and shrill,


          




          

            'Twas heard at Mill-o'-Tifty.


          




          

            Her father locked the door at night,


          




          

            Laid by the keys fu' canny;


          




          

            And when he heard the trumpet sound,


          




          

            Said: 'Your cow is lowing, Annie.'


          




          

            'My father, dear, I pray forbear,


          




          

            And reproach no more your Annie;


          




          

            For I'd rather hear that cow to low


          




          

            Than hae a' the kine in Fyvie.


          




          

            'I would not for your braw new gown,


          




          

            And a' your gifts sae many,


          




          

            That it were told in Fyvie's land


          




          

            How cruel you are to me.'


          




          

            Her father struck her wondrous sore,


          




          

            As also did her mother;


          




          

            Her sisters always did her scorn,


          




          

            As also did her brother.


          




          

            Her brother struck her wondrous sore,


          




          

            With cruel strokes and many;


          




          

            He brak her back in the hall-door,


          




          

            For loving Andrew Lammie.


          




          

            'Alas, my father and mother dear,


          




          

            Why are you so cruel to Annie?


          




          

            My heart was broken first by love,


          




          

            Now you have broken my bodie.


          




          

            'Oh, mother dear, make ye my bed,


          




          

            And lay my face to Fyvie;


          




          

            There will I lie, and thus will die,


          




          

            For my love, Andrew Lammie.'


          




          

            Her mother she has made her bed,


          




          

            And laid her face to Fyvie;


          




          

            Her tender heart it soon did break,


          




          

            And she ne'er saw Andrew Lammie.


          




          

            When Andrew home from Edinburgh came,


          




          

            With mickle grief and sorrow:


          




          

            'My love has died for me to-day,


          




          

            I'll die for her to-morrow.'


          




          

            He has gone on to Tifty's den,


          




          

            Where the burn runs clear and bonny;


          




          

            With tears he viewed the Bridge of Heugh,


          




          

            Where he parted last with Annie.


          




          

            Then he has sped to the church-yard,




            To the green church-yard of Fyvie;




            With tears he watered his true love's grave,


          




          

            And died for Tifty's Annie.


          




          

            Let me repeat my acknowledgment that, while these extracts occupy more space than can well be spared, they form an imperfect means of establishing the negative evidence required in the case. But let the reader peruse the ballads of Buchan's collection known to relate to incidents of the seventeenth century, and he will find that they are all alike free from the favourite expressions of the unknown, or dimly known ballad-writer in question.




            Let it never be objected that, if any one person living in the reigns of Queen Anne and George I. had composed so many fine poems, he or she could not have remained till now all but unknown. In the first half of the present century, there appeared in Scotland a series of fugitive pieces—songs—which attained a great popularity, without their being traced to any author. Every reader will remember The Land of the Leal, Caller Herring, The Laird o' Cockpen, The Auld House, and He's ower the Hills that I lo'e weel. It was not till after many years of fame that these pieces were found to be the production of a lady of rank, Carolina Baroness Nairn, who had passed through a life of seventy-nine years without being known as a song-writer to more than one person. It was the fate of this songstress to live in days when there was an interest felt in such authorships, insuring that she should sooner or later become known; but, had she lived a hundred years earlier, she might have died and left no sign, as I conjecture to have been the case with the author of this fine group of ballads; and future Burnses might have pondered over her productions, with endless regret that the names of their authors were 'buried among the wreck of things that were.'




            If there be any truth or force in this speculation, I shall be permitted to indulge in the idea that a person lived a hundred years before Scott, who, with his feeling for Scottish history, and the features of the past generally, constructed out of these materials a similar romantic literature. In short, Scotland appears to have had a Scott a hundred years before the actual person so named. And we may well believe that if we had not had the first, we either should not have had the second, or he would have been something considerably different, for, beyond question, Sir Walter's genius was fed and nurtured on the ballad literature of his native country. From his Old Mortality and Waverley, back to his Lady of the Lake and Marmion; from these to his Lay of the Last Minstrel; from that to his Eve of St John and Glenfinlas; and from these, again, to the ballads which he collected, mainly the produce (as I surmise) of an individual precursor, is a series of steps easily traced, and which no one will dispute. Much significance there is, indeed, in his own statement, that Hardyknute was the first poem he ever learned, and the last he should forget. Its author—if my suspicion be correct—was his literary foster-mother, and we probably owe the direction of his genius, and all its fascinating results, primarily to her.


          




          

             


          




          

            Footnotes


          




          

              [1]A Scotticism, plural of corp, a body.




              [2]Permit no robbers, &c.




              [3]Only omitting the five verses supplied by Mr Hamilton, as they appear redundant.




              [4]Serve.




              [5]Variation in Scott:


          




          

            Now ever alake, my master dear.


          




          

              [6]Variation in Scott:


          




          

            They wet their hats aboon.


          




          

              [7]Variation in Scott:


          




          

            O forty miles off Aberdeen.


          




          

              [8]There is one insuperable objection to Sir Walter's theory, which I am surprised should not have occurred to himself, or to some of those who have followed him. In his version of the ballad, the design to bring home the daughter of the king of Norway is expressed by the king of Scotland himself. Now, there was no occasion for Alexander III. sending for his infant granddaughter; nor is it conceivable that, in his lifetime, such a notion should have occurred or been entertained on either his side or that of the child's father. It was not till after the death of Alexander had made the infant Norwegian princess queen of Scotland—four years after that event, indeed—that the guardians of the kingdom, in concert with Edward I. of England, sent for her by Sir David Wemyss of Wemyss and Sir Michael Scott of Balwearie, who actually brought her home, but in a dying state. For these reasons, on the theory of the ballad referring to a real occurrence, it must have been to the bringing home of some Norwegian princess to be wedded to a king of Scotland that it referred. But there is no such event in Scottish history.




            Professor Aytoun alters a verse of the ballad as follows:


          




          

            To Noroway, to Noroway,




            To Noroway o'er the faem;




            The king's daughter to Noroway,




            It's thou maun tak her hame.


          




          

            And he omits the verse in which Sir Patrick says:


          




          

            The king's daughter of Noroway,




            'Tis we must fetch her hame.


          




          

            Thus making the ballad referrible to the expedition in 1281 for taking Alexander's daughter to be married to the king of Norway. But I apprehend such liberties with an old ballad are wholly unwarrantable.




              [9]Notes to Johnson's Scots Musical Museum, 1839.




              [10]Professor Aytoun says: 'It is true that the name [of Sir Patrick Spence] ... is not mentioned in history: but I am able to state that tradition has preserved it. In the little island of Papa Stronsay, one of the Orcadian group, lying over against Norway, there is a large grave or tumulus, which has been known to the inhabitants from time immemorial as "The grave of Sir Patrick Spence." The Scottish ballads were not early current in Orkney, a Scandinavian country; to it is very unlikely that the poem could have originated the name.' I demur to this unlikelihood, and would require some proof to convince me that the grave of Sir Patrick Spence in Papa Stronsay is not a parallel geographical phenomenon to the island of Ellen Douglas in Loch Katrine.




              [11]Playfair's Brit. Fam. Antiquity, viii., 170, lxviii.




              [12]Ancient Scottish Poems, 2 vols. (1786), i. p. cxxvii.




              [13]It is rather remarkable that Percy was not informed of these particulars in 1765; but in 1767—Sir John Hope Bruce having died in the interval (June 1766)—they were communicated to him. It looks as if the secret had hung on the life of this venerable gentleman.




              [14]Young Waters opens in the same manner:


          




          

            About Yule, when the wind blew cool.


          




          

              [15]We have seen the same description in both Young Waters and the Bonny Earl of Murray.




              [16]Compare this with Sir Patrick Spence:


          




          

            'Mak haste, mak haste, my merry men a'.'


          




          

              [17]In a Collection of Old Ballads, printed for J. Roberts, London, 1723; also in Thomson's Orpheus Caledonius, 1733.




              [18]The appellative, Gilderoy, means the ruddy-complexioned lad.




              [19]Professor Aytoun says of this ballad, that 'it was adapted from the original by Sir Alexander Halket—at least, such was the general understanding until lately, when it became a mania with some literary antiquaries [a glance at the opinions of the present writer] to attribute the authorship of the great bulk of the Scottish ballads to Sir Alexander's sister, Lady Wardlaw, on the single ground that she was the composer of Hardyknute.' My learned friend is here very unlucky, for Lady Wardlaw had no brother, nor does any Sir Alexander Halket appear in her family history. This, however, is not all. It was a song to the tune of Gilderoy which was attributed to Sir Alexander Halket (Johnson's Scots Musical Museum)—namely, the well-known Ah, Chloris, which turns out to be a composition of Sir Charles Sedley, inserted by him in a play entitled the Mulberry Garden, which was acted in 1668.




              [20]The above three verses are in the version printed in Lawrie and Symington's collection, 1791.




              [21]A passage in Hardyknute maybe quoted as bearing a marked resemblance to one of the above verses:


          




          

            Take aff, take aff his costly jupe,


          




          

            Of gold well was it twined, &c.


          




          

              [22]Called, in Professor Aytoun's collection, The Mother's Malison; and in Mr Buchan's, The Drowned Lovers.




              [23]A ballad named Burd Ellen, resembling Fair Annie in the general cast of the story, is a Scottish modification of the ballad of Child Waters, published by Percy, from his folio manuscript, 'with some corrections.' It probably came through the same mill as Gil Morrice, though with less change—a conjecture rendered the more probable, for reasons to be seen afterwards, from its having been obtained by Mr Jamieson from Mrs Brown of Falkland.




             [24]


          




          

            Now he has ta'en his trusty brand,


          




          

            And slait it on the strae,


          




          

            And through Gil Morrice's fair bodie


          




          

            He garred cauld iron gae.—Gil Morrice.


          




          

             [25]


          




          

            And first he kissed her cherry cheek,


          




          

            And syne he kissed her chin;


          




          

            And syne he kissed her rosy lips—


          




          

            There was nae breath within.—Lass o' Lochryan.


          




          

            To kiss cheek and chin in succession is very peculiar; and it is by such peculiar ideas that identity of authorship is indicated.




              [26]That is, so exactly measured.




              [27]In Childe Maurice, in Percy's folio manuscript, the hero says:


          




          

            '... come hither, thou little foot-page,


          




          

            That runneth lowly by my knee.'


          




          

            The author of Sir Patrick Spence, and the other ballads in question, might have known this version, and from it caught this expression.




              [28]Minstrelsy Scot. Border, I. cxxvi.




              [29]Robert Jamieson found in the Kœmpe Viser, a Danish collection of ballads published in 1695, one resembling the Scottish ballad of Fair Annie (otherwise called Lady Jane), and on this ground he became convinced that many of our traditionary ballads were of prodigious antiquity, though they had been intermediately subjected to many alterations. Mr Jamieson's belief seems remarkably ill supported, and as it has never obtained any adherents among Scottish ballad editors, I feel entitled to pass it over with but this slight notice.


          




          

             




             




             




             




             




             




            QUICK ACTION


          




          

             


          




          

            "'Are you preaching?' asked Athalie, raising her eyes from the Green God." [Page 252]
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        PENELOPE SEARS




        DEBUTANTE


      




      

        To rhyme your nameWith something lovely, fresh and young,And sing the sameIn measures heretofore unsung,Is far beyond me, I'm afraid;I'll not attempt it, dearest maid.




        No, not in verse,Synthetic, stately, classic, chaste,Shall I rehearse—Although in perfectly good taste—A catalogue of every graceThat you inherit from your race.




        Gracious and kind,The gods your beauty gave to you,And with a mindThese same kind gods endowed you, too;That charming union is, I fear,Somewhat uncommon on this sphere.




        I have no doubtThat scores of poets chant your fame;No doubt, aboutA million suitors press their claim;And fashion, elegance and witAre at your feet inclined to sit.




        Penelope,The fire-light flickers to and fro:In you I seeThe winsome child I used to know—My little Maiden of RomanceStill whirling in your Shadow Dance.




        Though woman-grown,To my unreconciled surpriseI gladly ownThe same light lies within your eyes—The same sweet candour which beguiledYour rhymster when you were a child.




        And so I come,With limping verse to you again,Amid the humOf that young world wherein you reign—Only a moment to appearAnd say: "Your rhymster loves you, dear."




        R. W. C.


      




      

         


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          PREFACE


        




        

          Always animated by a desire to contribute in a small way toward scientific investigation, the author offers this humble volume to a more serious audience than he has so far ventured to address.




          For all those who have outgrown the superficial amusement of mere fiction this volume, replete with purpose, is written in hopes that it may stimulate students to original research in certain obscure realms of science, the borderlands of which, hitherto, have been scarcely crossed.




          There is perhaps no division of science as important, none so little understood, as the science of Crystal Gazing.




          A vast field of individual research opens before the earnest, patient, and sober minded investigator who shall study the subject and discover those occult laws which govern the intimate relations between crystals, playing cards, cigarettes, soiled pink wrappers, and the Police.


        




        

           


        




        

          Amor nihil est celerius!


        




        

           


        




        

           


        




        

          



        




        




        

          QUICK ACTION


        




        

           


        




        

           


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          I


        




        

          There was a new crescent moon in the west which, with the star above it, made an agreeable oriental combination.




          In the haze over bay and river enough rose and purple remained to veil the awakening glitter of the monstrous city sprawling supine between river, sound, and sea. And its incessant monotone pulsated, groaning, dying, ceaseless, interminable in the light-shot depths of its darkening streets.




          The sky-drawing-room windows of the Countess Athalie were all wide open, but the only light in[2] the room came from a crystal sphere poised on a tripod. It had the quality and lustre of moon-light, and we had never been able to find out its source, for no electric wires were visible, and one could move the tripod about the room.




          The crystal sphere itself appeared to be luminous, yet it remained perfectly transparent, whatever the source of its silvery phosphorescence.




          At any rate, it was the only light in the room except the dulled glimmer of our cigarettes, and its mild, mysterious light enabled us to see one another as through a glass darkly.




          There were a number of men there that evening. I don't remember, now, who they all were. Some had dined early; others, during the evening, strolled away into the city to dine somewhere or other, drifting back afterward for coffee and sweetmeats and cigarettes in the sky-drawing-room of the Countess Athalie.




          As usual the girl was curled up by the open window among her silken cushions, one smooth little gem-laden hand playing with the green jade god, her still dark eyes, which slanted a little, fixed dreamily upon infinite distance—or so it always seemed to us.




          Through the rusty and corrugated arabesques of the iron balcony she could see, if she chose,[3] the yellow flare where Sixth Avenue crossed the shabby street to the eastward. Beyond that, and parallel, a brighter glow marked Broadway. Further east street lamps stretched away into converging perspective, which vanished to a point in the faint nebular radiance above the East River.




          All this the Countess Athalie could see if she chose. Perhaps she did see it. We never seemed to know just what she was looking at even when she turned her dark eyes on us or on her crystal sphere cradled upon its slender tripod.




          But the sphere seemed to understand, for sometimes, under her still gaze, it clouded magnificently like a black opal—another thing we never understood, and therefore made light of.




          "They have placed policemen before several houses on this street," remarked the Countess Athalie.




          Stafford, tall and slim in his evening dress, relieved her of her coffee cup.




          "Has anybody bothered you?" he asked.




          "Not yet."




          Young Duane picked up a pack of cards at his elbow and shuffled them, languidly.




          "Where is the Ace of Diamonds, Athalie?" he asked.[4]




          "Any card you try to draw will be the Ace of Diamonds," replied the girl indifferently.




          "Can't I escape drawing it?"




          "No."




          We all turned and looked at Duane. He quickly spread the pack, fan-shaped, backs up. After a moment's choosing he drew a card, looked at it, held it up for us to see. It was the Ace of Diamonds.




          "Would you mind trying that again, Athalie?" I asked. And Duane replaced the card and shuffled the pack.




          "But it's gone, now," said the girl.




          "I replaced it in the pack," explained Duane.




          "No, you gave it to me," she said.




          We all smiled. Duane searched through the pack in his hands, once, twice; then he laughed. The girl held up one empty hand. Then, somehow or other, there was the Ace of Diamonds between her delicate little thumb and forefinger.




          She held it a moment or two for our inspection; then, curving her wrist, sent it scaling out into the darkness. It soared away above the street, tipped up, and describing an aerial ellipse, returned straight to the balcony where she caught it in her fingers.




          Twice she did this; but the third time, high in[5] the air, the card burst into violet flame and vanished.




          "That," remarked Stafford, "is one thing which I wish to learn how to do."




          "Two hundred dollars," said the Countess Athalie, "—in two lessons; also, your word of honour."




          "Monday," nodded Stafford, taking out a note-book and making a memorandum, "—at five in the afternoon."




          "Monday and Wednesday at five," said the girl, lighting a cigarette and gazing dreamily at nothing.




          From somewhere in the room came a voice.




          "Did they ever catch that crook, Athalie?"




          "Which?"




          "The Fifty-ninth Street safe-blower?"




          "Yes."




          "Did you find him?"




          She nodded.




          "How? In your crystal?" I asked.




          "Yes, he was there."




          "It's odd," mused Duane, "that you can never do anything of advantage to yourself by gazing into your crystal."




          "It's the invariable limit to clairvoyance," she remarked.[6]




          "A sort of penalty for being super-gifted," added Stafford.




          "Perhaps.... We can't help ourselves."




          "It's too bad," I volunteered.




          "Oh, I don't care," she said, with a slight shrug of her pretty shoulders.




          "Come," said somebody, teasingly, "wouldn't you like to know how soon you are going to fall in love, and with whom?"




          She laughed, dropped her cigarette into a silver bowl, stretched her arms above her head, straightened her slender figure, turned her head and looked at us.




          "No," she said, "I do not wish to know. Light is swift; Thought is swifter; but Love is the swiftest thing in Life, and if it is now travelling toward me, it will strike me soon enough to suit me."




          Stafford leaned forward and arranged the cushions for her; she sank back among them, her dark eyes still on us.




          "Hours are slow," she said; "years are slower, but the slowest thing in Life is Love. If it is now travelling toward me, it will reach me soon enough to suit me."




          "I," said Duane, "prefer quick action, O Athalie, the Beautiful!"[7]




          "Athalie, lovely and incomparable," said Stafford, "I, also, prefer quick action."




          "Play Scheherazade for us, Athalie," I said, "else we slay you with our compliments."




          A voice or two from distant corners repeated the menace. A match flared and a fresh cigarette glowed faintly.




          Somebody brought the tripod with its crystal sphere and set it down in the middle of the room. Its mild rays fell on the marble basin of the tiny fountain,—Duane's offering. The goldfish which I had given her were floating there fast asleep.




          When we had placed sweetmeats and cigarettes convenient for her, we all, in turn, with circumstance and ceremony, bent over her left hand where it rested listlessly among the cushions, saluting the emerald on her third finger with our lips.




          Then the dim circle closed around her, nearer.




          "Of all the visions which have passed before your eyes within the depths of that crystal globe," said Duane, "—of all the histories of men and women which, unsuspected by them, you have witnessed, seated here in this silent, silk-hung place, we desire to hear only those in which Fate has been swiftest, Opportunity a loosened arrow, Destiny a flash of lightning."[8]




          "But the victims of quick action must be nameless, except as I choose to mask them," she said, looking dreamily into her crystal.




          After a moment's silence Duane said in a low voice:




          "Does anybody notice the odour of orange blossoms?"




          We all noticed the fragrance.




          "I seem to catch a whiff of the sea, also," ventured Stafford. "Am I right?"




          "Yes," she nodded, "you will notice the odour of the semi-tropics, even if you miss the point of everything I tell you."




          "In other words," said I, "we are but a material bunch, Athalie, and may be addressed and amused only through our physical senses. Very well: transpose from the spiritual for us if you please a little story of quick action which has happened here in the crystal under your matchless eyes!"[9]


        




        

           


        




        

           


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          II


        




        

          With her silver tongs she selected a sweetmeat. When it had melted in her sweeter mouth, she lighted a cigarette, saluted us with a gay little gesture and smilingly began:




          "Don't ask me how I know what these people said; that is my concern, not yours. Don't ask me how I know what unspoken thoughts animated these people; that is my affair. Nor how I seem to be perfectly acquainted with their past histories; for that is part of my profession."




          "And still the wonder grew," commented the novelist tritely, "that one small head could carry all she knew!"




          "Why," asked Stafford, "do you refuse to reveal your secret? Do you no longer trust us, Athalie?"[10]




          She answered: "Comment prétendons-nous qu'un autre garde notre secret, si nous n'avons pas pu le garder nous-même?"




          Nobody replied.




          "Now," she said, laughingly, "I will tell you all that I know about the Orange Puppy."


        




        

           


        




        

          Plans for her first debut began before her birth. When it became reasonably certain that she was destined to decorate the earth, she was entered on the waiting lists of two schools—The Dinglenook School for Boys, and The Idlebrook Institute for Young Ladies—her parents taking no chances, but playing both ends coming and going.




          When ultimately she made her first earthly appearance, and it was apparent that she was destined to embellish the planet in the guise of a girl, the process of grooming her for her second debut, some eighteen years in the future, began. She lived in sanitary and sterilized seclusion, eating by the ounce, sleeping through accurately measured minutes, every atom of her anatomy inspected daily, every pore of her skin explored, every garment she wore weighed, every respiration, pulse beat, and fluctuation of bodily temperature carefully noted and discussed.[11]




          When she appeared her hair was black. After she shed this, it came in red; when she was eight her hair was coppery, lashes black, eyes blue, and her skin snow and wild-strawberry tints in agreeably delicate nuances. Several millions were set aside to grow up with her and for her. Also, the list of foreign and aristocratic babyhood was scanned and several dozen possibilities checked off—the list running from the progeny of down-and-out monarchs with a sporting chance for a crown, to the more solid infant aristocracy of Britain.




          At the age of nine, the only symptom of intellect that had yet appeared in her was a superbly developed temper. That year she eluded a governess and two trained nurses in the park, and was discovered playing with some unsterilized children near the duck-pond, both hands full of slime and pollywogs.




          It was the only crack in the routine through which she ever crawled. Lessons daily in riding, driving, dancing, fencing, gymnastics, squash, tennis, skating, plugged every avenue of escape between morning school and evening sleep, after a mental bath in sterilized literature. Once, out of the window she saw a fire. This event, with several runaways on the bridle-path, included the[12] sensations of her life up to her release from special instructors, and her entry into Idlebrook Institute.




          Here she did all she could to misbehave in a blind and instinctive fashion, but opportunities were pitiably few; and by the time she had graduated, honest deviltry seemed to have been starved out of her; and a half year's finishing abroad apparently eliminated it, leaving only a half-confused desire to be let alone. But solitude was the luxury always denied her.




          Unlike the usual debutante, who is a social veteran two years before her presentation, and who at eighteen lacks no experience except intellectual, Miss Cassillis had become neither a judge of champagne nor an expert in the various cabaret steps popular at country houses and the more exclusive dives.




          "Mother," she said calmly, on her eighteenth birthday, "do you know that I am known among my associates as a dead one?" At which that fat and hard-eyed matron laughed, surveying her symmetrical daughter with grim content.




          "Let me tell you something," she said. "America, socially, is only one vast cabaret, mostly consisting of performers. The spectators are few. You're one. Conditions are reversed across the[13]water; the audience is in the majority.... How do you like young Willowmere?"




          The girl replied that she liked Lord Willowmere. She might have added that she was prepared to like anything in trousers that would give her a few hours off.




          "Do you think," said her mother, "you can be trusted to play in the social cabaret all next winter, and then marry Willowmere?"




          Said Cecil: "I am perfectly ready to marry anybody before luncheon, if you will let me."




          "I do not wish you to feel that way."




          "Mother, I do! All I want is to be let alone long enough to learn something for myself."




          "What do you not know? What have you not learned? What accomplishment do you lack, little daughter? What is it you wish?"




          The girl glanced out of the window. A young and extremely well-built man went striding down the avenue about his business. He looked a little like a man she had seen playing ball on the Harvard team a year ago. She sighed unconsciously.




          "I've learned about everything there is to learn, I suppose.... Except—where do men go when they walk so busily about their business?"




          "Down town," said her mother, laughing.[14]




          "What do they do there?"




          "A million things concerning millions."




          "But I don't see how there's anything left for them to do after their education is completed. What is there left for me to do, except to marry and have a few children?"




          "What do you want to do?"




          "Nothing.... I'd like to have something to do which would make me look busy and make me walk rather fast—like that young man who was hurrying down town all by himself. Then I'd like to be let alone while I'm busy with my own affairs."




          "When you marry Willowmere you'll be busy enough." She might have added: "And lonely enough."




          "I'll be occupied in telling others how to busy themselves with my affairs. But there won't be anything for me to do, will there?"




          "Yes, dear child; it will be one steady fight to better a good position. It will afford you constant exercise."




          The tall young girl bit her lip and shook her pretty head in silence. She felt instinctively that she knew how to do that. But that was not the exercise she wanted. She looked out into the February sunshine and saw the blue shadows on[15] the snow and the sidewalks dark and wet, and the little gutter arabs throwing snow-balls, and a yellow pup barking blissfully. And, apropos of nothing at all, she suddenly remembered how she had run away when she was nine; and a rush of blind desire surged within her. What it meant she did not know, did not trouble to consider, but it stirred her until the soft fire burned in her cheeks, and left her twisting her white fingers, lips parted, staring across the wintry park into the blue tracery of trees. To Miss Cassillis adolescence came late.




          They sang Le Donne Curiose at the opera that evening; she sat in her father's box; numbers of youthful, sleek-headed, white-shirted young men came between the acts. She talked to all with the ardor of the young and unsatisfied; and, mentally and spiritually still unsatisfied, buried in fur, she was whirled back through snowy streets to the great grey mansion of her nativity, and the silence of her white-hung chamber.




          All through February the preparatory régime continued, with preliminary canters at theatre and opera, informal party practice, and trial dinners. Always she gave herself completely to every moment with a wistful and unquenched faith, eager novice in her quest of what was lacking[16] in her life; ardent enthusiast in her restless searching for the remedy. And, unsatisfied, lingering mentally by the door of Chance, lest she miss somewhere the magic that satisfies and quiets—lest the gates of Opportunity swing open after she had turned away—reluctantly she returned to the companionship of her own solitary mind and undeveloped soul, and sat down to starve with them in spirit, wondering wherein might lie the reason for this new hunger that assailed her, mind and body.




          She ran up her private flag the next winter, amid a thousand other gay and flaunting colours breaking out all over town. The newspapers roared a salute to the wealthiest debutante; and an enthusiastic press, not yet housebroken but agile with much exercise in leaping and fawning, leaped now about the debutante's slippers, grinning, slavering and panting. Later, led by instinct and its Celebrated Nose, it bounded toward young Lord Willowmere, jumped and fawned about him, slightly soiling him, until in midwinter the engagement it had announced was corroborated, and a million shop-girls and old women were in a furor.




          He was a ruddy-faced young man who wore his bowler hat toward the back of his head, a small,[17] pointed moustache, and who walked always as though he were shod in riding boots.




          He would have made a healthy studgroom for any gentleman's stable. Person and intellect were always thoroughly scrubbed as with saddle-soap. Had he been able to afford it, his stables would have been second to none in England.




          Soon he would be able to afford it.




          To his intimates, including his fiancée, he was known as "Stirrups." All day long he was in the saddle or on the box, every evening at the Cataract Club or at a cabaret. Between times he called upon Miss Cassillis—usually finding her out. When he found her not at home, he called elsewhere, very casually.




          Two continents were deeply stirred over the impending alliance.[18]


        




        

           


        




        

           


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          III


        




        

          Young Jones, in wildest Florida, had never heard of it or of her, or of her income. His own fortune amounted to six hundred dollars, and he had been born in Brooklyn, and what his salary might be only he and the Smithsonian Institution knew.




          He was an industrious young man, no better than you or I, accepting thankfully every opportunity for mischief which the Dead Lake region afforded. No opportunities of that kind ever presenting themselves in that region, he went once a month to Miami in the Orange Puppy, and drank too many swizzles and so forth, et cetera.[19]




          Having accomplished this, he returned to the wharf, put the Orange Puppy into commission, hoisted sail, and squared away for Matanzas Inlet, finding himself too weak-minded to go home by a more direct route.




          He had been on his monthly pilgrimage to Miami, and was homeward bound noisily, using his auxiliary power so that silence should not descend upon him too abruptly. He had been, for half an hour now, immersed in a species of solitaire known as The Idiot's Delight, when he caught himself cheating himself, and indignantly scattered the pack to the four winds—three of which, however, were not blowing. One card, the deuce of hearts, fluttered seaward like a white butterfly. Beyond it he caught sight of another white speck, shining like a gull's breast.




          It was a big yacht steaming in from the open sea; and her bill of lading included Miss Cassillis and Willowmere. But Jones could not know that. So he merely blinked at the distantChihuahua, yawned, flipped the last card overboard, and swung the Orange Puppy into the inlet, which brimmed rather peacefully, the tide being nearly at flood.




          Far away on the deck of the Chihuahua the quick-fire racket of Jones's auxiliary was amazingly[20] audible. Miss Cassillis, from her deck-chair, could see the Orange Puppy, a fleck of glimmering white across a sapphire sea. How was she to divine that one Delancy Jones was aboard of her? All she saw when the two boats came near each other was a noisy little craft progressing toward the lagoon, emitting an earsplitting racket; and a tall, lank young man clad in flannels lounging at the tiller and smoking a cigarette.




          Around her on the snowy deck were disposed the guests of her parents, mostly corpulent, swizzles at every elbow, gracefully relaxing after a morning devoted to arduous idleness. The Victor on deck, which had furnished the incentive to her turkey-trotting with Lord Willowmere, was still exuding a syncopated melody. Across the water, Jones heard it and stood looking at the great yacht as the Orange Puppy kicked her way through the intensely blue water under an azure sky.




          Willowmere lounged over to the rail and gazed wearily at the sand dunes and palmettos. Presently Miss Cassillis slipped from her deck-chair to her white-shod feet, and walked over to where he stood. He said something about the possibilities of "havin' a bit of shootin'," with a vague[21] wave of his highly-coloured hand toward the palmetto forests beyond the lagoon.




          If the girl heard him she made no comment. After a while, as the distance between the Chihuahua and the Orange Puppy lengthened, she levelled her sea glasses at the latter craft, and found that the young man at the helm was also examining her through his binoculars.




          While she inspected him, several unrelated ideas passed through her head; she thought he was very much sunburned and that his hatless head was attractive, with its short yellow hair crisped by the sun. Without any particular reason, apparently, she recollected a young man she had seen the winter before, striding down the wintry avenue about his business. He might have been this young man for all she knew. Like the other, this one wore yellow hair. Then, with no logic in the sequence of her thoughts, suddenly the memory of how she had run away when she was nine years old set her pulses beating, filling her heart with the strange, wistful, thrilling, overwhelming longing which she had supposed would never again assail her, now that she was engaged to be married. And once more the soft fire burned in her cheeks.




          "Stirrups," she said, scarcely knowing what she[22] was saying, "I don't think I'll marry you after all. It's just occurred to me."




          "Oh, I say!" protested Willowmere languidly, never for a moment mistrusting that the point of her remark was buried in some species of American humour. He always submitted to American humour. There was nothing else to do, except to understand it.




          "Stirrups, dear?"




          "What?"




          "You're very pink and healthy, aren't you?"




          He shrugged his accustomed shrug of resignation.




          "Oh, I say—come, now——" he murmured, lighting a cigarette.




          "What a horrid smash there would be if I didn't make good, wouldn't there, Stirrups?" She mused, her blue eyes resting on him, too coldly.




          "Rather," he replied, comfortably settling his arms on the rail.




          "It might happen, you know. Suppose I fell overboard?"




          "Fish you out, ducky."




          "Suppose I—ran away?"




          "Ow."




          "What would you do, Stirrups? Why, you'd[23] go back to town and try to pick another winner. Wouldn't you?"




          He laughed.




          "Naturally that is what you would do, isn't it?" She considered him curiously for a moment, then smiled. "How funny!" she said, almost breathlessly.




          "Rather," he murmured, and flicked his cigarette overboard.




          The Orange Puppy had disappeared beyond the thicket of palmettos across the point. The air was very warm and still.




          Her father waddled forward presently, wearing the impressive summer regalia of a commodore in the Siwanois Yacht Club. His daughter's blue eyes rested on the portly waistline of her parent—then on his fluffy chop-whiskers. A vacant, hunted look came into her eyes.




          "Father," she said almost listlessly, "I'm going to run away again."




          "When do you start?" inquired that facetious man.




          "Now, I think. What is there over there?"—turning her face again toward the distant lagoon, with its endless forests of water-oak, cedar, and palmetto.




          "Over there," said her father, "reside several[24] species of snakes and alligators. Also other reptiles, a number of birds, and animals, and much microbic mud."




          She bit her lip. "I see," she said, nodding.




          Willowmere said: "We should find some shootin' along the lagoon. Look at the ducks."




          Mr. Cassillis yawned; he had eaten too heavily of duck to be interested. Very thoughtfully he presented himself with a cigar, turned it over and over between his soft fingers, and yawned again. Then, nodding solemnly as though in emphasis of a profound idea of which he had just been happily delivered, he waddled slowly back along the deck.




          His daughter looked after him until he disappeared; gazed around her at the dawdling assortment of guests aboard, then lifted her quiet eyes to Willowmere.




          "Ducky," she said, "I can't stand it. I'm going to run away."




          "Come on, then," he said, linking his arm in hers.




          The Victor still exuded the Tango.




          She hesitated. Then freeing herself:




          "Oh, not with you, Stirrups! I wish to go away somewhere entirely alone. Could you understand?" she added wistfully.[25]




          He stifled a yawn. American humour bored him excessively.




          "You'll be back in a day or two?" he inquired. And laughed violently when the subtlety of his own wit struck him.




          "In a day or two or not at all. Good-bye, Stirrups."




          "Bye."




          The sun blazed on her coppery hair and on the white skin that never burned, as she walked slowly across the yacht's deck and disappeared below.




          While she was writing in her cabin, the Chihuahua dropped her anchors. Miss Cassillis listened to the piping, the thud of feet on deck, the rattle and distant sound of voices. Then she continued her note:




          I merely desire to run away. I don't know why, Mother, dear. But the longing to bolt has been incubating for many years. And now it's too strong to resist. I don't quite understand how it came to a crisis on deck just now, but I looked at Stirrups, whose skin is too pink, and at Father, who had lunched too sumptuously, and at the people on deck, all digesting in a row—and then at the green woods on shore, and the strip of white where a fairy surf was piling up foam into magic castles and snowy bat[26]tlements, ephemeral, exquisite. And all at once it came over me that I must go.




          Don't be alarmed. I shall provision a deck canoe, take a tent, some rugs and books, and paddle into that lagoon. If you will just let me alone for two or three days, I promise I'll return safe and sound, and satisfied. For something has got to be done in regard to that longing of mine. But really, I think that if you and Father won't understand, and if you send snooping people after me, I won't come back at all, and I'll never marry Stirrups. Please understand me, Mother, dear.


        




        

          Cecil.


        




        

          This effusion she pinned to her pillow, then rang for the steward and ordered the canoe to be brought alongside, provisioned for a three days' shooting trip.




          So open, frank, and guileless were her orders that nobody who took them suspected anything unusual; and in the full heat and glare of the afternoon siesta, when parents, fiancé, and assorted guests were all asleep and in full process of digestion and the crew of the Chihuahua was drowsing from stem to stern, a brace of sailors innocently connived at her escape, aided her into the canoe, and, doubting nothing, watched her paddle away through the inlet, and into the[27] distant lagoon, which lay sparkling in golden and turquoise tints, set with palms like a stupid picture in a child's geography.




          Later, the Chihuahua fired a frantic gun. Later still, two boats left the yacht, commanded respectively by one angry parent and one fiancé, profoundly bored.[28]
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          When Miss Cassillis heard the gun, it sounded very far away. But it irritated as well as scared her. She pushed the canoe energetically through a screen of foliage overhanging the bank of the lagoon, it being merely her immediate instinct to hide herself.




          To her surprise and pleasure, she discovered herself in a narrow, deep lead, which had been entirely concealed by the leaves, and which wound away through an illimitable vista of reeds, widening as she paddled forward, until it seemed like a glassy river bordered by live-oak, water-oak, pine, and palmetto, curving out into a flat and endless land of forests.




          Here was liberty at last! No pursuit need now be feared, for the entrance to this paradise[29] which she had forced by a chance impulse could never be suspected by parent or fiancé.




          A little breeze blew her hair and loosened it; silently her paddle dipped, swept astern in a swirl of bubbles, flashed dripping, and dipped again.




          Ahead of her a snake-bird slipped from a dead branch into the water; a cormorant perched on the whitened skeleton of a mango, made hideous efforts to swallow a mullet before her approach disorganized his manœuvres.




          So silently the canoe stole along that the fat alligators, dozing in the saw-grass, dozed on until she stirred them purposely with a low tap of her paddle against the thwarts; then they rose, great lumbering bodies propped high on squatty legs, waddled swiftly to the bank's edge, and slid headlong into the water.




          Everywhere dragon-flies glittered over the saw-grass; wild ducks with golden eyes and heads like balls of brown plush swam leisurely out of the way; a few mallard, pretending to be frightened, splashed and clattered into flight, the sunlight jewelling the emerald heads of the drakes.




          "Wonderful, wonderful," her heart was singing to itself, while her enchanted eyes missed nothing—neither the feebly flying and strangely[30] shaped, velvety black butterflies, the narrow wings of which were striped with violent yellow; nor the metallic blue and crestless jays that sat on saplings, watching her; nor the pelicans fishing with nature's orange and iridescent net in the shallows; nor the tall, slate-blue birds that marched in dignified retreat through the sedge, picking up their stilt-like legs with the precision of German foot-soldiers on parade.




          These and other phenomena made her drop her paddle at intervals and clap her hands softly in an ecstasy beyond mere exclamation. How restfully green was the world; how limpid the water; how royally blue the heavens! Listening, she could hear the soft stirring of palmetto fronds in the forests; the celestial song of a little bird that sat on a sparkle-berry bush, its delicate long-curved bill tilted skyward. Then the deep note of splendour flashed across the scheme of sound and colour as a crimson cardinal alighted near her, crest erect.




          But more wonderful than all was that at last, after eighteen years, she was utterly alone; and liberty was showering its inestimable gifts upon her in breathless prodigality—liberty to see with her own eyes and judge with her own senses; liberty to linger capriciously amid mental fancies, to [31]move on impulsively to others; liberty to reflect unurged and unrestricted; liberty to choose, to reject, to ignore.


        




        

           


        




        

          "They inspected each other, apparently bereft of the power of speech."


        




        

          Now and then a brilliant swimming snake filled her with interest and curiosity. Once, on a flat, low bush, she saw a dull, heavy, blunt-bodied serpent lying asleep in the sun like an old and swollen section of rubber hose. But when she ventured to touch the bush with her paddle, the snake reared high and yawned at her with jaws which seemed to be lined in white satin. Which fortunately made her uneasy, and she meddled no more with the Little Death of the southern swamps.




          She was now passing very close to the edge of the "hammock," where palmettos overhung the water; and as the cool, dim woodlands seemed to invite her, she looked about her leisurely for an agreeable landing place. There were plenty to choose from; and she selected a little sandy point under a red cedar tree, drove her canoe upon it, and calmly stepped ashore. And found herself looking into the countenance of Jones.




          For a full minute they inspected each other, apparently bereft of the power of speech.




          She said, finally: "About a year ago last February, did you happen to walk down Fifth Avenue—very busily? Did you?"[32]




          It took him an appreciable time to concentrate for mental retrospection.




          "Yes," he said, "I did."




          "You were going down town, weren't you?"




          "Yes."




          "On business?"




          "Yes," he said, bewildered.




          "I wonder," she said timidly, "if you would tell me what that business was? Do you mind? Because, really, I don't mean to be impertinent."




          He made an effort to reflect. It was difficult to reflect and to keep his eyes on her but also it is impolite to converse with anybody and look elsewhere. This he had been taught at his mother's knee—and sometimes over it.




          "My business down town," he said very slowly, "was with an officer of the Smithsonian Institution who had come on from Washington to see something which I had brought with me from Florida."




          "Would you mind telling me what it was you brought with you from Florida?" she asked wistfully.




          "No. It was malaria."




          "What!"




          "It was malaria," he repeated politely.[33]




          "I—I don't see how you could—could show it to him," she murmured, perplexed.




          "Well, I'll tell you how I showed it to him. I made a little incision in my skin with a lancet; he made a smear or two——"




          "A—what?"




          "A smear—he put a few drops of my blood on some glass plates."




          "Why?"




          "To examine them under the microscope."




          "Why?"




          "So that he might determine what particular kind of malaria I had brought back with me."




          "Did he find out?" she asked, deeply interested.




          "Yes," said Jones, displaying mild symptoms of enthusiasm, "he discovered that I was fairly swarming with a perfectly new and undescribed species of bacillus. That bacillus," he added, with modest diffidence, "is now named after me."




          She looked at him very earnestly, dropped her blue eyes, raised them again after a moment:




          "It must be—pleasant—to give one's name to a bacillus."




          "It is an agreeable and exciting privilege. When I look into the culture tubes I feel an intimate relationship with those bacilli which I have never felt for any human being."[34]




          "You—you are a——" she hesitated, with a slight but charming colour in her cheeks, "a naturalist, I presume?" And she added hastily, "No doubt you are a famous one, and my question must sound ignorant and absurd to you. But as I do not know your name——"




          "It is Jones," he said gloomily, "—and I am not famous."




          "Mine is Cecil Cassillis; and neither am I," she said. "But I thought when naturalists gave their names to butterflies and microbes that everything concerned immediately became celebrated."




          Jones smiled; and she thought his expression very attractive.




          "No," he said, "fame crowns the man who, celebrated only for his wealth, names hotels, tug-boats, and art galleries after himself. Thus are Immortals made."




          She laughed, standing there gracefully as a boy, her hands resting on her narrow hips. She laughed again. A tug-boat, a hotel, and a cigar were named after her father.




          "Fame is an extraordinary thing," she said. "But liberty is still more wonderful, isn't it?"




          "Liberty is only comparative," he said, smiling. "There is really no such thing as absolute freedom."[35]




          "You have all the freedom you desire, haven't you?"




          "Well—I enjoy the only approach to absolute liberty I ever heard of."




          "What kind of liberty is that?"




          "Freedom to think as I please, no matter what I'm obliged to do."




          "But you do what you please, too, don't you?"




          "Oh, no!" he said smiling. "The man was never born who did what he pleased."




          "Why not? You choose your own work, don't you?"




          "Yes. But once the liberty of choice is exercised, freedom ends. I choose my profession. There my liberty ends, because instantly I am enslaved by the conditions which make my choice a profession."




          She was deeply interested. A mossy log lay near them; she seated herself to listen, her elbow on her knee, and her chin cupped in her hand. But Jones became silent.




          "Were you not in that funny little boat that passed the inlet about three hours ago?" she asked.




          "The Orange Puppy? Yes."




          "What an odd name for a boat—the Orange Puppy!"[36]




          "An orange puppy," he explained, "is the name given in the Florida orange groves to the caterpillar of a large swallow-tail butterfly, which feeds on orange leaves. The butterfly it turns into is known to entomologists as Papilio cresphontes and Papilio thoas. The latter is a misnomer."




          She gazed upon this young man in undisguised admiration.




          "Once," she said, "when I was nine years old, I ran away from a governess and two trained nurses. They found me with both hands full of muddy pollywogs. It has nothing to do with what you are saying, but I thought I'd tell you."




          He insisted that the episode she recalled was most interesting and unusual, considered purely as a human document.




          "Would you tell me what you are doing down here in these forests?" she asked, "—as we are discussing human documents."




          "Yes," he said. "I am investigating several thousand small caterpillars which are feeding on the scrub-palmetto."




          "Is that your business?"




          "Exactly. If you will remain very still for a moment and listen very intently you can hear the[37] noise which these caterpillars make while they are eating."




          She thought of the Chihuahua, and it occurred to her that she had rather tired of seeing things eat. However, except in Europe, she had never heard things eat. So she listened.




          He said: "These caterpillars are in their third moult—that is, they have changed their skin three times since emerging from the egg—and are now busily chewing the immature fruit of the scrub-palmetto. You can hear them very plainly."




          She sat silent, spellbound; and presently in the woodland stillness, all around her she heard the delicate and continuous sound—the steady, sustained noise of thousands of tiny jaws, all crunching, all busily working together. And when she realized what the elfin rustle really meant, she turned her delighted and grateful eyes on Jones. And the beauty of them made him exceedingly thoughtful.




          "Will you explain to me," she whispered, "why you are studying these caterpillars, Mr. Jones?"




          "Because they are spreading out over the forests. Until recently this particular species of caterpillar, and the pretty little moth into which it ultimately turns, were entirely confined to a[38]narrow strip of jungle, only a few miles long, lying on the Halifax River. Nowhere else in all the world could these little creatures be found. But recently they have been reported from the Dead Lake country. So the Smithsonian Institution sent me down here to study them, and find out whither they were spreading, and whether any natural parasitic enemies had yet appeared to check them."




          She gazed at him, fascinated.




          "Have any appeared?" she asked, under her breath.




          "I have not yet found a single creature that preys upon them."




          "Isn't it a very arduous and difficult task to watch these thousands of little caterpillars all day long?"




          "It is quite impossible for me to do it thoroughly all alone."




          "Would you like to have me help you?" she asked innocently.




          Which rather bowled him over, but he said:




          "I'd b-b-be d-d-delighted—only you haven't time, have you?"




          "I have three days. I've brought a tent, you see, and everything necessary—rugs, magazines, blankets, toilet articles, bon-bons, books—everything,[39] in fact, to last three days.... I wonder how that tent is put up. Do you know?"




          He went over to the canoe and gazed at the tent.




          "I think I could pitch it for you," he said.




          "Oh, thanks so much! May I help you? I think I'll put it here on this pretty stretch of white sand by the water's edge."




          "I'm afraid that wouldn't do," he said, gravely.




          "Why?"




          "Because the lagoon is tidal. You'd be awash sooner or later."




          "I see. Well, then, anywhere in the woods will do——"




          "Not anywhere," he said, smiling. "High water leaves few dry places in this forest; in fact—I'm afraid that my shack is perched on the only spot which is absolutely dry at all times. It is a shell mound—the only one in the Dead Lake region."




          "Isn't there room for my tent beside yours?" she asked, a trifle anxiously.




          "Y-es," he said, in a voice as matter of fact as her own. "How many will there be in your party?"




          "In my party! Why, only myself," she said, with smiling animation.




          "Oh, I see!" But he didn't.[40]




          They lugged the tent back among the trees to the low shell mound, where in the centre of a ring of pines and evergreen oaks his open-faced shack stood, thatched with palmetto fans. She gazed upon the wash drying on the line, upon a brace of dead ducks hanging from the eaves, upon the smoky kettle and the ashes of the fire. Purest delight sparkled in her blue eyes.




          Erecting her silk tent with practiced hands, he said carelessly:




          "In case you cared to send any word to the yacht——"




          "Did I say that I came from the yacht?" she asked; and her straight eyebrows bent a trifle inward.




          "Didn't you?"




          "Will you promise me something, Mr. Jones?"




          The things he was prepared to promise her choked him for a second, but when he regained control of his vocal powers he said, very pleasantly, that he would gladly promise her anything.




          "Then don't ask me where I came from. Let me stay three days. Then I'll go very quietly away, and never trouble you again. Is it a promise?"




          "Yes," he said, not looking at her. His face[41] had become very serious; she noticed it—and how well his head was set on his shoulders, and how his clipped hair was burned to the color of crisp hay.




          "You were Harvard, of course," she said, unthinkingly.




          "Yes." He mentioned the year.




          "Not crew?"




          "No."




          "Baseball?"




          "'Varsity pitcher," he nodded, surprised.




          "Then this is the third time I've seen you.... I wonder what it is about you——" She remained silent, watching him burying her water bottles in the cool marl.




          When all was in order, he smiled, made her a little formal bow, and evinced a disposition to retire and leave her in possession.




          "I thought we were going to work at once!" she said uneasily. "I am quite ready." And, as he did not seem to comprehend, "I was going to help you to examine the little caterpillars, one by one; and the minute I saw anything trying to bite them I was going to call you. Didn't you understand?" she added wistfully.




          "That will be fine!" he said, with an enthusiasm very poorly controlled.[42]




          "You will show me where the little creatures are hiding, won't you?"




          "Indeed I will! Here they are, all about us!" He made a sweeping gesture over the low undergrowth of scrub-palmetto; and the next moment:




          "I see them!" she exclaimed, delighted. "Oh, what funny, scrubby, busy little creatures! They are everywhere—everywhere! Why, there seem to be thousands and thousands of them! And all are eating the tiny green bunches of fruit!"




          They bent together over a group of feeding larvæ; he handed her a pocket microscope like his own; and, enchanted, she studied the tiny things while he briefly described their various stages of development from the little eggs to the pretty, pearl-tinted moth so charmingly striped with delicate, brown lines—a rare prize in the cabinet of any collector.[43]
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          Through the golden forest light of afternoon, they moved from shrub to shrub; and he taught her to be on the watch for any possible foes of the neat and busy little caterpillars, warning her to watch for birds, spiders, beetles, ichneumon flies, possibly squirrels or even hornets. She nodded her comprehension; he went one way, she the other. For nearly ten minutes they remained separated, and it seemed ages to one of them anyway.




          But the caterpillars appeared to be immune. Nothing whatever interfered with them; wandering beetles left them unmolested; no birds even noticed them; no gauzy-winged and parasitic flies investigated them.




          "Mr. Jones!" she called.[44]




          He was at her side in an instant.




          "I only wanted to know where you were," she said happily.




          The sun hung red over the lagoon when they sauntered back to camp. She went into her tent with a cheerful nod to him, which said:




          "I've had a splendid time, and I'll rejoin you in a few moments."




          When she emerged in fresh white flannels, she found him writing in a blank-book.




          "I wonder if I might see?" she said. "If it's scientific, I mean."




          "It is, entirely."




          So she seated herself on the ground beside him, and read over his shoulder the entries he was making in his field book concerning the day's doings. When he had finished his entry, she said:




          "You have not mentioned my coming to you, and how we looked for ichneumon flies together."




          "I——" He was silent.




          She added timidly: "I know I count for absolutely nothing in the important experiences of a naturalist, but—I did look very hard for ichneumon flies. Couldn't you write in your field book that I tried very hard to help you?"




          He wrote gravely:




          "Miss Cassillis most generously volunteered her[45] invaluable aid, and spared no effort to discover any possible foe that might prove to be parasitic upon these larvæ. But so far without success."




          "Thank you," she said, in a very low voice. And after a short silence: "It was not mere vanity, Mr. Jones. Do you understand?"




          "I know it was not vanity, even if I do not entirely understand."




          "Shall I tell you?"




          "Please."




          "It was the first thing that I have ever been permitted to do all by myself. It meant so much to me.... And I wished to have a little record of it—even if you think it is of no scientific importance."




          "It is of more importance than——" But he managed to stop himself, slightly startled. She had lifted her head from the pages of the field book to look at him. When his voice failed, and while the red burned brilliantly in his ears, she resumed her perusal of his journal, gravely. After a while, though she turned the pages as if she were really reading, he concluded that her mind was elsewhere. It was.




          Presently he rose, mended the fire, filled the kettle, and unhooked the brace of wild ducks from[46] the eaves where they swung, and marched off with them toward the water.




          When he returned, the ducks were plucked and split for broiling. He found her seated as he had left her, dreaming awake, idle hands folded on the pages of his open field book.




          For dinner they had broiled mallard, coffee, ash-cakes, and bon-bons. After it she smoked a cigarette with him.




          Later she informed him that it was her first, and that she liked it, and requested another.




          "Don't," he said, smiling.




          "Why?"




          "It spoils a girl's voice, ultimately."




          "But it's very agreeable."




          "Will you promise not to?" he asked, lightly.




          Suddenly her blue eyes became serious.




          "Yes," she said, "if you wish."




          The woods grew darker. Far across the lagoon a tiger-owl woke up and began to yelp like a half-strangled hobgoblin.




          She sat silent for a little while, then very quietly and frankly put her hand on Jones's. It was shaking.




          "I am afraid of that sound," she said calmly.




          "It is only a big owl," he reassured her, retaining her hand.[47]




          "Is that what it is? How very dark the woods are! I had no idea that there could be such utter darkness. I am not sure that I care for it."




          "There is nothing to harm you in these woods."




          "No bears and wolves and panthers?"




          "There are a few—and all very anxious to keep away from anything human."




          "Are you sure?"




          "Absolutely."




          "Do you mind if I leave my hand where it is?"




          It appeared that he had no insurmountable objections.




          After the seventh tiger-owl had awakened and the inky blackness quivered with the witch-like shouting and hellish tumult, he felt her shoulder pressing against his. And bending to look into her face saw that all the colour in it had fled.




          "You mustn't be frightened," he said earnestly.




          "But I am. I'm sorry.... I'll try to accustom myself to it.... The darkness is a—a trifle terrifying—isn't it?"




          "It's beautiful, too," he said, looking up at the firelit foliage overhead. She looked up also, her slender throat glimmering rosy in the embers' glare. After a moment she nodded:




          "It is wonderful.... If I only had a little time to accustom myself to it I am sure I should love[48] it.... Oh! What was that very loud splash out there in the dark?"




          "A big fish playing in the lagoon; or perhaps wild ducks feeding."




          After a few minutes he felt her soft hand tighten within his.




          "It sounds as though some great creature were prowling around our fire," she whispered. "Do you hear its stealthy tread?"




          "Noises in the forest are exaggerated," he said carelessly. "It may be a squirrel or some little furry creature out hunting for his supper. Please don't be afraid."




          "Then it isn't a bear?"




          "No, dear," he said, so naturally and unthinkingly that for a full second neither realised the awful break of Delancy Jones.




          When they did they said nothing about it. But it was some time before speech was resumed. She was the first to recover. Perhaps the demoralisation was largely his. It usually is that way.




          She said: "This has been the most perfect day of my entire life. I'm even glad I am a little scared. It is delicious to be a trifle afraid. But I'm not, now—very much.... Is there any established


          hour for bedtime in the woods?"




          "Inclination sounds the hour."[49]




          "Isn't that wonderful!" she sighed, her eyes on the fire. "Inclination rules in the forest.... And here I am."




          The firelight on her copper-tinted hair masked her lovely eyes in a soft shadow. Her shoulder stirred rhythmically as she breathed.




          "And here you live all alone," she mused, half to herself.... "I once saw you pitch a game against Yale.... And the next time I saw you walking very busily down Fifth Avenue.... And now—you are—here.... That is wonderful.... Everything seems to be wonderful in this place.... Wh-what is that flapping noise, please?"




          "Two herons fighting in the sedge."




          "You know everything.... That is the most wonderful of all. And yet you say you are not famous?"




          "Nobody ever heard of me outside the Smithsonian."




          "But—you must become famous. To-morrow I shall look very hard for an ichneumon fly for you——"




          "But your discovery will make you famous, Miss Cassillis——"




          "Why—why, it's for you that I am going to search so hard! Did you suppose I would dream of claiming any of the glory!"[50]




          He said, striving to speak coolly:




          "It is very generous and sweet of you.... And, after all, I hardly suppose that you need any added lustre or any additional happiness in a life which must be so full, so complete, and so care-free."




          She was silent for a while, then:




          "Is your life then so full of care, Mr. Jones?"




          "Oh, no," he said; "I get on somehow."




          "Tell me," she insisted.




          "What am I to tell you?"




          "Why it is that your life is care-ridden."




          "But it isn't——"




          "Tell me!"




          He said, gaily enough: "To labour for others is sometimes a little irksome.... I am not discontented.... Only, if I had means—if I had barely sufficient—there are so many fascinating and exciting lines of independent research to follow—to make a name in——" He broke off with a light laugh, leaned forward and laid another log on the fire.




          "You can not afford it?" she asked, in a low voice; and for the moment astonishment ruled her to discover that this very perfect specimen of intelligent and gifted manhood was struggling under such an amazingly trifling disadvantage.[51] Only from reading and from hearsay had she been even vaguely acquainted with the existence of poverty.




          "No," he said pleasantly, "I can not yet afford myself the happiness of independent research."




          "When will you be able to afford it?"




          Neither were embarrassed; he looked thoughtfully into the fire; and for a while she watched him in his brown study.




          "Will it be soon?" she asked, under her breath.




          "No, dear."




          That time a full minute intervened before either realised how he had answered. And both remained exceedingly still until she said calmly:




          "I thought you were the very ideal embodiment of personal liberty. And now I find that wretched and petty and ignoble circumstances fetter even such a man as you are. It—it is—is heartbreaking."




          "It won't last forever," he said, controlling his voice.




          "But the years are going—the best years, Mr. Jones. And your life's work beckons you. And you are equipped for it, and you can not take it!"




          "Some day——" But he could say no more then, with her hand tightening in his.[52]




          "To—to rise superior to circumstances—that is god-like, isn't it?" she said.




          "Yes." He laughed. "But on six hundred dollars a year a man can't rise very high above circumstances."




          The shock left her silent. Any gown of hers cost more than that. Then the awfulness of it all rose before her in its true and hideous proportions. And there was nothing for her to do about it, nothing, absolutely nothing, except to endure the degradation of her wealth and remember that the merest tithe of it could have made this man beside her immortally famous—if, perhaps, no more wonderful than he already was in her eyes.




          Was there no way to aid him? She could look for ichneumon flies in the morning. And on the morning after that. And the next morning she would say good-bye and go away forever—out of this enchanted forest, out of his life, back to the Chihuahua, and to her guests who ate often and digested all day long—back to her father, her mother—back to Stirrups——




          He felt her hand close on his convulsively, and turned to encounter her flushed and determined face.




          "You like me, don't you?" she said.[53]




          "Yes." After a moment he said: "Yes—absolutely."




          "Do you like me enough to—to let me help you in your research work—to be patient enough to teach me a little until I catch up with you?... So we can go on together?... I know I am presumptuous—perhaps importunate—but I thought—somehow—if you did like me well enough—it would be—very agreeable——"




          "It would be!... And I—like you enough for—anything. But you could not remain here——"




          "I don't mean here."




          "Where, then?"




          "Where?" She looked vaguely about her in the firelight. "Why, everywhere. Wherever you go to make your researches."




          "Dear, I would go to Ceylon if I could."




          "I also," she said.




          He turned a little pale, looking at her in silence. She said calmly: "What would you do in Ceylon?"




          "Study the unknown life-histories of the rarer Ornithoptera."




          She knew no more than a kitten what he meant. But she wanted to know, and, moreover, was perfectly capable of comprehending.




          "Whatever you desire to study," she said,[54] "would prove delightful to me.... If you want me. Do you?"




          "Want you!" Then he bit his lip.




          "Don't you? Tell me frankly if you don't. But I think, somehow, you would not make a mistake if you did want me. I really am intelligent. I didn't know it until I talked with you. Now, I know it. But I have never been able to give expression to it or cultivate it.... And, somehow, I know I would not be a drag on you—if you would teach me a little in the beginning."




          He said: "What can I teach you, Cecil? Not the heavenly frankness that you already use so sweetly. Not the smiling and serene nobility which carries your head so daintily and so fearlessly. Not the calm purity of thought, nor the serene goodness of mind that has graciously included a poor devil like me in your broad and generous sympathies——"




          "Please!" she faltered, flushing. "I am not what you say—though to hear you say such things is a great happiness—a pleasure—very intense—and wonderful—and new. But I am nothing,nothing—unless I should become useful to you. I could amount to something—with—you——" She checked herself; looked at him as though a trifle frightened. "Unless," she added[55] with an effort, "you are in love with somebody else. I didn't think of that. Are you?"




          "No," he said. "Are you?"




          "No.... I have never been in love.... This is the nearest I have come to it."




          "And I."




          She smiled faintly.




          "If we——"




          "Oh, yes," he said, calmly, "if we are to pass the balance of our existence in combined research, it would be rather necessary for us to marry."




          "Do you mind?"




          "On the contrary. Do you?"




          "Not in the least. Do you really mean it? It wouldn't be disagreeable, would it? You are above marrying for mere sentiment, aren't you? Because, somehow, I seem to know you like me.... And it would be death for me—a mental death—to go back now to—to Stirrups——"




          "Where?"




          "To—why do you ask? Couldn't you take me on faith?"




          He said, unsteadily: "If you rose up out of the silvery lagoon, just born from the starlight and the mist, I would take you."




          "You—you are a poet, too," she faltered. "You seem to be about everything desirable."[56]




          "I'm only a man very, very deep in—love."




          "In love!... I thought——"




          "Ah, but you need think no more. You know now, Cecil."




          She remained silent, thinking for a long while. Then, very quietly:




          "Yes, I know.... It is that way with me also. For I no sooner find my liberty than I lose it—in the same moment—to you. We must never again be separated.... Do you feel as I do?"




          "Absolutely.... But it must be so."




          "Why?" she asked, troubled.




          "For one thing, I shall have to work harder now."




          "Why?"




          "Don't you know we can not marry on what I have?"




          "Oh! Is that the reason?" She laughed, sprang lightly to her feet, stood looking down at him. He got up, slowly.




          "I bring you," she said, "six hundred dollars a year. And a little more. Which sweeps away that obstacle. Doesn't it?"




          "I could not ask you to live on that——"




          "I can live on what you live on! I should wish to. It would make me utterly and supremely happy."[57]




          Her flushed, young face confronted his as she took a short, eager step toward him.




          "I am not making love to you," she said, "—at least, I don't think I am. All I desire is to help—to give you myself—my youth, energy, ambition, intelligence—and what I have—which is of no use to me unless it is useful to you. Won't you take these things from me?"




          "Do you give me your heart, too, Cecil?"




          She smiled faintly, knowing now that she had already given it. She did not answer, but her under lip trembled, and she caught it between her teeth as he took her hands and kissed them in silence.[58]


        




        

           


        




        

           


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          VI


        




        

          "Miami is not very far, is it?" she asked, as she sprang aboard the Orange Puppy.




          "Not very, dear."




          "We could get a license immediately, couldn't we?"




          "I think so."




          "And then it will not take us very long to get married, will it?"




          "Not very."




          "What a wonderful night!" she murmured, looking up at the stars. She turned toward the[59] shore. "What a wonderful place for a honeymoon!... And we can continue business, too, and watch our caterpillars all day long! Oh, it is all too wonderful, wonderful!" She kissed her hand to the unseen camp. "We will be back to-morrow!" she called softly. Then a sudden thought struck her. "You never can get the Orange Puppy through that narrow lead, can you?"




          "Oh, there is an easier way out," he said, taking the tiller as the sail filled.




          Her head dropped back against his knees. Now and then her lips moved, murmuring in sheerest happiness the thoughts that drifted through her enchanted mind.




          "I wonder when it began," she whispered, "—at the ball-game—or on Fifth Avenue—or when I saw you here? It seems to me as if I always had been in love with you."




          Outside in the ocean, the breeze stiffened and the perfume was tinged with salt.




          Lying back against his knees, her eyes fixed dreamily on the stars, she murmured:




          "Stirrups will be surprised."




          "What are you talking about down there all by yourself?" he whispered, bending over her.




          She looked up into his eyes. Suddenly her own[60] filled; and she put up both arms, linking them around his neck.




          And so the Orange Puppy sailed away into the viewless, formless, starry mystery of all romance.


        




        

           


        




        

          After a silence the young novelist, who had been poking the goldfish, said slowly: "That's pretty poor fiction, Athalie, but, as a matter of simple fact and inartistic truth, recording sentimental celerity, it stands unequalled."




          "Straight facts make poor fiction," remarked Duane.




          "It all depends on who makes the fiction out of them," I ventured.




          "Not always," said Athalie. "There are facts which when straightly told are far stranger than fiction. I noticed a case of that sort in my crystal last winter." And to the youthful novelist she said: "Don't try to guess who the people were if I tell it, will you?"




          "No," he promised.




          "Please fix my cushions," she said to nobody in particular. And after the stampede was over she selected another cigarette, thoughtfully, but did not light it.[61]
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          "You are queer folk, you writers of fiction," she mused aloud. "No monarch ordained of God takes himself more seriously; no actor lives more absolutely in a world made out of his imagination."




          She lighted her cigarette: "You often speak of your most 'important' book,—as though any fiction ever written were important. Painters speak of their most important pictures; sculptors, composers, creative creatures of every species employ the adjective. And it is all very silly. Facts only can be characterised as important; figments of the creative imagination are as unimportant——" she blew a dainty ring of smoke toward the crystal globe—"as that! 'Tout ce qu'ont fait les hommes, les hommes peuvent le[62] détruire. Il n'y a de caractères inéffaçables que ceux qu' imprime la nature.' There has never been but one important author."




          I said smilingly: "To quote the gentleman you think important enough to quote, Athalie, 'Tout est bien sortant des mains de l'Auteur des choses: tout dégénere entre les mains de l'homme.'"




          Said the novelist simply: "Imagination alone makes facts important. 'Cette superbe puissance, ennemie de la raison!'"




          "O Athalie," whispered Duane, "night-blooming, exquisite blossom of the arid municipal desert, recount for us these facts which you possess and which, in your delightful opinion, are stranger than fiction, and more important."




          And Athalie, choosing another sweetmeat, looked at us until it had dissolved in her fragrant mouth. Then she spoke very gravely, while her dark eyes laughed at us:


        




        

           


        




        

          When young Lord Willowmere's fiancée ran away from him and married Delancy Jones, that bereaved nobleman experienced a certain portion of the universal shock which this social seismic disturbance spread far and wide over two hemispheres.[63]




          That such a girl should marry beneath her naturally disgusted everybody. So both Jones and his wife were properly damned.




          England read its morning paper, shrugged its derision, and remarked that nobody ought to be surprised at anything that happened in the States. "The States" swallowed the rebuke and squirmed.




          Now, among the sturdy yeomanry, gentry, and nobility of those same British and impressive Isles there was an earnest gentleman whose ample waist and means and scholarly tastes inclined him to a sedentary life of research. The study of human nature in its various native and exotic phases had for forty years obsessed his insular intellect. Philologist, anthropologist, calm philosopher, and benignant observer, this gentleman, who had never visited the United States, determined to do so now. For, he reasoned—and very properly—a country where such a thing could happen to a British nobleman and a Peer of the Realm must be worth exploring, and its curious inhabitants merited, perhaps, the impersonally judicial inspection of an F. R. B. A. whose gigantic work on the folk manners of the world had now reached its twentieth volume, without as yet including the United States. So he determined to devote several[64] chapters in the forthcoming and twenty-first volume to the recent colonies of Great Britain.




          Now, when the Duke of Pillchester concluded to do anything, that thing was invariably and thoroughly done. And so, before it entirely realised the honour in store for it, the United States was buttoning its collar, tying its white tie, and rushing down stairs to open its front door to the Duke of Pillchester, the Duchess of Pillchester, and the Lady Alene Innesly, their youthful and ornamental daughter.




          For a number of months after its arrival, the Ducal party inspected the Yankee continent through a lens made for purposes of scientific investigation only. The massed wealth of the nation met their Graces in solid divisions of social worth. The shock was mutual.




          Then the massed poverty of the continent was exhibited, leaving the poverty indifferent and slightly bored, and the Ducal party taking notes.




          It was his Grace's determination to study the folk-ways of Americans; and what the Duke wished the Duchess dutifully desired. The Lady Alene Innesly, however, was dragged most reluctantly from function to function, from palace to purlieu, from theatre to cathedral, from Coney[65] Island to Newport. She was "havin' a rotten time."




          All day long she had nothing to look at but an overdressed and alien race whose voices distressed her; day after day she had nothing to say except, "How d'y do," and "Mother, shall we have tea?" Week after week she had nothing to think of except the bare, unkempt ugliness of the cities she saw; the raw waste and sordid uglification of what once had been matchless natural resources; dirty rivers, ruined woodlands, flimsy buildings, ignorant architecture. The ostentatious and wretched hotels depressed her; the poor railroads and bad manners disgusted her.




          Listless, uninterested, Britishly enduring what she could not escape, the little Lady Alene had made not the slightest effort to mitigate the circumstances of her temporary fate. She was civilly incurious concerning the people she met; their social customs, amusements, pastimes, duties, various species of business or of leisure interested her not a whit. All the men looked alike to her; all the women were over-gowned, tiresomely pretty, and might learn one day how to behave themselves after they had found out how to make their voices behave.




          Meanwhile, requiring summer clothing—tweeds[66] and shooting boots being not what the climate seemed to require in July—she discovered with languid surprise that for the first time in her limited life she was well gowned. A few moments afterward another surprise faintly thrilled her, for, chancing to glance at herself after a Yankee hairdresser had finished her hair, she discovered to her astonishment that she was pretty.




          For several days this fact preyed upon her mind, alternately troubling and fascinating her. There were several men at home who would certainly sit up; Willowmere among others.




          As for considering her newly discovered beauty any advantage in America, the idea had not entered her mind. Why should it? All the men looked alike; all wore sleek hair, hats on the backs of their heads, clothing that fitted like a coster's trousers. She had absolutely no use for them, and properly.




          However, she continued to cultivate her beauty and to adorn it with Yankee clothing and headgear befitting; which filled up considerable time during the day, leaving her fewer empty hours to fill with tea and three-volumed novels from the British Isles.




          Now, it had never occurred to the Lady Alene Innesly to read anything except British fact and[67] fiction. She had never been sufficiently interested even to open an American book. Why should she, as long as the three props of her national literature endured intact—curates, tea, and thoroughbred horses?




          But there came a time during the ensuing winter when the last of the three-volumed novels had been assimilated, the last serious tome digested; and there stretched out before her a bookless prospect which presently began to dismay her with the aridness of its perspective.




          The catastrophe occurred while the Ducal party was investigating the strange folk-customs of those Americans who gathered during the winter in gigantic Florida hotels and lived there, uncomfortably lodged, vilely fed, and shamelessly robbed, while third-rate orchestras play cabaret music and enervating breezes stir the cabbage-palmettos till they rustle like bath-room rubber plants.




          It was a bad place and a bad time of year for a young and British girl to be deprived of her native and soporific fiction; for the livelier and Frenchier of British novelists were self-denied her, because somebody had said they were not unlike Americans.




          Now she was, in the uncouth vernacular of the[68] country, up against it for fair! She didn't know what it was called, but she realised how it felt to be against something.




          Three days she endured it, dozing in her room, half awake when the sea-breeze rattled the Venetian blinds, or the niggers were noisy at baseball.




          On the fourth day she arose, went to the window, gazed disgustedly out over the tawdry villas of Verbena Inlet, then rang for her maid.




          "Bunn," she said, "here are three sovereigns. You will please buy for me one specimen of every book on sale in the corridor of this hotel. And, Bunn!——"




          "Yes, my lady."




          "What was it you were eating the other day?"




          "Chewing-gum, my lady."




          "Is it—agreeable?"




          "Yes, my lady."




          "Is it nourishing?"




          "No, my lady. It is not intended to be eaten; it is to be chewed."




          "Then one does not swallow it when one supposes it to be sufficiently masticated?"




          "No, my lady."




          "What does one do with it?"




          "Beg pardon, my lady—one spits it out."




          "Ow," said the girl.[69]
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          She was lying on the bed when a relay of servants staggered in bearing gaudy piles of the most recent and popular novels, and placed them in tottering profusion upon the adjacent furniture.




          The Lady Alene turned her head where it lay lazily pillowed on her left arm, and glanced indifferently at the multi-coloured battlement of books. The majority of the covers were embellished with the heads of young women, all endowed with vaudeville-like beauty—it having been discovered by intelligent publishers that a girl's head on any book sells it.




          On some covers were displayed coloured pictures of handsome and athletic American young men, usually kissing beautiful young ladies who wore crowns, ermines, and foreign orders over dinner dresses. Sometimes, however, they were kicking Kings. That seemed rather odd to the Lady[70] Alene, and she sat up on the bed and reached out her hand. It encountered a book on which rested a small, oblong package. She took book and package. On the pink wrapper of the latter she read this verse:


        




        

          Why are my teeth so white and bright?Because I chew with all my mightThe gum that fills me with delightAnd keeps me healthy day and night.Five cents.


        




        

          The Lady Alene's unaccustomed fingers became occupied with the pink wrapper. Presently she withdrew from it a thin and brittle object, examined it, and gravely placed it in her mouth.




          For a while the perplexed and apprehensive expression remained upon her face, but it faded gradually, and after a few minutes her lovely features settled into an expression resembling contentment. And, delicately, discreetly, at leisurely intervals, her fresh, sweet lips moved as though she were murmuring a prayer.




          All that afternoon she perused the first American novel she had ever read. And the cumulative effect of the fiction upon her literal mind was amazing as she turned page after page, and, gradually gathering mental and nervous speed,[71] dashed from one chapter, bang! into another, only to be occultly adjured to "take the car ahead"—which she now did quite naturally, and on the run.




          Never, never had she imagined such things could be! Always heretofore, to her, fiction had been a strict reflection of actuality in which a dull imagination was licensed to walk about if it kept off the grass. And it always did in the only novels to which she had been accustomed.




          But good heavens! Here was a realism at work in these pages so astonishing yet so convincing, so subtle yet so natural, so matter of fact yet so astoundingly new to her that the book she was reading was already changing the entire complexion of the Yankee continent for her.




          It had to do with a young, penniless, and athletic American who went to Europe, tipped a king off his throne, pushed a few dukes, counts, and barons out of the way, reorganized the army, and went home taking with him a beautiful and exclusive princess with honest intentions.




          The inhabitants of several villages wept at his departure; the abashed nobility made unsuccessful attempts to shoot him; otherwise the trip to the Cunard Line pier was uneventful, and diplomatic circles paid no attention to the incident.[72]




          When the Lady Alene finished the story her oval face ached; but this was no time to consider aches. So with a charming abandon she relieved her pretty teeth of the morceau, replaced it with another, helped herself to a second novel, settled back on her pillow, and opened the enchanted pages.




          And zip! Instantly she became acquainted with another athletic and penniless American who was raising the devil in the Balkans.




          Never in her life had she dreamed that any nation contained such fearless, fascinating, resourceful, epigrammatic, and desirable young men! And here she was in the very midst of them, and never had realised it until now.




          Where were they? All around her, no doubt. When, a few days later, she had read some baker's dozen novels, and in each one of them had discovered similar athletic, penniless, and omniscient American young men, her opinion was confirmed, and she could no longer doubt that, like the fiction of her own country, the romances of American novelists must have a substantial foundation in solid fact.




          There could be no use in quibbling. The situation had become exciting. Her youthful imagination was now fired; her Saxon blood thoroughly[73] stirred. She knew perfectly well that there were in her own country no young men like these she had read about—not a man-jack among them who would ever dream of dashing about the world cuffing the ears of reprehensible monarchs, meting out condign punishment to refractory nobility, reconstructing governments and states and armies, and escaping with a princess every time.




          Not that she actually believed that such episodes were of common occurrence. Young as she was she knew better. But somehow it seemed very clear to her that a race of writers who were so unanimous on the subject and a nation which so complacently read of these events without denying their plausibility, must within itself harbour germs and seeds of romance and reckless deeds which no doubt had produced a number of young men thoroughly capable of doing a few of the exciting things she had read about.




          Now she regretted she had not noticed the men she had met; now she was indeed sorry she had not at least taken pains to learn to distinguish them one from the other. She wished that she had investigated this reckless, chivalrous, energetic, and distinguishing trait of the American young man.




          It seemed odd, too, that Pa-pa had never investigated[74] it; that Ma-ma had never appeared to notice it.




          She mentioned it at dinner carelessly, in the midst of a natural and British silence. Neither parent enlightened her. One said, "Fancy!" And the other said, "Ow."




          And so, as both parents departed the following morning to investigate the tarpon fishing at Miami, the little Lady Alene made private preparations to investigate and closely observe the astonishing, reckless, and romantic tendencies of the American young man. Her tour of discovery she scheduled for five o'clock that afternoon.




          Just how these investigations were to be accomplished she did not see very clearly. She had carefully refrained from knowing anybody in the hotel. So how to go about it she did not know; but she knew enough after luncheon to have her hair done by somebody besides her maid, selected the most American gown in her repertoire, took a sunshade hitherto disdained, and glanced in the mirror at a picture in white, with gold hair, violet eyes, and a skin of snow and roses.




          Further she did not know how to equip herself, except by going out doors at five o'clock. And at five o'clock she went.




          From the tennis courts young men and girls[75] looked at her. On the golf links youth turned to observe her slim and dainty progress. She was stared at from porch and veranda, from dock and deck, from garden and walk and orange grove and hedge of scarlet hibiscus.




          From every shop window in the village, folk looked out at her; from automobile, wheeled chair, bicycle, and horse-drawn vehicle she was inspected. But she knew nobody; not one bright nod greeted her; not one straw hat was lifted; not one nigger grinned. She knew nobody. And, alas! everybody knew her. A cold wave seemed to have settled over Verbena Inlet.




          Yet her father was not unpopular, nor was her mother either; and although they asked too many questions, their perfectly impersonal and scientific mission in Verbena Inlet was understood.




          But the Lady Alene Innesly was not understood, although her indifference was noted and her exclusiveness amusedly resented. However, nobody interfered with her or her seclusion. The fact that she desired to know nobody had been very quickly accepted. Youth and the world at Verbena Inlet went on without her; the sun continued to rise and set as usual; and the nigger waiters played baseball.




          She stood watching them now for a few minutes,[76] her parasol tilted over her lovely shoulders. Tiring of this, she sauntered on, having not the slightest idea where she was going, but very calmly she made up her mind to speak to the first agreeable looking young man she encountered, as none of them seemed at all inclined to speak to her.




          Under her arm she had tucked a novel written by one Smith. She had read it half through. The story concerned a young and athletic and penniless man from Michigan and a Balkan Princess. She had read as far as the first love scene. The young man from Michigan was still kissing the Princess when she left off reading. And her imagination was still on fire.




          She had wandered down to the lagoon without finding anybody sufficiently attractive to speak to. The water was blue and pretty and very inviting. So she hired a motor-boat, seated herself in the stern, and dabbled her fingers in the water as the engineer took her whizzing across the lagoon and out into the azure waste, headed straight for the distant silvery inlet.[77]
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          She read, gazed at the gulls and wild ducks, placed a bit of gum between her rose-leaf lips, read a little, glanced up to mark the majestic flight of eight pelicans, sighed discreetly, savoured the gum, deposited it in a cunning corner adjacent to her left and snowy cheek, and spoke to the boatman.




          "Did you ever read this book?" she asked.




          "Me! No, ma'am."




          "It is very interesting. Do you read much?"




          "No, ma'am."




          "This is a very extraordinary book," she said. "I strongly advise you to read it."[78]




          The boatman glanced ironically at the scarlet bound volume which bore the portrait of a pretty girl on its covers.




          "Is it that book by John Smith they're sellin' so many of down to the hotel?" he inquired slowly.




          "I believe it was written by one Smith," she said, turning over the volume to look. "Yes, John Smith is the author's name. No doubt he is very famous in America."




          "He lives down here in winter."




          "Really!" she exclaimed with considerable animation.




          "Oh, yes. I take him shooting and fishing. He has a shack on the Inlet Point."




          "Where?"




          "Over there, where them gulls is flying."




          The girl looked earnestly at the point. All she saw were snowy dunes and wild grasses and seabirds whirling.




          "He writes them books over there," remarked the boatman.




          "How extremely interesting!"




          "They say he makes a world o' money by it. He's rich as mud."




          "Really!"




          "Yaas'm. I often seen him a settin' onto a[79] camp chair out beyond them dunes a-writing pieces like billy-bedam. Yes'm."




          "Do you think he is there now?" she asked with a slight catch in her breath.




          "Well, we kin soon find out——" He swung the tiller; the little boat rushed in a seething circle toward the point, veered westward, then south.




          "Yaas'm," said the boatman presently. "Mr. Smith he's reclinin' out there onto his stummick. I guess he's just a thinkin'. He thinks more'n five million niggers, he does. Gor-a-mighty! I never see such a man for thinkin'! He jest lies onto his stummick an' studies an' ruminates like billy-bedam. Yaas'm. Would you want I should land you so's you can take a peek at him?"




          "Might I?"




          "Sure, Miss. Go up over them dunes and take a peek at him. He won't mind. Ten to nothin' he won't even see ye."




          There was a little dock built of coquina. A power boat, a sloop, several row-boats, and a canoe lay there, riding the little, limpid, azure-tinted wavelets. Under their keels swam gar-pike, their fins and backs also shimmering with blue and turquoise green.




          Lady Alene rose; her boatman aided her, and[80] she sprang lightly to the coquina dock and walked straight over the low dune in front of her.




          There was nothing whatever in sight except beach-grapes and scrubby tufts of palmetto, and flocks of grey, long-legged, long-billed birds running to avoid her. But they did not run very fast or very far, and she saw them at a little distance loitering, with many a bright and apparently friendly glance at her.




          There was another dune in front. She mounted it. Straight ahead of her, perhaps half a mile distant, stood a whitewashed bungalow under a cluster of palms and palmettos.




          From where she stood she could see a cove—merely a tiny crescent of sand edged by a thin blade of cobalt water, and curtained by the palmetto forest. And on this little crescent beach, in the shade of the palms, a young man lay at full length, very intent upon his occupation, which was, apparently, to dig holes in the sand with a child's toy shovel.




          He was clad in white flannels; beside him she noticed a red tin pail, such as children use for gathering shells. Near this stood two camp-chairs, one of which was piled with pads of yellow paper and a few books. She thought his legs very eloquent. Sometimes they lay in picturesque[81] repose, crossed behind him; at other moments they waved in the air or sprawled widely, appearing to express the varying emotions which possessed his deep absorption in the occult task under his nose.




          "Now, what in the world can he be doing?" thought Lady Alene Innesly, watching him. And she remained motionless on top of the dune for ten minutes to find out. He continued to sprawl and dig holes in the sand.




          Learning nothing, and her interest increasing inversely, she began to walk toward him. It was her disposition to investigate whatever interested her. Already she was conscious of a deep interest in his legs.




          From time to time low dunes intervened to hide the little cove, but always when she crossed them, pushing her way through fragrant thickets of sweet bay and sparkle-berry shrub, cove and occupant came into view again. And his legs continued to wave. The nearer she drew the less she comprehended the nature of his occupation, and the more she decided to find out what he could be about, lying there flat on his stomach and digging and patting the sand.




          Also her naturally calm and British heart was beating irregularly and fast, because she realised[82] the fact that she was approaching the vicinity of one of those American young men who did things in books that she never dreamed could be done anywhere. Nay—under her arm was a novel written by this very man, in which the hero was still kissing a Balkan Princess, page 169. And it occurred to her vaguely that her own good taste and modesty ought to make an end of such a situation; and that she ought to finish the page quickly and turn to the next chapter to relieve the pressure on the Princess.




          Confused a trifle by a haunting sense of her own responsibility, by the actual imminence of such an author, and by her intense curiosity concerning what he was now doing, she walked across the dunes down through little valleys all golden with the flowers of a flat, spreading vine. The blossoms were larger and lovelier than the largest golden portulacca, but she scarcely noticed their beauty as she resolutely approached the cove, moving forward under the cool shadow of the border forest.




          He did not seem to be aware of her approach, even when she came up and stood by the camp-chairs, parasol tilted, looking down at him with grave, lilac-blue eyes.




          But she did not look at him as much as she[83] gazed at what he was doing. And what he was doing appeared perfectly clear to her now.




          With the aid of his toy shovel, his little red pail, and several assorted shells, he had constructed out of sand a walled city. Houses, streets, squares, market place, covered ways, curtain, keep, tower, turret, crenelated battlement, all were there. A driftwood drawbridge bridged the moat, guarded by lead soldiers in Boznovian uniform.




          And lead soldiers were everywhere in the miniature city; the keep bristled with their bayonets; squads of them marched through street and square; they sat at dinner in the market place; their cannon winked and blinked in the westering sun on every battlement.




          And after a little while she discovered two lead figures which were not military; a civilian wearing a bowler hat; a feminine figure wearing a crown and ermines. The one stood on the edge of the moat outside the drawbridge: the other, in crown and ermines, was apparently observing him of the bowler hat from the top of a soldier-infested tower.




          It was plain enough to her now. This amazing young man was working out in concrete detail some incident of an unwritten novel. And the[84] magnificent realism of it fascinated the Lady Alene. Genius only possesses such a capacity for detail.


        




        

           


        




        

          "The magnificent realism of it fascinated the Lady Alene."


        




        

          Without even arousing young Smith from his absorbed preoccupation, she seated herself on the unincumbered camp-chair, laid her book on her knees, rested both elbows on it, propped her chin on both clasped hands, and watched the proceedings.




          The lead figure in the bowler hat seemed to be in a bad way. Several dozen Boznovian soldiers were aiming an assortment of firearms at him; cavalry were coming at a gallop, too, not to mention a three-gun battery on a dead run.




          The problem seemed to be how, in the face of such a situation, was the lead gentleman in the bowler hat to get away, much less penetrate the city?




          Flight seemed hopeless, but presently Smith picked him up, marched him along the edge of the moat, and gave him a shove into it.




          "He's swimming," said Smith, aloud to himself. "Bang! Bang! But they don't hit him.... Yes, they do; they graze his shoulder. It is the only wound possible to polite fiction. There is consequently a streak of red in the water. Bang—bang—bang! Crack—crack! The cavalry [85]empty their pistols. Boom! A field piece opens—— Where the devil is that battery——"




          Smith reached over, drew horses, cannoniers, gun and caisson over the drawbridge, galloped them along the moat, halted, unlimbered, trained the guns on the bowler hatted swimmer, and remarked, "Boom!"




          "The shell," he murmured with satisfaction, "missed him and blew up in the casemates. Did it kill anybody? No; that interferes with the action.... He dives, swims under water to an ancient drain." Smith stuck a peg where the supposed drain emptied into the moat.




          "That drain," continued Smith thoughtfully, "connects with the royal residence.... Where's that Princess? Can she see him dive into it? Or does she merely suspect he is making for it? Or—or—doesn't she know anything about it?"




          "She doesn't know anything about it!" exclaimed Lady Alene Innesly. The tint of excitement glowed in her cheeks. Her lilac-tinted eyes burned with a soft, blue fire.[86]
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          Slowly as a partly paralysed crab, Smith raised himself to a sitting posture and looked over his shoulder into the loveliest face that he had ever beheld, except on the paper wrappers of his own books.




          "I'm sorry," said the Lady Alene. "Shouldn't I have spoken?"




          The smoke and turmoil of battle still confused Smith's brain; visualisation of wall and tower and crowns and ermines made the Lady Alene's fresh, wholesome beauty very unreal to him for a moment or two.




          When his eyes found their focus and his mind returned to actuality, he climbed to his feet, hat in hand, and made his manners to her. Then, tumbling books and pads from the other camp-chair, he reseated himself with a half smiling, half shamed glance at her, and a "May I?" to which she responded, "Please! And might I talk to you for a few moments?"[87]




          Smith shot a keen glance at the book on her knees. Resignation and pride altered his features, but when again he looked at the Lady Alene he experienced a pleasure in his resignation which hitherto no curious tourist, no enterprising reporter had ever aroused. Smilingly he composed himself for the impending interview.




          "Until now," said the girl earnestly, "I think I have not been entirely convinced by your novels. Somehow or other I could not bring myself to comprehend the amazing realism of your plots. But now I understand the basis of great and fundamental truth on which you build so plausibly your splendid novels of love and life."




          "What?" said Smith.




          "To see you," she continued, "constructing the scenes of which later you are to write, has been a wonderful revelation to me. It has been a privilege the importance of which I can scarcely estimate. Your devotion to the details of your art, your endless patience, your almost austere absorption in truth and realism, have not only astounded me but have entirely convinced me. The greatest thing in the world is Truth. Now I realise it!"




          She made a pretty gesture of enthusiasm:




          "What a wonderful nation of young men is[88] yours, Mr. Smith! What qualities! What fearlessness—initiative—idealism—daring—! What invention, what recklessness, what romance——"




          Her voice failed her; she sat with lips parted, a soft glow in her cheeks, gazing upon Smith with fascinated eyes. And Smith gazed back at her without a word.




          "I don't believe," she said, "that in all England there exists a single man capable even of conceiving the career for which so many young Americans seem to be equipped."




          After a moment Smith said very quietly:




          "I am sorry, but do you know I don't quite understand you?"




          "I mean," she said, "that you Americans have a capacity for conceiving, understanding, and performing everything you write about."




          "Why do you think so?" asked Smith, a trifle red.




          "Because if Englishmen could understand and do such things, our novelists would write about them. They never write about them. But you Americans do. You write thousands of most delightful novels about young men who do things unheard of, undreamed of, in England. Therefore, it is very clear to me that you Americans are quite capable of doing what you write[89] about, and what your readers so ardently admire."




          "I see," said Smith calmly. His ear-tips still burned.




          "No doubt," said the girl, "many of the astonishing things you Americans write about are really done. Many astounding episodes in fiction are of not uncommon occurrence in real life."




          "What kind of episodes?" asked Smith gravely.




          "Why, any of them you write about. They all are astonishing enough. For example, your young men do not seem to know what fear is."




          "No," said Smith, "they don't."




          "And when they love," said the girl, "nothing can stop them."




          "Nothing."




          "Nothing!" she repeated, the soft glow coming into her cheeks again. "—Nothing! Neither rank nor wealth nor political considerations nor family prejudices, nor even the military!"




          Smith bit his lip in silence. He had heard of irony; never had he dreamed it could be so crushing: he had heard of sarcasm; but the quiet sarcasm of this unknown young girl was annihilating him. Critics had carved him in his time; but the fine mincemeat which this pretty stranger was[90] making of him promised to leave nothing more either to carve or to roast.




          "Do you mind my talking to you?" she asked, noting the strained expression of his features.




          "No," he said, "go ahead."




          "Because if I am tiring you——"




          He said he was not tired.




          "—or if it bores you to discuss your art with a foreigner who so truly admires it——"




          He shot a glance at her, then forced a laugh.




          "I am not offended," he said. "What paper do you represent?"




          "I?" she said, bewildered.




          "Yes. You are a newspaper woman, are you not?"




          "Do you mean a reporter?"




          "Naturally."




          "No," she said very seriously, "I am not a reporter. What an odd idea!"




          "Do you think it odd?"




          "Why, yes. Do not many admirers of your works express their pleasure in them to you?"




          He studied her lovely face coolly and in detail—the dainty arch of the questioning eyebrows, the sensitive curve of the mouth, the clear, sweet eyes. Could it be possible that such candour masked irony? Could all this be the very essence[91] of the art of acting, concealing the most murderous sarcasm ever dreamed of by a terrified author?




          And suddenly his face went red all over, and he understood that the essence of this young girl was a candour so utterly free of self-consciousness—a frankness so absolutely truthful, that the simplicity of her had been a miracle too exquisite for him to comprehend.




          "You do like what I write!" he exclaimed.




          Her blue eyes widened: "Of course I do," she said, amazed. "Didn't you understand me?"




          "No," he said, cooling his burning face in the rising sea-wind. "I thought you were laughing at me."




          "I'm sorry if I was stupid," she said.




          "I was stupid."




          "You!" She laughed a little.




          The sinking sun peered through the palm forest behind them and flung a beam of blinding light at her.




          "Am I interrupting your work, Mr. Smith? I mean, I know I am, but——"




          "Please don't go away."




          "Thank you.... I have noticed what agreeable manners you Americans have in novels.[92] Naturally you are even more kindly and polite in real life."




          "Have you met many Americans?"




          "No, only you. In the beginning I did not feel interested in Americans."




          "Why?"




          "The young men all seemed to resemble one another," she said frankly, "like Chinese. But now that I really know an American I am intensely interested."




          "You notice no Mongolian monotony in me?" he inquired gravely.




          "Oh, no——" She coloured; then discovering that he was laughing, she laughed, too, rather faintly.




          "That was a joke, wasn't it?" she said.




          "Yes, that was a joke."




          "Because," she said, "there is no Mongolian uniformity about you. On the contrary, you remind me in every way of one of your own heroes."




          "Oh, really now!" he protested; but she insisted with serious enthusiasm.




          "You are the counterpart of the hero in this book," she repeated, resting one hand lightly on the volume under her elbow. "You wear white flannels, you are tall, well built, straight, with[93] very regular features and a fasci—— a smile," she corrected herself calmly, "which one naturally associates with your features."




          "Also," she continued, "your voice is cultivated and modulated with just enough of the American accent to make it piquantly agreeable. And what you say is fasci—— is well expressed and interesting. Therefore, as I have said, to me you resemble one of your own heroes."




          There was enough hot colour in his face to make it boyishly bashful.




          "And you appear to be as modest as one of your own heroes," she added, studying him. "That is truly delightful."




          "But really, I am nothing like any of my heroes," he explained, terribly embarrassed.




          "Why do you say that, Mr. Smith?"




          "Because it's true. I don't even resemble 'em superficially."




          She made a quick, graceful gesture: "Why do you say that, when here you are before me, the exact and exciting counterpart of the reckless and fasci—— the reckless and interesting men you write about?"




          He said nothing. She closed the parasol and considered him in silence for a moment or two. Then:[94]




          "And I have no doubt that you are capable of doing the very things that your heroes do so adroitly and so charmingly."




          "What, for example?" he asked, reddening to his temples.




          "Reconstructing armies, for instance."




          "Filibustering?"




          "Is that what it is called?"




          "It's called that in the countries south of the United States."




          "Well, would you not be capable of overturning a government and of reconstructing the army, Mr. Smith?"




          "Capable?"




          "Yes."




          "Well," he said cautiously, "if it was the thing I wanted to do, perhaps I might have a try at it."




          "I knew it," she exclaimed triumphantly.




          "But," he explained, "I never desired to overturn any government."




          "You probably have never seen any that you thought worth while overturning."




          Her confident rejoinder perplexed him and he remained silent.




          "Also," she continued, still more confidently, "I am certain that if you were in love, no obstacles[95] would prove too great for you to surmount. Would they?"




          "Really," he said, "I don't know. I'm not very enterprising."




          "That is the answer of a delightfully modest man. Your own hero would return me such an answer, Mr. Smith. But I—and your heroine also—understand you—I mean your hero."




          "Do you?" he asked gravely.




          "Certainly. I, as well as your heroine, understand that no obstacles could check you if you loved her—neither political considerations, diplomatic exigencies, family prejudices, nor her own rank, no matter what it might be. Is not that true?"




          Eager, enthusiastic, impersonally but warmly interested, she leaned a little toward him, intent on his reply.




          He looked into the lovely, flushed face in silence for a while. Then:




          "Yes," he said, "it is true. If I loved, nothing could check me except——" he shrugged.




          "Death?" She nodded, fascinated.




          He nodded. He had meant to say the police.




          She said exultantly: "I knew it, Mr. Smith! I was certain that you are the living embodiment of your own heroes! The moment I set eyes on[96] you playing in the sand with your lead soldiers, I was sure of it!"




          Thrilled, she considered him, her soft eyes brilliant with undisguised admiration.




          "I wish I could actually see it!" she said under her breath.




          "See what?"




          "See you, in real life, as one of your own heroes—doing some of the things they do so cleverly, so winningly—careless of convention, reckless of consequences, oblivious to all considerations except only the affair in hand. That," she said excitedly, "would be glorious, and well worth a trip to the States!"




          "How far," he asked, "have you read in that book of mine?"




          "In this book?" She opened it, impulsively, ran over the pages, hesitated, stopped.




          "He was—was kissing the Balkan Princess," she said. "I left them—in statu quo."




          "I see.... Did he do that well?"




          "I—suppose so."




          "Have you no opinion?"




          "I think he did it—very—thoroughly, Mr. Smith."




          "It ought to be done thoroughly if done at all," he said reflectively.[97]




          "Otherwise," she nodded, "it would be offensive."




          "To the reader?"




          "To her, too. Wouldn't it?"




          "You know better than I."




          "No, I don't know. A nice girl can not imagine herself being kissed—except under very extraordinary circumstances, and by a very extraordinary man.... Such a man as you have drawn in this book."




          "Had you been that Balkan Princess, what would you have done?" he asked, rather pale.




          "I?" she said, startled.




          "Yes, you."




          She sat considering, blue eyes lost in candid reverie. Then the faintest smile curved her lips; she looked up at Smith with winning simplicity.




          "In your story, Mr. Smith, does the Balkan Princess return his kiss?"




          "Not in that chapter."




          "I think I would have returned it—in that—chapter." Then, for the first time, she blushed.




          The naïve avowal set the heart and intellect of Mr. Smith afire. But he only dropped his well-shaped head and didn't look at her. Which was rather nice of him.[98]




          "Romance," he said after a moment or two, "is all well enough. But real life is stranger than fiction."




          "Not in the British Isles," she said with decision. "It is tea and curates and kennels and stables—as our writers depict it."




          "No, you are mistaken! Everywhere it is stranger than fiction," he insisted—"more surprising, more charming, more wonderful. Even here in America—here in Florida—here on this tiny point of sand jutting into the Atlantic, life is more beautiful, more miraculous than any fiction ever written."




          "Why do you say that?" she asked.




          "I am afraid I can't tell you why I say it."




          "Why can't you tell me?"




          "Only in books could what I might have to tell you be logically told—and listened to——"




          "Only in books? But books in America reflect actual life," she said. "Therefore, you can tell me what you have to tell. Can't you?"




          "Can I?" he asked.




          "Yes...." Far in the inmost recesses of her calm and maiden heart something stirred, and her breath ceased for a second.... Innocent, not comprehending why her breath missed, she[99] looked at him with the question still in her blue eyes.




          "Shall I tell you why real life is stranger than fiction?" he asked unsteadily.




          "Tell me—yes—if——"




          "It is stranger," he said, "because it is often more headlong and romantic. Shall we take ourselves, for example?"




          "You and me?"




          "Yes. To illustrate what I mean."




          She inclined her head, her eyes fixed on his.




          "Very well," he said. "Even in the most skillfully constructed story—supposing that you and I were hero and heroine—no author would have the impudence to make us avow our love within a few minutes of our first meeting."




          "No," she said.




          "In the first chapter," he continued, "certain known methods of construction are usually followed. Time is essential—the lapse of time. How to handle it cleverly is a novelist's business. But even the most skillful novelist would scarcely dare make me, for example, tell you that I am in love with you. Would he?"




          "No," she said.




          "And in real life, even if a man does fall in[100] love so suddenly, he does not usually say so, does he?" he asked.




          "No," she said.




          "But he does fall in love sometimes more suddenly than in fiction. And occasionally he declares himself. In real life this actually happens. And that is stranger than any fiction. Isn't it?"




          "Yes," she said.




          "One kind of fiction," he continued very unsteadily, "is that in which, when he falls in love—he doesn't say so—I mean in such a case as ours—supposing I had already fallen in love with you. I could not say so to you. No man could say it to any girl. He remains mute. He observes very formally every convention. He smiles, hat in hand, as the girl passes out of his life forever.... Doesn't he? And that is one kind of fiction—the tragic kind."




          She had been looking down at the book in her lap. After a moment she lifted her troubled eyes to his.




          "I do—not know what men do—in real life," she said. "What would they do in the—other kind of fiction?"




          "In the other kind of fiction there would be another chapter."[101]




          "Yes.... You mean that for us there is only this one chapter."




          "Only one chapter."




          "Or—might it not be called a short story, Mr. Smith?"




          "Yes—one kind of short story."




          "Which kind?"




          "The kind that ends unhappily."




          "But this one is not going to end unhappily, is it?"




          "You are about to walk out of the story when it ends."




          "Yes—but——" She bit her lip, flushed and perplexed, already dreadfully confused between the personal and the impersonal—between fact and fancy.




          "You see," he said, "the short story which deals with—love—can end only as ours is going to end—or the contrary."




          "How is ours going to end?" she asked with candid curiosity.




          "It must be constructed very carefully," he said, "because this is realism."




          "You must be very skillful, too," she said. "I do not see how you are to avoid——"




          "What?"




          "A—an—unhappy—ending."[102]




          He looked gravely at his sand castle. "No," he said, "I don't see how it can be avoided."




          After a long silence she murmured, half to herself:




          "Still, this is America—after all."




          He shrugged, still studying his sand castle.




          "I wish I had somebody to help me work it out," he said, half to himself.




          "A collaborator?"




          "Yes."




          "I'm so sorry that I could not be useful."




          "Would you try?"




          "What is the use? I am utterly unskilled and inexperienced."




          "I'd be very glad to have you try," he repeated.[103]
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          After a moment she rose, went over and knelt down in the sand before the miniature city, studying the situation. All she could see of the lead hero in the bowler hat were his legs protruding from the drain.




          "Is this battery of artillery still shelling him?" she inquired, looking over her shoulder at Smith.




          He went over and dropped on his knees beside her.




          "You see," he explained, "our hero is still under water."




          "All this time!" she exclaimed in consternation. "He'll drown, won't he?"[104]




          "He'll drown unless he can crawl into that drain."




          "Then he must crawl into it immediately," she said with decision.




          So he of the bowler was marched along a series of pegs indicating the subterranean drain, and set down in the court of the castle.




          "Good heavens!" exclaimed the Lady Alene. "We can't leave him here! They will know him by his bowler hat!"




          "No," said Smith gloomily, "we can't leave him here. But what can we do? If he runs out they'll fire at him by platoons."




          "Couldn't they miss him?" pleaded the girl.




          "I'm afraid not. He has already lived through several showers of bullets."




          "But he can't die here!—here under the very eyes of the Princess!" she insisted.




          "Then," said Smith, "the Princess will have to pull him through. It's up to her now."




          The girl knelt there in excited silence, studying the problem intently.




          It was bad business. The battlements bristled with bayonets; outside, cavalry, infantry, artillery were massed to destroy the gentleman in the bowler hat.




          Presently the flush deepened on the girl's[105] cheeks; she took the bowler hat between her gloved fingers and set its owner in the middle of the moat again.




          "Doesn't he crawl into the drain?" asked Smith anxiously.




          "No. But the soldiers in the castle think he does. So," she continued with animation, "the brutal commander rushes downstairs, seizes a candle, and enters the drain from the castle court with about a thousand soldiers!"




          "But——"




          "With about ten thousand soldiers!" she repeated firmly. "And no sooner—no sooner—does their brutal and cowardly commander enter that drain with his lighted candle than the Princess runs downstairs, seizes a hatchet, severs the gas main with a single blow, and pokes the end of the pipe into the drain!"




          "B-but——" stammered Smith, "I think——"




          "Oh, please wait! You don't understand what is coming."




          "What is coming?" ventured Smith timidly, instinctively closing both ears with his fingers.




          "Bang!" said Lady Alene triumphantly. And struck the city of sand with her small, gloved hand.




          After a silence, still kneeling there, they turned[106] and looked at each other through the red sunset light.




          "The explosion of gas killed them both," said Smith, in an awed voice.




          "No."




          "What?"




          "No. The explosion killed everybody in the city except those two young lovers," she said.




          "But why?"




          "Because!"




          "By what logic——"




          "I desire it to be so, Mr. Smith." And she picked up the bowler hat and the Princess and calmly set them side by side amid the ruins.




          After a moment Smith reached over and turned the two lead figures so that they faced each other.




          There was a long silence. The red sunset light faded from the sand.




          Then, very slowly, the girl reached out, took the bowler hat between her small thumb and forefinger, and gently inclined the gentleman forward at the slightest of perceptible angles.




          After a moment Smith inclined him still farther forward. Then, with infinite precaution, he tipped forward the Princess, so that between her lips and the lips of the bowler hat only the width of a grass blade remained.[107]




          The Lady Alene looked up at him over her left shoulder, hesitated, looked at bowler hat and at the Princess. Then, supporting her weight on one hand, with the other she merely touched the Princess—delicately—so that not even a blade of grass could have been slipped between their painted lips.




          She was a trifle pale as she sank back on her knees in the sand. Smith was paler.




          After both her gloved hands had rested across his palm for five full minutes, his fingers closed over them, tightly, and he leaned forward a little. She, too, swayed forward a trifle. Her eyes were closed when he kissed her.




          Now, whatever misgivings and afterthoughts the Lady Alene Innesly may have had, she was nevertheless certain that to resist Smith was to fight against the stars in their courses. For not only was she in the toils of an American, but more hopeless still, an American who chronicled the most daring and headlong idiosyncrasies of the sort of young men of whom he was very certainly an irresistible example.




          To her there was something Shakespearean about the relentless sequence of events since the moment when she had first succumbed to the small, oblong pink package, and her first American novel.[108]




          And, thinking Shakespeareanly as she stood in the purple evening light, with his arm clasping her waist, she looked up at him from her charming abstraction:




          "'If 'twere done,'" she murmured, "'when 'tis done, then 'twere well it were done quickly.'" And then, gazing deep into his eyes, a noble idiom of her adopted country fell from her lips:




          "Dearest," she said, "my father won't do a thing to you."




          And so she ran away with him to Miami where the authorities, civil and religious, are accustomed to quick action.




          It was only fifty miles by train, and preliminary telephoning did the rest.




          The big chartered launch that left for Verbena Inlet next morning poked its nose out of the rainbow mist into the full glory of the rising sun. Her golden head lay on his shoulder.




          Sideways, with delicious indolence, she glanced at a small boat which they were passing close aboard. A fat gentleman, a fat lady, and a boatman occupied the boat. The fat gentleman was fast to a tarpon.




          Up out of the dazzling Atlantic shot three hundred pounds of quivering silver. Splash!




          "Why, Dad!" exclaimed the girl.[109]




          Her father and mother looked over their shoulders at her in wooden amazement.




          "We are married——" called out their pretty daughter across the sunlit water. "I will tell you all about it when you land your fish. Look sharp, Dad! Mind your reel!"




          "Who is that damned rascal?" demanded the Duke.




          "My husband, Dad! Don't let him get away!—the fish, I mean. Put the drag on! Check!"




          Said his Grace of Pillchester in a voice of mellow thunder:




          "If I were not fast to my first tarpon——"




          "Reel in!" cried Smith sharply, "reel or you lose him!"




          The Duke reeled with all the abandon of a squirrel in a wheel.




          "Dearest," said Mrs. John Smith to her petrified mother, "we will see you soon at Verbena. And don't let Dad over-play that fish. He always over-plays a salmon, you know."




          The Duchess folded her fat hands and watched her departing offspring until the chartered launch was a speck on the horizon. Then she looked at her husband.




          "Fancy!" she said.[110]




          "Nevertheless," remarked the youthful novelist, coldly, "there is nothing on earth as ignoble as a best-seller."




          "I wonder," ventured Duane, "whether you know which books actually do sell the best."




          "Or which books of bygone days were the best-sellers?"




          "Some among them are still best-sellers," added Athalie.




          "A truly important book——" began the novelist, but Athalie interrupted him:




          "O solemn child," she said, "write on!—and thank the gods for their important gifts to you of hand and mind! So that you keep tired eyes awake that otherwise would droop to brood on pain or sorrow you have done well; and what you have written to this end will come nearer being important than anything you ever write."




          "True, by the nine muses!" exclaimed Stafford with emphasis. Athalie glanced at him out of sweetly humourous eyes.




          "There is a tenth muse," she said. "Did you never hear of her?"




          "Never! Where did you discover her, Athalie?"




          "Where I discover many, many things, my friend."




          "In your crystal?" I said. She nodded slowly[111] while the sweetmeat was dissolving in her mouth.




          Through the summer silence a bell here and there in the dusky city sounded the hour.




          "The tenth muse," she repeated, "and I believe there are other sisters, also. Many a star is suspected before its unseen existence is proven.... Please—a glass of water?"[112]
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          She sipped the water pensively as we all returned to our places. Then, placing the partly empty glass beside her jar of sweetmeats, she opened her incomparable lips.


        




        

           


        




        

          It is a fine thing when a young man, born to travel the speedway of luxury, voluntarily leaves it to hew out a pathway for himself through life. Brown thought so, too. And at twenty-four he resolutely graduated from Harvard, stepped out into the world, and looked about him very sternly.




          All was not well with the world. Brown knew it. He was there to correct whatever was wrong. And he had chosen Good Literature as the vehicle for self expression.




          Now, the nine sister goddesses are born flirts;[113] and every one of them immediately glanced sideways at Brown, who was a nice young man with modesty, principles, and a deep and reverent belief in Good Literature.




          The nine daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne seemed very attractive to him until the tenth and most recent addition to the Olympian family sauntered by with a flirt of her narrow skirt—the jade!




          One glance into the starry blue wells of her baby eyes bowled him over. Henceforth she was to be his steady—Thalomene, a casual daughter of Zeus, and muse of all that is sacredly obvious in the literature of modern realism.




          From early infancy Brown's had been a career of richest promise. His mother's desk was full of his earlier impressions of life. He had, in course of time, edited his school paper, his college paper; and, as an undergraduate, he had appeared in the contributor's columns of various periodicals.




          His was not only a wealthy but a cultivated lineage as well. The love of literature was born in him.




          To love literature is all right in its way; to love it too well is to mistake the appreciative for the creative genius. Reverence and devotion are[114] no equipment for creative authorship. It is not enough to have something to say about what other people have said. And the inspiration which comes from what others have done is never the true one. But Brown didn't know these things. They were not revealed unto him at Harvard; no inward instinct made them plain to him.




          He began by foregathering with authors. Many, many authors foregather, from various causes—tradition, inclination, general shiftlessness. When they do that they produce a sort of serum called literary atmosphere, which is said to be delightful. And so Brown found it. However, there are authors who seem to be too busy with their profession to foregather and exhale atmosphere. But these are doubtless either literary hacks or the degraded producers of best-sellers. They are not authors, either; they are merely writers.




          Now, in all the world there is only one thing funnier than an author; and that is a number of them. But Brown didn't know that, either.




          All authors are reformers. Said one of them to Brown in the Empyrean Club:




          "When an author in his own heart ceases to be a reformer he begins to be a menace!"




          It was a fine sentiment, and Brown wrote it in[115] his note-book. Afterward, the more he analyzed it the less it seemed to mean.




          Another author informed him that the proper study for man is man. He'd heard that before, but the repetition steeled his resolve. And his resolve was to reproduce in literature exactly what he observed about him; nothing more, nothing less.




          There was to be no concession to imagination, none to convention, none to that insidious form of human weakness known as good taste. As for art, Brown already knew what Art really was.




          There was art enough for anybody in sheer truth, enough in the realism made up of photographic detail, recorded uncompromisingly in ordered processional sequence. After all, there was really no beauty in the world except the beauty of absolute truth. All other alleged beauty was only some form of weakness. Thus Brown, after inhaling literary atmosphere.




          Like the majority of young men, Brown realised that only a man, and a perfectly fearless, honest, and unprejudiced one, was properly equipped to study woman and tell the entire truth about her in literature.




          So he began his first great novel—"The Unquiet Sex"—and he made heavy weather of it that autumn—what[116] with contributing to the literary atmosphere every afternoon and evening at various clubs and cafés—not to mention the social purlieus into which he ventured with the immortal lustre already phosphorescent on his brow. Which left him little time for mere writing. It is hard to be an author and a writer, too.




          The proper study for man being woman, Brown studied her solemnly and earnestly. He studied his mother and his sisters, boring them to the verge of distraction; he attempted to dissect the motives which governed the behaviour of assorted feminine relatives, scaring several of the more aged and timorous, agitating others, and infuriating one or two—until his father ordered him to desist.




          House-maids, parlour-maids, ladies'-maids, waitresses, all fought very shy of him; for true to his art, he had cast convention aside and had striven to fathom the souls and discover the hidden motives imbedded in Milesian, Scandinavian and Briton.




          "The thing for me to do," said Brown rather bitterly to his father, "is to go out into the world and investigate far and wide."




          "Investigate what?" asked his father.




          "Woman!" said Brown sturdily.[117]




          "There's only one trouble about that."




          "What's that?"




          "Woman," said his father, "is likely to do the investigating. This household knows more about you than you do about it."




          Brown smiled. So did his father.




          "Son," said the latter, "what have you learned about women without knowing anything about them?"




          "Nothing, naturally," said Brown.




          "Then you will never have anything more than that to say about them," remarked Brown senior.




          "Why not?"




          "Because the only thing possible for a man to say about them is what his imagination dictates. He'll never learn any more concerning women than that."




          "Imagination is not literature," said Brown junior, with polite toleration.




          "Imagination is often the truer truth," said the old gentleman.




          "Father, that is rot."




          "Yes, my son—and it is almost Good Literature, too. Go ahead, shake us if you like. But, if you do, you'll come back married."[118]
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          So Brown, who was nourishing a theory, shook his family and, requiring mental solitude to develop his idea, he went to Verbena Inlet. Not to the enormous and expensive caravansary swarming with wealth, ennui, envy, and fashion; not even to its sister hotel similarly infested. But to West Verbena, where for a mile along the white shell road modest hotels, boarding houses, and cottages nestled behind mosquito screens under the dingy cabbage-palmettos.




          Here was stranded the winter driftwood from the North—that peculiar flotsam and jetsam which summered in similar resorts in the North, rocked in rocking chairs on dreary rural verandas, congregated at the village post-office, awaited its men folk every week-end from the filthy and sweltering metropolis.




          It was at a shabby but pretentious hostelry[119] called the Villa Hibiscus that Brown took up his quarters. Several rusty cabbage-palmettos waved above the whitish, sandy soil surrounding it; one or two discouraged orange trees fruited despondently near the veranda. And the place swarmed with human beings from all over the United States, lured from inclement climes, into the land of the orange and the palm—wistfully seeking in the land of advertised perpetual sunshine what the restless world has never yet discovered anywhere—surcease from care, from longing, from the unkindliness of its fellow seekers.




          Dowdiness filled the veranda rocking chairs; unlovely hands were folded; faded eyes gazed vacantly at the white road, at the oranges; enviously at the flashing wheels and fluttering lingerie from the great Hotel Verbena.




          Womanhood was there in all its ages and average phases; infancy, youth, middle age, age—all were there in the rusty villas and hotels ranged for a mile along the smooth shell road.




          The region, thought Brown to himself, was rich in material. And the reflection helped him somewhat with his dinner, which needed a fillip or two.




          In his faultless dinner jacket he sauntered out after the evening meal; and the idea which possessed[120] and even thrilled him aided him to forget what he had eaten.




          The lagoon glimmered mysteriously in the starlight; the royal palms bordering it rustled high in the night breeze from the sea. Perfume from oleander hedges smote softly the olfactories of Brown; the southern whip-poor-wills' hurried whisper thrilled the darkness with a deeper mystery.




          Here was the place to study woman. There could be no doubt about that. Here, untrammelled, uninterrupted, unvexed by the jarring of the world, he could place his model, turn her loose, and observe her.




          To concentrate all his powers of analytical observation upon a single specimen of woman was his plan. Painters and sculptors used models. He meant to use one, too.




          It would be simple. First, he must discover what he wanted. This accomplished, he had decided to make a plain business proposition to her. She was to go about her own affairs and her pleasure without embarrassment or self-consciousness—behave naturally; do whatever it pleased her to do. But he was to be permitted to observe her, follow her, make what notes he chose; and, as a resumé of each day, they were to meet in some[121] quiet spot in order that he might question her as he chose, concerning whatever interested him, or whatever in her movements or behaviour had seemed to him involved or inexplicable.




          Thus and thus only, he had decided, could light be shed upon the mysterious twilight veiling the inner woman! Thus only might carefully concealed motives be detected, cause and effect co-ordinated, the very source of all feminine logic, reason, and emotion be laid bare and dissected at leisure.




          Never had anybody written such a novel as he would be equipped to write. The ultimate word concerning woman was about to be written.




          Inwardly excited, outwardly calm, he had seated himself on the coquina wall which ran along the lagoon under the Royal Palms. He was about to study his subject as the great masters studied, coolly, impersonally, with clear and merciless intelligence, setting down with calm simplicity nothing except facts.




          All that was worthy and unworthy should be recorded—the good with the evil—nothing should be too ephemeral, too minute, to escape his searching analysis.




          And all the while, though Brown was not aware of it, the memory of a face he had seen in the[122] dining-room grew vaguely and faded, waxing and waning alternately, like a phantom illustration accompanying his thoughts.




          As for the model he should choose to study, she ought to be thoroughly feminine, he thought; young, probably blonde, well formed, not very deeply experienced, and with every human capacity for good and bad alike.




          He would approach her frankly, tell her what he required, offer her the pay of an artist's model, three dollars a day; and, if she accepted, she could have her head and do what she liked. All that concerned him was to make his observations and record them.




          In the blue starlight people passed and re-passed like ghosts along the shell-road—the white summer gowns of young girls were constantly appearing in the dusk, taking vague shape, vanishing. On the lagoon, a guitar sounded very far away. The suave scent of oleander grew sweeter.




          Spectral groups passed in clinging lingerie; here and there a ghost lingered to lean over the coquina wall, her lost gaze faintly accented by some level star. One of these, a slender young thing, paused near to Brown, resting gracefully against the wall.




          All around her the whip-poor-wills were calling[123] breathlessly; the perfume of oleander grew sweeter.




          As for the girl herself, she resembled the tenth muse. Brown had never attempted to visualise his mistress; it had been enough for him that she was Thalomene, daughter of Zeus, and divinely fair.




          But now, as he recognised the face he had noticed that evening in the dining-room, somehow he thought of his muse for the first time, concretely. Perhaps because the girl by the coquina wall was young, slim, golden haired, and Greek.




          His impulse, without bothering to reason, was to hop from the wall and go over to where she was standing.




          She looked around calmly as he approached, gave him a little nod in recognition of his lifted hat.




          "I'm John Brown, 4th," he said. "I'm stopping at the Villa Hibiscus. Do you mind my saying so?"




          "No, I don't mind," she said.




          "There is a vast amount of nonsense in formality and convention," said Brown. "If you don't mind ignoring such details, I have something important to say to you."




          She looked at him unsmilingly. Probably it[124] was the starlight in her eyes that made them glimmer as though with hidden laughter.




          "I am," said Brown, pleasantly, "an author."




          "Really," she said.




          "When I say that I am an author," continued Brown seriously, "I mean in the higher sense."




          "Oh. What is the higher sense, Mr. Brown?" she asked.




          "The higher sense does not necessarily imply authorship. I do not mean that I am a mere writer. I have written very little."




          "Oh," she said.




          "Very little," repeated Brown combatively. "You will look in vain among the crowded counters piled high with contemporary fiction for anything from my pen."




          "Then perhaps I had better not look," she said so simply that Brown was a trifle disappointed in her.




          "Some day, however," he said, "you may search, and, perhaps, not wholly in vain."




          "Oh, you are writing a book!"




          "Yes," he said, "I am, so to speak, at work on a novel."




          "Might one, with discretion, make further inquiry concerning your novel, Mr. Brown?"




          "You may."[125]




          "Thank you," she said, apparently a trifle disconcerted by the privilege so promptly granted.




          "You may," repeated Brown. "Shall I explain why?"




          "Please."




          "You will not mistake me, I am sure. Will you?"




          She turned her pretty face toward him.




          "I don't think so," she said after a moment. The starlight was meddling with her eyes again.[126]
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          So Brown told her about his theory; how he desired to employ a model, how he desired to study her; what were his ideas of the terms suitable.




          He talked fluently, earnestly, and agreeably; and his pretty audience listened with so much apparent intelligence and good taste that her very attitude subtly exhilarated Brown, until he became slightly aware that he was expressing himself eloquently.




          He had, it seemed, much to say concerning the profession and practice of good literature. It seemed, too, that he knew a great deal about it, both theoretically and practically. His esteem and reverence for it were unmistakable; his enthusiasm worthy of his courage.




          He talked for a long while, partly about literature,[127] partly about himself. And he was at intervals a trifle surprised that he had so much to say, and wondered at the valuable accumulations of which he was unburdening himself with such vast content.




          The girl had turned her back to the lagoon and stood leaning against the coquina wall, facing him, her slender hands resting on the coping.




          Never had he had such a listener. At the clubs and cafés other literary men always wanted to talk. But here under the great southern stars nobody interrupted the limpid flow of his long dammed eloquence. And he ended leisurely, as he had begun, yet auto-intoxicated, thrillingly conscious of the spell which he had laid upon himself, upon his young listener—conscious, too, of the spell that the soft air and the perfume and the stars had spun over a world grown suddenly and incredibly lovely and young.




          She said in a low voice: "I need the money very much.... And I don't mind your studying me."




          "Do you really mean it?" he exclaimed, enchanted.




          "Yes. But there is one trouble."




          "What is it?" he asked apprehensively.




          "I must have my mornings to myself."[128]




          He said: "Under the terms I must be permitted to ask you any questions I choose. You understand that, don't you?"




          "Yes," she said.




          "Then—why must you have your mornings to yourself?"




          "I have work to do."




          "What work? What are you?"




          She flushed a trifle, then, accepting the rules of the game, smiled at Brown.




          "I am a school-teacher," she said. "Ill health from overwork drove me South to convalesce. I am trying to support myself here by working in the mornings."




          "I am sorry," he said gently. Then, aware of his concession to a very human weakness, he added with businesslike decision: "What is the nature of your morning's work?"




          "I—write," she admitted.




          "Stories?"




          "Yes."




          "Fiction?"




          "Anything, Mr. Brown. I send notes to fashion papers, concerning the costumes at the Hotel Verbena; I write for various household papers special articles which would not interest you at all. I write little stories for the women's and children's[129] columns in various newspapers. You see what I do is not literature, and could not interest you."




          "If you are to act for me in the capacity of a model," he said firmly, "I am absolutely bound to study every phase of you, every minutest detail."




          "Oh."




          "Not one minute of the day must pass without my observing you," he said. "Unless you are broad-minded enough to comprehend me you may think my close and unremitting observation impertinent."




          "You don't mean to be impertinent, I am sure," she faltered, already surprised, apprehensive, and abashed by the prospect.




          "Of course I don't mean to be impertinent," he said smilingly, "but all great observers pursue their studies unremittingly day and night——"




          "You couldn't do that!" she exclaimed.




          "No," he admitted, troubled, "that would not be feasible. You require, of course, a certain amount of slumber."




          "Naturally," she said.




          "I ought," he said thoughtfully, "to study that phase of you, also."




          "What phase, Mr. Brown?"




          "When you are sleeping."[130]




          "But that is impossible!"




          "Convention," he said disdainfully, "makes it so. A literary student is fettered.




          "But it is perfectly possible for you to imagine what I look like when I'm asleep, Mr. Brown."




          "Imagination is to play no part in my literary work," he said coldly. "What I set down are facts."




          "But is that art?"




          "There is more art in facts than there are facts in art," he said.




          "I don't quite know what you mean."




          He didn't, either, when he came to analyse what he had said; and he turned very red and admitted it.




          "I mean to be honest and truthful," he said. "What I just said sounded clever, but meant nothing. I admit it. I mean to be perfectly pitiless with myself. Anything tainted with imagination; anything hinting of romance; any weak concession to prejudice, convention, good taste, I refuse to be guilty of. Realism is what I aim at; raw facts, however unpleasant!"




          "I don't believe you will find anything very unpleasant about me," she said.




          "No, I don't think I shall. But I mean to[131] detect every imperfection, every weakness, every secret vanity, every unworthy impulse. That is why I desire to study you so implacably. Are you willing to submit?"




          She bit her lip and looked thoughtfully at the stars.




          "You know," she said, "that while it may be all very well for you to say 'anything for art's sake,' I can't say it. I can't do it, either."




          "Why not?"




          "Because I can't. You know perfectly well that you can't follow me about taking notes every minute of the twenty-four hours."




          He said very earnestly: "Sir John Lubbock sat up day and night, never taking his eyes off the little colony of ants which he had under observation in a glass box!"




          "Do you propose to sit up day and night to keep me under observation?" she asked, flushed and astounded.




          "Not at first. But as my studies advance, and you become accustomed to the perfectly respectful but coldly impersonal nature of my observations, your mind, I trust, will become so broadened that you will find nothing objectionable in what at first might scare you. An artist's model, for example——"[132]




          "But I am not an artist's model!" she exclaimed, with a slight shiver.




          "To be a proper model at all," he said, "you must concede all for art, and remain sublimely unconscious of self. You do not matter. I do not matter. Only my work counts. And that must be honest, truthful, accurate, minute, exact—a perfect record of a woman's mind and personality."




          For a few moments they both remained silent. And after a little the starlight began to play tricks with her eyes again, so that they seemed sparkling with hidden laughter. But her face was grave.




          She said: "I really do need the money. I will do what I can.... And if in spite of my courage I ever shrink—our contract shall terminate at once."




          "And what shall I do then?" inquired Brown.




          The starlight glimmered in her eyes. She said very gravely:




          "In case the demands of your realism and your art are too much for my courage, Mr. Brown—you will have to find another model to study."




          "But another model might prove as conventional as you!"




          "In that case," she said, while her sensitive[133] lower lip trembled, and the starlight in her eyes grew softly brilliant, "in that case, Mr. Brown, I am afraid that there would be only one course to pursue with that other model."




          "What course is that?" he asked, deeply interested.




          "I'm afraid you'd have to marry her."




          "Good Lord!" he said. "I can't marry every girl I mean to study!"




          "Oh! Do you mean to study very many?"




          "I have my entire life and career before me."




          "Yes. That is true. But—women are much alike. One model, thoroughly studied, might serve for them all—with a little imagination."




          "I have no use for imagination in fiction," said Brown firmly. After a moment's silence, he added: "Is it settled, then?"




          "About our—contract?"




          "Yes."




          She considered for a long while, then, looking up, she nodded.




          "That's fine!" exclaimed Brown, with enthusiasm.




          They walked back to the Villa Hibiscus together, slowly, through the blue starlight. Brown asked her name, and she told him.




          "No," he said gaily, "your name is Thalomene,[134] and you are the tenth muse. For truly I think I have never before been so thoroughly inspired by a talk with anyone."




          She laughed. He had done almost all the talking. And he continued it, very happily, as by common consent they seated themselves on the veranda.[135]
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          The inhabitants of the Villa Hibiscus retired. But Brown talked on, quite unconscious that the low-voiced questions and softly modulated replies were magic which incited him to a perfect ecstasy of self-revelation.




          Perhaps he thought he was studying her—for the compact by mutual consent was already in force—and certainly his eyes were constantly upon her, taking, as no doubt he supposed, a cold and impersonal measure of her symmetry. Calmly, and with utter detachment, he measured her slender waist, her soft little hands; noting the fresh, sweet lips, the clear, prettily shaped eyes, the delicate throat, the perfect little Greek head with its thick, golden hair.




          And all the while he held forth about literature and its true purpose; about what art really is;[136] about his own art, his own literature, and his own self.




          And the girl was really fascinated.




          She had seen, at a distance, such men. When Brown had named himself to her, she had recognised the name with awe, as a fashionable and wealthy name known to Gotham.




          Yet, had Brown known it, neither his eloquence nor his theories, nor his aims, were what fascinated her. But it was his boyish enthusiasm, his boyish intolerance, his immaturity, his happy certainty of the importance of what concerned himself.




          He was so much a boy, so much a man, such a candid, unreasonable, eager, selfish, impulsive, portentous, and delightfully illogical mixture of boy and man that the combination fascinated every atom of womanhood in her—and at moments as the night wore on, she found herself listening perilously close to the very point of sympathy.




          He appeared to pay no heed to the flight of time. The big stars frosted Heaven; the lagoon was silvered by them; night winds stirred the orange bloom; oleanders exhaled a bewitching perfume.




          As he lay there in his rocking chair beside her, it seemed to him that he had known her intimately[137] for years—so wonderfully does the charm of self-revelation act upon human reason. For she had said almost nothing about herself. Yet, it was becoming plainer to him every moment that never in all his life had he known any woman as he already knew this young girl.




          "It is wonderful," he said, lying back in his chair and looking up at the stars, "how subtle is sympathy, and how I recognise yours. I think I understand you perfectly already."




          "Do you?" she said.




          "Yes, I feel sure I do. Somehow, I know that secretly and in your own heart you are in full tide of sympathy with me and with my life's work."




          "I thought you had no imagination," she said.




          "I haven't. Do you mean that I only imagine that you are in sympathy with me?"




          "No," she said. "I am."




          After a few moments she laughed deliciously. He never knew why. Nor was she ever perfectly sure why she had laughed, though they discussed the matter very gravely.




          A new youth seemed to have invaded her, an exquisite sense of lightness, of power. Vaguely she was conscious of ability, of a wonderful and undreamed of capacity. Within her heart she seemed[138] to feel the subtle stir of a new courage, a certainty of the future, of indefinable but splendid things.




          The manuscript of the novel which she had sent North two weeks ago seemed to her a winged thing soaring to certain victory in the empyrean. Suddenly, by some magic, doubt, fear, distress, were allayed—and it was like surcease from a steady pain, with all the blessed and heavenly languor relaxing her mind and body.




          And all the while Brown talked on.




          Lying there in her chair she listened to him while the thoughts in her eased mind moved in delicate accompaniment.




          Somehow she understood that never in her life had she been so happy—with this boy babbling beside her, and her own thoughts responding almost tenderly to his youth, his inconsistencies, to the arrogance typical of his sex. He was so wrong!—so far from the track, so utterly astray, so pitiably confident! Who but she should know, who had worked and studied and failed and searched, always writing, however—which is the only way in the world to learn how to write—or to learn that there is no use in writing.




          Her hand lay along the flat arm of her rocking-chair; and once, when he had earnestly sustained a perfectly untenable theory concerning[139] success in literature, unconsciously she laid her fresh, smooth hand on his arm in impulsive protest.




          "No," she said, "don't think that way. You are quite wrong. That is the road to failure!"




          It was her first expression of disagreement, and he looked at her amazed.




          "I am afraid you think I don't know anything about real literature and realism," she said, "but I do know a little."




          "Every man must work out his salvation in his own way," he insisted, still surprised at her dissent.




          "Yes, but one should be equipped by long practice in the art before definitely choosing one's final course."




          "I am practiced."




          "I don't mean theoretically," she murmured.




          He laughed: "Oh, you mean mere writing," he said, gaily confident. "That, according to my theory, is not necessary to real experience. Literature is something loftier."




          In her feminine heart every instinct of womanhood was aroused—pity for the youth of him, sympathy for his obtuseness, solicitude for his obstinacy, tenderness for the fascinating combination of boy and man, which might call itself[140] by any name it chose—even "author"—and go blundering along without a helping hand amid shrugs and smiles to a goal marked "Failure."




          "I wonder," she said almost timidly, "whether you could ever listen to me."




          "Always," he said, bending nearer to see her expression. Which having seen, he perhaps forgot to note in his little booklet, for he continued to look at her.




          "I haven't very much to say," she said. "Only—to learn any art or trade or profession it is necessary to work at it unremittingly. But to discuss it never helped anybody."




          "My dear child," he said, "I know that what you say was the old idea. But," he shrugged, "I do not agree with it."




          "I am so sorry," she said.




          "Sorry? Why are you sorry?"




          "I don't know.... Perhaps because I like you."




          It was not very much to say—not a very significant declaration; but the simplicity and sweetness of it—her voice—the head bent a little in the starlight—all fixed Brown's attention. He sat very still there in the luminous dusk of the white veranda; the dew dripped steadily like rain; the lagoon glittered.[141]




          Then, subtly, taking Brown unawares, his most treacherous enemy crept upon him with a stealth incredible, and, before Brown knew it, was in full possession of his brain. The enemy was Imagination.




          Minute after minute slipped away in the scented dusk, and found Brown's position unchanged, where he lay in his chair looking at her.




          The girl also was very silent.




          With what wonderful attributes his enemy, Imagination, was busily endowing the girl beside him in the starlight, there is no knowing. His muse was Thalomene, slim daughter of Zeus; and whether she was really still on Olympus or here beside him he scarcely knew, so perfectly did this young girl inspire him, so exquisitely did she fill the bill.




          "It is odd," he said, after a long while, "that merely a few hours with you should inspire me more than I have ever been inspired in all my life."




          "That," she said unsteadily, "is your imagination."




          At the hateful word, imagination, Brown seemed to awake from the spell. Then he sat up straight, rather abruptly.




          "The thing to do," he said, still confused by[142] his awakening, "is to consider you impersonally and make notes of everything." And he fumbled for pencil and note-book, and, rising, stepped across to the front door, where a light was burning.




          Standing under it he resolutely composed his thoughts; but to save his life he could remember nothing of which to make a memorandum.




          This worried him, and finally alarmed him. And so long did he stand there, note-book open, pencil poised, and a sickly expression of dismay imprinted upon his otherwise agreeable features, that the girl rose at last from her chair, glanced in through the door at him, and then came forward.




          "What is the matter?" she asked.




          "The matter is," said Brown, "that I don't seem to have anything to write about."




          "You are tired," she said. "I think we both are a little tired."




          "I am not. Anyway, I have something to write about now. Wait a moment till I make a note of how you walk—the easy, graceful, flowing motion, so exquisitely light and——"




          "But I don't walk like that!" she said, laughing.




          "—Graciously as a youthful goddess," muttered Brown, scribbling away busily in his note-book.[143] "Tell me; what motive had you just now in rising and coming to ask me what was the matter—with such a sweetly apprehensive expression in your eyes?"




          "My—my motive?" she repeated, astonished.




          "Yes. You had one, hadn't you?"




          "Why—I don't know. You looked worried; so I came."




          "The motive," said Brown, "was feminine solicitude—an emotion natural to nice women. Thank you." And he made a note of it.




          "But motives and emotions are different things," she said timidly. "I had no motive for coming to ask you why you seemed troubled."




          "Wasn't your motive to learn why?"




          "Y-yes, I suppose so."




          He laid his head on one side and inspected her critically.




          "And if anything had been amiss with me you would have been sorry, wouldn't you?"




          "Yes."




          "Why?"




          "Why? Because—one is sorry when a friend—when anyone——"




          "I am your friend," he said. "So why not say it?"




          "And I am yours—if you wish," she said.[144]




          "Yes, I do." He began to write: "It's rather odd how friendship begins. We both seem to want to be friends." And to her he said: "How does it make you feel—the idea of our being friends? What emotions does it arouse in you?"




          She looked at him in sorrowful surprise. "I thought it was real friendship you meant," she murmured, "not the sort to make a note about."




          "But I've got to make notes of everything. Don't you see? Certainly our friendship is real enough—but I've got to study it minutely and make notes concerning it. It's necessary to make records of everything—how you walk, stand, speak, look, how you go upstairs——"




          "I am going now," she said.




          He followed, scribbling furiously; and it is difficult to go upstairs, watch a lady go upstairs, and write about the way she does it all at the same time.




          "Good-night," she said, opening her door.




          "Good-night," he said, absently, and so intent on his scribbling that he followed her through the door into her room.[145]
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          "She goes upstairs as though she were floating up," he wrote, with enthusiasm; "her lovely figure, poised on tip-toe, seems to soar upward, ascending as naturally and gracefully as the immortals ascended the golden stairs of Jacob——"




          In full flood of his treacherous imagination he seated himself on a chair beside her bed, rested the note-book on his knees, and scribbled madly, utterly oblivious to her. And it was only when he had finished, for sheer lack of material, that he recollected himself, looked up, saw how she had shrunk away from him against the wall—how the scarlet had dyed her face to her temples.




          "Why—why do you come—into my bedroom?" she faltered. "Does our friendship count for no more than that with you?"




          "What?" he said, bewildered.[146]




          "That you do what you have no right to do. Art—art is not enough to—to—excuse—disrespect——"




          Suddenly the tears sprang to her eyes, and she covered her flushed face with both hands.




          For a moment Brown stood petrified. Then a deeper flush than hers settled heavily over his features.




          "I'm sorry," he said.




          She made no response.




          "I didn't mean to hurt you. I do respect you," he said.




          No response.




          Brown gazed at her, gazed at his note-book.




          Then he hurled the note-book across the room and walked over to her as she lifted her lovely head, startled and tearful.




          "You are right," he said, swallowing nothing very desperately. "You can not be studied this way. Will you—marry me?"




          "What!"




          "Will you marry me?"




          "Why?" she gasped.




          "Because I—want to study you."




          "No!" she said, looking him straight in the eyes.




          Brown thought hard for a full minute.[147]




          "Would you marry me because I love you?" he asked timidly.




          The question seemed to be more than she could answer. Besides, the tears sprang to her blue eyes again, and her under lip began to tremble, and she covered her face with both hands. Which made it impossible for him to kiss her.




          "Isn't it wonderful?" he said earnestly, trembling from head to foot. "Isn't it wonderful, dear?"




          "Yes," she whispered. The word, uttered against his shoulder, was stifled. He bent his head nearer, murmuring:




          "Thalomene—Thalomene—embodiment of Truth! How wonderful it is to me that at last I find in you that absolute Truth I worship."




          "I am—the embodiment—of your—imagination," she said. "But you will never, never believe it—most adorable of boys—dearest—dearest of men."




          And, lifting her stately and divine young head, she looked innocently at Brown while he imprinted his first and most chaste kiss upon the fresh, sweet lips of the tenth muse, Thalomene, daughter of Zeus.


        




        

           


        




        

          "Athalie," said the youthful novelist more in[148] sorrow than in anger, "you are making game of everything I hold most important."




          "Provide yourself with newer and truer gods, dear child," said the girl, laughing. "After you've worshipped them long enough somebody will also poke fun at them. Whereupon, if you are fortunate enough to be one of those who continues to mature until he matures himself into the Ewigkeit, you will instantly quit those same over-mauled and worn out gods for newer and truer ones."




          "And so on indefinitely," I added.




          "In literature," began the novelist, "the great masters must stand as parents for us in our first infantile steps——"




          "No," said the girl, "all worthy aspirants enter the field of literature as orphans. Opportunity and Fates alone stand for them in loco parentis. And the child of these is known as Destiny."




          "No cubist could beat that, Athalie," remarked Duane. "I'm ashamed of you—or proud—I don't know which."




          "Dear child," she said, "you will never know the true inwardness of any sentiment you entertain concerning me until I explain it to you."




          "Smitten again hip and thigh," said Stafford.[149] "Fair lady, I am far too wary to tell you what I think of the art of incoherence as practised occasionally by the prettiest Priestess in the Temple."




          Athalie looked at me as the sweetmeat melted on her tongue.




          "You promised me a dog," she remarked.




          "I've picked him out. He'll be weaned in another week."




          "What species of pup is he?" inquired Duane.




          "An Iceland terrier," I answered. "They use them for digging out walrus and seals."




          "Thank you," said Duane pleasantly.




          "After all," observed the girl, lifting her glass of water, "it does not concern Mr. Duane what sort of a dog you have chosen for me."




          She sipped it leisurely, looking over the delicate crystal rim at Duane.




          "You are young," she said. "'L'enfance est le sommeil de la raison.'"




          "How would you like to have an Angora kitten?" he asked, reddening slightly.




          "But infancy," she added, "is always adorable.... I think I might like a white one with blue eyes."




          "Puppies, kittens, children," remarked Stafford—"they're all tolerable while they're young."[150]




          "All of these," said the girl softly, "I should like to have."




          And she gazed inquiringly at the crystal. But it could tell her nothing of herself or of her hopes. She turned and looked out into the dark city, a trifle wearily, it seemed to me.[151]
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          After a silence, she lay back among her cushions and glanced at us with a faint smile.




          "One day last winter," she said, "after the last client had gone and office hours were over, I sat here thinking, wondering what in the world could be worse for a girl than to have no parents.... And I happened to glance into my crystal, and saw there an incident beginning to evolve that cheered me up, because it was a parody on my more morbid train of thought. After all, the same Chance that gives a child to its parents gives the parents to that child. You may think this is Tupper," she added, "but it is Athalie. And that being the case, nobody will laugh."[152]




          Nobody did laugh.




          "Thank you," she said sweetly. "Now I will tell you what I saw in my crystal when I happened to be feeling unusually alone in the world." And with a pretty nod to us, collectively, she began.


        




        

           


        




        

          The bulk of the cargo and a few bodies were coming ashore at the eastern end of the island, and that is where the throngs were—people from the Light House, fishermen from the inlet, and hundreds of winter tourists from St. Augustine, in white flannels and summer gowns, all attracted to Ibis Island by the grewsome spectacle of the wreck.




          The West Indian hurricane had done its terrific business and had gone, leaving a turquoise sky untroubled by a cloud, and a sea of snow and cobalt.




          Nothing living had been washed ashore from the wreck. As for the brig, she had vanished—if there had been anything left of her to disappear except the wreckage, human and otherwise, that had come tumbling ashore through the surf all night long.




          So young Gray, seeing that there was nothing[153] for him to do, and not caring for the spectacle at the eastern end of the island, turned on his heel and walked west through thickets of sweet bay, palmetto, and beach-grape.




          He wore the lightest weight solaro, with a helmet and close-fitting puttees of the same. Two straps crossed his breast, the one supporting a well filled haversack, the other a water bottle. Except for fire arms he was equipped for darkest Africa, or for anything else on earth—at least he supposed so. He was wrong; he was not equipped for what he was about to encounter on Ibis Island.




          It happened in this manner: traversing the seaward dunes, because the beach no longer afforded him even a narrow margin for a footing, shoulder deep in a tangle of beach-grapes, he chanced to glance at the little sandy cove which he was skirting, and saw there an empty fruit crate tumbling in the smother of foam, and a very small setter puppy clinging to it frantically, with every claw clutching, and his drenched tail between his legs.




          Even while Gray was forcing his eager way through the tangle, he was aware of somebody else moving forward through the high scrub just west of him; and as he sprang out onto the beach and laid his hand on the stranded fruit crate, another[154] hand, slimmer and whiter than his, fell on the crate as he dragged it out of the foamy shallows and up across the dry sand, just as a tremendous roller smashed into clouds of foam behind it.




          "I beg your pardon," said a breathless voice at his elbow, "but I think I saw this little dog first."




          Gray already was reaching for the shivering little thing, but two other hands deprived him of the puppy; and he looked up, impatient and annoyed, into the excited brown eyes of a young girl.




          She had taken the dripping, clawing little creature to her breast, where it shivered and moaned and whined, shoving its cold nose up under her chin.




          "I beg your pardon," said Gray, firmly, "but I am really very certain that I first discovered that dog."




          "I am sorry you think so," she said, clasping the creature all the tighter.




          "I do think so," insisted Gray. "I know it!"




          "I am very sorry," she repeated. Over the puppy's shivering back her brown eyes gazed upon Gray. They were very pretty, but hostile.




          "There can be no question about the ownership of this pup," persisted Gray. "Of course, I am[155] sorry if you really think you discovered the dog. Because you didn't."




          "I did discover him," she said, calmly.




          "I beg your pardon. I was walking through the beach-grapes——"




          "I beg yours! I also was crossing the sweet-bay scrub when I happened to glance down at the cove and saw this poor little dog in the water."




          "That is exactly what I did! I happened to glance down, and there I saw this little dog. Instantly I sprang——"




          "So did I!—I beg your pardon for interrupting you!"




          "I was merely explaining that I first saw the dog, and next I noticed you. But first of all I saw the dog."




          "That is the exact sequence in my own observations," she rejoined calmly. "First of all I saw the dog in the water, then I heard a crash in the bush, and saw something floundering about in the tangle."




          "And," continued Gray, much annoyed by her persistency, "no sooner had I caught hold of the crate than you came up and laid your hand on it, also. You surely must remember that I had my hand on the crate before you did!"




          "I am very sorry you think so. The contrary[156] was the case. I took firm hold of the crate, and then you aided me to draw it up out of the water."




          "It is extraordinary," he said, "how mistaken you are concerning the actual sequence of events. Not that I doubt for a moment that you really suppose you discovered the dog. Probably you were a little excited——"




          "I was perfectly cool. Possibly you were a trifle excited."




          "Not in the least," he retorted with calm exasperation. "I never become agitated."




          The puppy continued to shiver and drive its nose up under the girl's chin.




          "Poor little thing! Poor little shipwrecked baby!" she crooned. And, to Gray: "I don't know why this puppy should be so cold. The water is warm enough."




          "Put it in the hot sand," he said. "We can rub it dry."




          She hesitated, flushing perhaps at her own suspicions; but nevertheless she said:




          "You would not attempt to take it if I put it down, would you?"




          "I don't intend to snatch it," he said with dignity. "Men don't snatch."




          So they went inland a few paces where the sand [157]was hot and loose and deep; and there they knelt down and put the puppy on the sand.


        




        

           


        




        

          "'I am in possession of the dog and you merely claim possession.'"


        




        

          "Scrub him thoroughly," she suggested, pouring heaping handfuls of hot, silvery sand over the little creature.




          Gray did likewise, and together they rubbed and scrubbed and rolled the puppy about until the dog began to roll on his back all by himself, twisting and wriggling and waving his big, padded paws.




          "What he wants is water," asserted Gray, unstrapping his haversack and bottle. From the one he produced an aluminum pannikin; from the other he filled it with water. The puppy drank it all while Gray and the brown-eyed girl looked on intently.




          Then Gray produced some beef sandwiches, and the famished little creature leaped and whirled and danced as Gray fed him cautiously, bit by bit.




          "Do you think that is perfectly fair?" asked the girl gravely.




          "Fair?" repeated Gray guiltily.




          "Yes. Who first feeds a strange dog is recognised as the reigning authority."




          "Very well, you may feed him, too. But that does not alter the facts in the case."




          "The facts," said the girl, taking a sandwich[158] from Gray, "are that I am in possession of the dog and you merely claim possession."




          They fed him alternately and in silence—until their opinion became unanimous that it was dangerous, for the present, to feed him any more.




          The puppy begged and pleaded and cajoled and danced—a most appealing and bewitching little creature, silvery white and blue-ticked, with a tiny tan point over each eye and a black and tan saddle.




          "Lavarack," observed Gray.




          "English," she nodded.




          It wagged not only its little, whippy tail, but in doing so wriggled its entire hind quarters, showing no preference for either of its rescuers, but bestowing winning and engaging favours impartially.




          The girl could endure it no longer, but snatched the puppy to her with a soft little cry, and cuddled it tight. Gray looked on gloomily. Then, when she released it, he took it and caressed it in masculine fashion. There was no discernible difference in its affectionate responses.




          After the dog had lavished enthusiasm and affection on its saviours to the point of physical exhaustion, it curled up on the hot sand between them. At first, when they moved or spoke, the[159]little, silky head was quickly lifted, and the brown eyes turned alertly from one to the other of the two beings most beloved on earth. But presently only the whippy tail stirred in recognition of their voices. And finally the little dog slept in the hot sunshine.[160]
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          For a long while, seated on either side of the slumbering puppy, they remained silent, in fascinated contemplation of what they had rescued.




          Finally Gray said slowly: "It may seem odd to you that I should be so firm and uncompromising concerning my right to a very small dog which may be duplicated in the North for a few dollars."




          She lifted her brown eyes to his, then let them fall again on the dog.




          "The reason is this," said Gray. "The native dogs I dislike intensely. Dogs imported from the North soon die in this region. But this little pup was evidently born on shipboard and on tropical seas. I think he's very likely to survive the climate. And as I am obliged to reside here for a[161] while, and as I am to live all alone, this pup is a godsend to me."




          The girl, still resting her eyes on the sleeping puppy, said very quietly:




          "I do not desire to appear selfish, but a girl is twice as lonely as a man. And as I fortunately first discovered the dog it seems to me absolutely right and just that I should keep him."




          Gray sat pouring sand through his fingers and casting an occasional oblique glance at the girl. She was not sunburned, so she must be a recent arrival. She spoke with a northern accent, which determined her origin.




          What was she doing down here on this absurd island? Why didn't she go back to St. Augustine where she belonged?




          "You know," he said craftily, "I can buy a very nice little dog indeed for you in St. Augustine."




          "I am not stopping in St. Augustine. Besides, there are only horrid little lap-dogs there."




          "Don't you like lap-dogs—Pomms, Pekinese, Maltese?" he inquired persuasively.




          "No."




          "You are unlike the majority of girls then. What sort of dog do you like?"




          "Setters," she explained with decision.[162]




          And as he bit his lip in annoyed silence she added:




          "Setter puppies are what I adore."




          "I'm sorry," he said bluntly.




          She added, not heeding his observation: "I am mad about setter puppies, particularly English setter puppies. And when I try to realise that I discovered a shipwrecked one all by myself, and rescued it, I can scarcely believe in such an adorable miracle."




          It was on the tip of his tongue to offer to purchase the pup, but a quick glance at the girl checked him. She was evidently perfectly sincere, and the quality of her was unmistakable.




          Already, within these few minutes, her skin had begun to burn a delicate rose tint from the sun's fierce reflection on the white sands. Her hair was a splendid golden brown, her eyes darker, or perhaps the long, dark lashes made them seem so. She was daintily and prettily made, head, throat, shoulders, and limbs; she wore a summer gown so waistless and limp that it conformed to the corsetless fashions in vogue, making evident here and there the contours of her slim and supple figure.




          From the tip of her white shoe to the tip of her hat she was the futile and exquisite essence of Gotham.[163]




          Gray realised it because he lived there himself. But he could not understand where all her determination and obstinacy came from, for she seemed so young and inexperienced, and there was about her a childish dewiness of eye and lip that suggested a blossom's fragrance.




          She was very lovely; and that was all very well in its way, but Gray had come down there on stern business, and how long his business might last, and how long he was to inhabit a palmetto bungalow above the coquina quarry he did not know. The coquina quarry was as hot as the infernal pit. Also, snakes frequented it.




          No black servant—promised him faithfully in St. Augustine the day before—had yet arrived. A few supplies had been sent over from St. Augustine, and he was camping in his little house of logs, along with wood-ticks, blue lizards, white ants, gophers, hornets, and several chestnut-colored scorpions.




          "I wouldn't mind yielding the dog to you," he admitted, "if I were not so horribly lonely on this miserable island. When evening comes, you will go back to luxury and comfort somewhere or other, with dinner awaiting you and servants to do everything, and a nice bed to retire to. That's a pleasant picture, isn't it?"[164]




          "Very," she replied, with a slight shrug.




          "Now," he said, "please gaze mentally upon this other picture. I am obliged to go back to a shack haunted by every species of creature that this wretched island harbours.




          "There will be no dinner for me except what I can scoop out of a tin; no servants to do one bally thing for me; no bed.




          "Listen attentively," he continued, becoming slightly dramatic as he remembered more clearly the horrors of the preceding night—his first on Ibis Island. "I shall go into that devilish bungalow and look around like a scared dog, standing very carefully in the exact centre of the room. And what will be the first object that my unwilling eyes encounter? A scorpion! Perhaps two, crawling out from the Spanish moss with which the chinks of that miserable abode are stuffed. I shall slay it—or them—as the case may be. Then a blue-tailed lizard will frisk over the ceiling—or perhaps one of those big, heavy ones with blunt, red heads. Doubtless at that same instant I shall discover a wood-tick advancing up one of my trousers' legs. Spiders will begin to move across the walls. Perhaps a snake or two will then develop from some shadowy corner."[165]




          He waved his arm impressively and pointed at the sleeping puppy.




          "Under such circumstances," he said pathetically, "would you care to deprive me of this little companion sent by Providence for me to rescue out of the sea?"




          She, too, had been steadily pouring sand between her white fingers during the moving recital of his woes. Now she looked up, controlling a shudder.




          "Your circumstances, with all their attendant horrors, are my own," she began. "I, also, since last night, inhabit a picturesque but most horrid bungalow not very far from here; and every one of the creatures you describe, and several others also, inhabit it with me. Do you wonder I want some companionship? Do you wonder that I am inclined to cling to this little dog—whether or not it may seem ill bred and selfish to you?"




          He said: "I suppose all the houses in this latitude harbour tarantulas, centipedes, and similar things, but you must remember that you do not live alone as I do——"




          "Yes, I do!"




          "What?"




          "Certainly. I engaged two black servants in St. Augustine, but they have not arrived, and I was[166] obliged to remain all alone in that frightful place last night."




          "That's very odd," he said uneasily. "Where is this bungalow of yours?"




          She started to speak, checked herself as at a sudden and unpleasant thought, looked up at him searchingly; and found his steel-grey eyes as searchingly fixed on her.




          "Where is your bungalow?" she asked, watching him intently.




          "Mine is situated at the west end of a coquina quarry. Where is yours?"




          "Mine," she answered unsteadily but defiantly, "is situated on the eastern edge of a coquina quarry."




          "Why did you choose a quarry bungalow?"




          "Why did you choose one?"




          "Because the coquina quarry happens to belong to me."




          "The quarry," she retorted, "belongs to me."




          He was almost too disgusted to speak, but he contrived to say, quietly and civilly:




          "You are Constance Leslie, are you not?"




          "Yes.... You are Johnson Gray?"




          "Yes, I am," he answered, checking his exasperation and forcing a smile. "It's rather odd, isn't it—rather unfortunate, I'm afraid."[167]




          "It is unfortunate for you, Mr. Gray," she returned firmly. "I'm sorry—really sorry that this long journey is in vain."




          "So am I," he said, with lips compressed.




          For a few moments they sat very still, not looking at each other.




          Presently he said: "It was a fool of a will. He was a most disagreeable old man."




          "I never saw him."




          "Nor I. They say he was a terror. But he had a sense of humour—a grim and acrid one—the cynic's idea of wit. No doubt he enjoyed it. No doubt he is enjoying this very scene between you and me—if he's anywhere within sight or hearing——"




          "Don't say that!" she exclaimed, almost violently. "It is horrible enough on this island without hinting of ghosts."




          "Ghosts? Of course there are ghosts. But I'd rather have my bungalow full of 'em than full of scorpions."




          "We differ," she said coldly.




          Silence fell again, and again was broken by Gray.




          "Certainly the old fellow had a sense of humour," he insisted; "the will he left was one huge joke on every relative who had expectations.[168] Imagine all that buzzard family of his who got nothing to amount to anything; and all those distant relatives who expected nothing and got almost everything!"




          "Do you think that was humourous?"




          "Yes; don't you? And I think what he did about you and me was really very funny. Don't you?"




          "Why is it funny for a very horrid old man to make a will full of grim jokes and jests, and take that occasion to tell everybody exactly what he thinks of everybody?"




          "He said nothing disagreeable about us that I recollect," remarked Gray, laughing.




          Pouring sand between her fingers, she said:




          "I remember very well how he mentioned us. He said that he had never seen either one of us, and was glad of it. He said that as I was an orphan with no money, and that as you were similarly situated, and that as neither you nor I had brains enough to ever make any, he would leave his coquina quarry to that one of us who had brains enough to get here first and stake the claim. Do you call that an agreeable manner of making a bequest?"




          Gray laughed easily: "I don't care what he thought about my intellectual capacity."[169]




          "I suppose that I don't either. And anyway the bequest may be valuable."




          "There is no doubt about that," said Gray.




          She let her brown eyes rest thoughtfully on the ocean.




          "I think," she said, "that I shall dispose of it at once."




          "The dog?" he asked politely.




          Her pretty, hostile eyes met his:




          "The quarry," she replied calmly.




          "Good Lord!" he exclaimed. "Do you think also that you arrived at the quarry before I arrived?"




          "You will find my stake with its written notice sticking in the sand on the eastern edge of the quarry, about a hundred yards south of my bungalow!"




          "My notice is very carefully staked on the western edge of the quarry about the same distance from my bungalow," he said. "I placed it there yesterday evening."




          "I also placed my notice there yesterday evening!"




          "By what train did you come?"




          "By the Verbena Special. It arrived at St. Augustine yesterday at four o'clock in the afternoon."[170]




          "I also came on that train."




          "I," she said, "waited in St. Augustine only long enough to telephone for servants, and then I jumped into a victoria and drove over the causeway to the eastern end of the quarry."




          "I did exactly the same," he insisted, "only I drove to the western end of the quarry. What time did you set your notice?"




          "I don't know exactly. It was just about dusk."




          "It was just about dusk when I drove in my stake!"




          After a moment's idling in the sand with her slim fingers, she looked up at him a trifle pale.




          "I suppose this means a lawsuit."




          "I'm afraid it does."




          "I'm sorry. If I wasn't in such desperate need of money——" But she said no more, and he also remained silent for a while. Then:




          "I shall write to my attorney to come down," he said soberly. "You had better do the same this evening."




          She nodded.




          "It's got to be settled, of course," he continued; "because I'm too poor to concede the quarry to you."




          "It is that way with me also. I do not like[171] to appear so selfish to you, but what am I to do, Mr. Gray?"




          "What am I to do? I honestly believe that I staked the quarry before you did.... And my financial situation does not permit me to relinquish my claim on the quarry."




          "What a horrid will that was!" she exclaimed, the quick tears of vexation springing into her brown eyes. "If you knew how hard I've worked, Mr. Gray—all these years having nothing that other girls have—being obliged to work my way through college, and then take a position as governess—and just as it seemed that relief was in sight—you come into sight!—you!—and you even try to take away my little dog—the only thing I—I ever really cared for since I have—have been alone in the world——"




          Gray sprang up nervously: "I'm sorry—terribly sorry for you! You may keep the dog anyway."




          She had turned away her face sharply as the quick tears started. Now she looked around at him in unfeigned surprise.




          "But—what will you do?"




          "Oh, I can stand being alone. I don't mind. There's no doubt about it; you must have the dog——" He glanced down at the little creature[172] and caught his breath sharply as the puppy opened one eye and wagged its absurd tail feebly.




          The girl rose lightly and gracefully from the sand, refusing his assistance, and stood looking down at the puppy. The little thing was on its clumsy feet, wagging and wriggling with happiness, and gazing up adoringly from Gray to Constance Leslie.




          The girl looked at the dog, then at Gray.




          "It—it seems too cruel," she said. "I can't bear to take him away from you."




          "Oh, that's all right. I'll get on very well alone."




          "You are generous. You are very generous. But after the way you expressed yourself concerning the dog, I don't feel that I can possibly take him."




          "You really must. I don't blame you at all for falling in love with him. Besides, one adores what one rescues, above everything in the world."




          "But—but I thought that you thought you had rescued him?" she faltered.




          "It was a close call. I think perhaps that you arrived just a fraction of a second sooner than I did."




          "Do you really? Or do you say that to be kind? Besides, I am not at all sure. It is perfectly possible—even,[173] perhaps, probable that you saw him before I did."




          "No, I don't think so. I think he's your dog, Miss Leslie. I surrender all claim to him——"




          "No! I can not permit you to do such a thing! Forgive me. I was excited and a little vexed.... I know you would be very unhappy if I took the little thing——"




          "Please take him. I do love him already, but that is why it gives me a p-p-peculiar pleasure to relinquish all claims in y-your favour."




          "Thank you. It is—is charming of you—exceedingly nice of you—but how can I accept such a real sacrifice?... You would be perfectly wretched to-night without him."




          "So would you, Miss Leslie."




          "I shall be wretched anyway. So it doesn't really matter."




          "It does matter! If this little dog can alleviate your unhappiness in the slightest degree, I insist most firmly that you take him!"




          The girl stood irresolute, lifted her brown eyes to his, lowered them, and gazed longingly at the puppy.




          "Do you suppose he will follow me?"




          "Try!"




          So she walked one way and Gray started in[174] the opposite direction, and the bewildered puppy, who at first supposed it was all in play, dashed from one back to the other, until the widening distance between them perplexed and finally began to trouble him.




          Nevertheless, he continued to run back and forth from Gray to Constance Leslie as long as his rather wavering legs held out. Then, unable to decide, he stood panting midway between them, whining at moments, until, unable to understand or endure the spectacle of his two best beloveds vanishing in opposite directions, he put up his nose and howled.




          Then both best beloveds came back running, and Constance snatched him to her breast and covered him with caresses.




          "What on earth are we to do?" she said in consternation. "We nearly broke his heart that time."




          "I don't know what to do," he admitted, much perplexed. "This pup seems to be impartial in his new-born affections."




          "I thought," she said, with an admirable effort at self-denial, "that he rather showed a preference for you!"




          "Why?"




          "Because when he was sitting there howling his[175] little heart out, he seemed to look toward you a little oftener than he gazed in my direction."




          Gray rose nobly to the self-effacing level of his generous adversary:




          "No, the balance was, if anything, in your favour. I'm very certain that he will be happier with you. T-take him!"




          The girl buried her pretty face in the puppy's coat as though it had been a fluffy muff.




          "What a pity," she said, in a muffled voice, "that he is compelled to make a choice. It will break his heart; I know it will. He is too young."




          "He'll very soon forget me, once he is alone with you in your bungalow."




          The girl shook her head and stood caressing the puppy. The soft, white hand, resting on the dog's head, fascinated Gray.




          "Perhaps," he ventured, "I had better walk as far as your bungalow with you.... It may spare the dog a certain amount of superficial anguish."




          She nodded, dreamy-eyed there in the sunshine. And of what she might be thinking he could form no idea.[176]
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          He fell into step beside her, and they walked up from the little cover through the beach-grapes and out among the scrubby dunes, where in the heated silence the perfume of sweet-bay and pines mingled with the odour of the sea.




          Everywhere the great sulphur-coloured butterflies were flying, making gorgeous combinations with the smaller, orange butterflies and the great, velvet-winged Palamedes swallow-tail.




          Lizards frisked and raced away before them, emerald tinted, green with sky-blue tails, grey and red; the little gophers scurried into their burrows along the tangled hammock's edges. Over the palm-trees' feathery crests sailed a black vulture, its palmated wing-tips spread like inky fingers against the blue. Somewhere in the saw-grass a bittern boomed and boomed; and the seagulls' clamour rang incessantly above the thunder of the surf.[177]




          "I wonder," she murmured, "whether my sunburn makes me drowsy."




          "It's the climate. You'll feel sleepy for a week before you are acclimated," he said.... "Why don't you put down the puppy and let him follow?"




          She did so; and the little creature frisked and leaped and padded joyously about among the bayberry bushes, already possessed with the canine determination to investigate all the alluring smells in the world, and miss none of them.




          After a little while they arrived at the bungalow which Constance had chosen. The girl pushed open the unlocked door; the puppy pranced in like a diminutive hobby-horse, flushed a big lizard, and went into fits of excitement till the solitary cabin rang with his treble barking.




          They watched him through the doorway, laughingly; then Gray looked at the claim notice stuck upright in the sand. Presently he walked to the edge of the coquina quarry and looked down into it.




          Thousands of dollars' worth of the shell deposit lay already exposed. There were great strata of it; ledges, shelves, vast masses in every direction. The quarry had been worked very little, and that little had been accomplished stupidly. Either in[178] the rough, or merely as lumps of conglomerate for crushing, the coquina in sight alone was very, very valuable. There could be no doubt of that.




          Also, he understood that the strata deposited there continued at least for half a mile to the westward, where his own bungalow marked its probable termination.




          He turned after a few minutes' inspection, and walked slowly back to where Constance was standing by the open door. A slight constraint, amounting almost to embarrassment, ensued for a few minutes, but the puppy dissipated it when he leaped at a butterfly, fell on his nose with a thump, and howled dismally until reassured by his anxious foster-parents, who caught him up and generously passed him to each other, petting him vigourously.




          Twice Gray said good-bye to Constance Leslie and started to go on toward his own bungalow, but the puppy invariably began a frantic series of circles embracing them both, and he had to come back to keep the dog from the demoralisation of utter exhaustion.




          "You know," he said, "this is going to be awkward. I believe that dog thinks we are mar—thinks we are sister and brother. Don't you?"




          She replied with a slight flush on her fair face,[179] that the dog undoubtedly cherished some such idea.




          "Take him inside," said Gray firmly. "Then I'll beat it."




          So she took the puppy inside and closed the door, with a smiling nod of adieu to Gray. But he had not gone very far when he heard her clear, far call; and, turning, saw her beckon frantically.




          Back he came at top speed.




          "Oh, dear," she exclaimed. "Oh, dear! He's tearing 'round and 'round the room moaning and whining and barking. I'm very certain he will have fits if you don't speak to him."




          Gray opened the door cautiously, and the little dog came out, projected like a bolt from a catapult, fairly flinging his quivering little body into Gray's arms.




          The reunion was elaborate and mutually satisfying. Constance furtively touched her brown eyes with a corner of her handkerchief.




          "What on earth are we to do?" she asked, unfeignedly affected. "I would give him to you in a minute if you think he would be contented without me."




          "We can try it."




          So Constance started westward, across the dunes, and Gray went into the bungalow with the[180] dog. But it required only a second or two to convince him that it wouldn't do, and he opened the door and called frantically to Constance.




          "There is no use in trying that sort of thing," he admitted, when Constance hastened back to a touching reunion with the imprisoned dog. "Strategy is our only hope. I'll sit here on the threshold with you, and as soon as he goes to sleep I'll slink away."




          So side by side they seated themselves on the sandy threshold of the bungalow, and the little dog, happy and contented, curled up on the floor of the room, tucked his blunt muzzle into his flank, and took a series of naps with one eye always open. He was young, but suspicion had already done its demoralising work with him, and he intended to keep at least one eye on his best beloveds.




          She in her fresh and clinging gown, with the first delicate sunmask tinting her unaccustomed skin, sat silent and distrait, her idle fingers linked in her lap. And, glancing askance at her now and then, the droop of her under lip seemed to him pathetic, like that of a tired child in trouble.




          When he was not looking at her he was immersed in perplexed cogitation. The ownership of the dog he had already settled in his mind; the[181] ownership of the quarry he had supposed he had settled.




          Therefore, why was he so troubled about it? Why was he so worried about her, wondering what she would do in the matter?




          The only solution left seemed to lie in a recourse to the law—unless—unless——




          But he couldn't—he simply couldn't, merely for a sentimental impulse, give up to a stranger what he honestly considered an inheritance. That would be carrying sentimentalism too far.




          And yet—and yet! He needed the inheritance desperately. Matters financial had gone all wrong with him. How could he turn his back on offered salvation just because a youthful and pretty girl also required a financial lift in a cold-blooded and calculating world?




          And yet—and yet! He would sleep over it, of course. But he honestly saw no prospect of changing his opinion concerning the ownership of the quarry.




          As he sat there biting a stem of sweet-bay and listening to the cardinals piping from the forest, he looked down into the heated coquina pit.




          A snake was coiled up on one of the ledges, basking.




          "Miss Leslie!"[182]




          She lifted her head and straightened her drooping shoulders, looking at him from eyes made drowsy and beautiful by the tropic heat.




          "I only wanted to say," he began gravely, "that it is not safe for you to go into the quarry alone—in case you had any such intention."




          "Why?"




          "There are snakes there. Do you see that one? Well, he's harmless, I think—a king-snake, if I am not mistaken. But it's a good place for rattlers."




          "Then you should be careful, too."




          "Oh, I'm careful enough, but you might not know when to be on your guard. This island is a snaky one. It's famous for its diamond-back rattlers and the size of them. Their fangs are an inch long, and it usually means death to be struck by one of them."




          The girl nodded thoughtfully.




          He said with a new anxiety: "As a matter of fact, you really ought not to be down here all alone."




          "I know it. But it meant a race for ownership, and I had to come at a minute's notice."




          "You should have brought a maid."




          "My dear Mr. Gray, I have no maid."




          "Oh, I forgot," he muttered—"but, somehow,[183] you look as though you had been born to several."




          "I am the daughter of a very poor professor."




          He fidgetted with his sweet-bay twig, considering the aromatic leaves with a troubled and concentrated scowl.




          "You know," he said, "this wretched island is celebrated for its unpleasant fauna. Scorpions and wood-ticks are numerous. The sting of the one is horribly painful, and might be dangerous; the villainous habits of the other might throw you into a fever."




          "But what can I do?" she inquired calmly.




          "There are other kinds of snakes, too," he went on with increasing solicitude for this girl for whom, suddenly, he began to consider himself responsible. "There's a vicious snake called a moccasin; and he won't get out of your way or warn you. And there's a wicked little serpent with rings of black, scarlet, and yellow around his body. He pretends to be harmless, but if he gets your finger into his mouth he'll chew it full of a venom which is precisely the same sort of venom as that of the deadly East Indian cobra."




          "But—what can I do?" she repeated pitifully. "If I go to St. Augustine and leave you here in possession, it might invalidate my claim."[184]




          He was silent, knowing no more about the law than did she, and afraid to deny her tentative assertion.




          "If it lay with me," he said, "I'd call a truce until you could go to St. Augustine and return again with the proper people to look out for you."




          "Even if you were kind enough to do that, I could not afford even a servant under present—and unexpected—conditions."




          "Why?"




          "Because it has suddenly developed that I shall be obliged to engage a lawyer. And I had not expected that."




          He reddened to his hair but said nothing. After a while the girl looked over her shoulder. The puppy slept, this time with both eyes closed.




          When she turned again to Gray, he nodded his comprehension and rose to his feet cautiously.




          "I'm going to take a walk on the beach and think this thing all out," he whispered, taking the slim, half-offered hand in adieu. "Don't go out in the scrub after sun-down. Rattlers move then. Don't go near any swamp; moccasins are the colour of sun-baked mud, and you can't see them. Don't touch any pretty little snake marked scarlet, black, and yellow——"[185]




          "How absurd!" she whispered. "As though I were likely to fondle snakes!"




          "I'm terribly worried about you," he insisted, retaining her hand.




          "Please don't be."




          "How can I help it—what with these bungalows full of scorpions and——"




          "Yours is, too," she said anxiously. "You will be very careful, won't you?"




          "Yes, of course.... I'm—I'm uncertain about you. That's what is troubling me——"




          "Please don't bother about me. I've had to look out for myself for years."




          "Have you?" he said, almost tenderly. Then he drew a quick, determined breath.




          "You'll be careful, won't you?"




          "Yes."




          "Are you armed?"




          "I have a shot-gun inside."




          "That's all right. Don't open your door to any stranger.... You know I simply hate to leave you alone this way——"




          "But I have the dog," she reminded him, with a pretty flush of gratitude.




          He had retained her hand longer than the easiest convention required or permitted. So he released it, hesitated, then with a visible effort[186] he turned on his heel and strode away westward across the scrub.




          The sun hung low behind the tall, parti-coloured shaft of the Light House, towering smooth and round high above the forest.




          He looked up at Ibis Light, at the circling buzzards above it, then walked on, scarcely knowing where he was going, until he walked into the door of his own bungalow, and several large spiders scattered into flight across the floor.




          "There's no use," he said aloud to an audience of lizards clinging to the silvery bark of the log-room. "I can't take that quarry. I can't do it—whether it belongs to me or not. How can a big, strong, lumbering young man do a thing like that? No. No. No!"




          He picked up a pencil and a sheet of paper:




          "Oh, Lord! I really do need the money, but I can't do it."




          And he wrote:




          Dear Miss Leslie:




          You arrived on the scene before I did. I am now convinced of this. I shall not dispute the ownership of the quarry. It is yours. This statement over my signature is your guarantee that I shall never interfere with your title to the coquina quarry on Ibis Island.




          [187]




          So now I've got to return to New York and go to work. I'm going across to Augustine in a few moments; and while I'm there I'll engage a white woman as companion for you, and a white servant, and have them drive over at once so they will reach your bungalow before evening. With undisputed title to the quarry, you can easily afford their wages.




          Good-bye. I wish you every happiness and success. Please give my love to the dog.


        




        

          Yours very truly,          
Johnson Gray.


        




        

          "It's the only way out of it," he muttered. "I'll leave it with her and bolt before she reads it. There is nothing else to do, absolutely nothing."




          As he came out of his cabin, the sun hung low and red above the palm forest, and a few bats were already flying like tiny black devils above the scrub.




          There was a strip of beach near his cabin, and he went down to it and began to tramp up and down with a vague idea of composing himself so that he might accomplish what he had to do gracefully, gaily, and with no suspicion of striking an attitude for gods and men to admire his moral resignation and his heroic renunciation.




          No; he'd do the thing lightly, smilingly, determined that she should not think that it was a[188] sacrifice. No; she must believe that a sense of fairness alone moved him to an honest recognition of her claims. He must make it plain to her that he really believed she had arrived at the quarry before he had.




          And so he meant to leave her the letter, say good-bye, and go.




          When this was all settled in his mind he looked at the ocean very soberly, then turned his back on the Atlantic and walked back to his cabin to gather up his effects.




          As he approached the closed door a desolate howl from the interior greeted him: he sprang to the door and flung it open; and the puppy rushed into his arms.




          Then, pinned to the scorpion-infested wall, he saw a sheet of writing, and he read:




          Dear Mr. Gray:




          He woke up and howled for you. It was too tragic for me. I love him but I give him to you. I give the quarry to you, also. Under the circumstances it would be impossible for me to enjoy it, even if the law awarded it to me. Nobody could ever really know which one of us first arrived and staked the claim. No doubt you did.




          I am sorry I came into your life and made trouble for you and for the puppy.




          [189]




          So I leave you in peaceful possession. It really is a happiness for me to do it.




          I am going North at once. Good-bye; and please give my love to the dog. Poor little darling, he thought we both stood in loco parentis. But he'll get over his grief for me.


        




        

          Yours truly,          
Constance Leslie.


        




        

          The puppy at his feet was howling uncomforted for the best beloved who was so strangely missing from the delightful combination which he had so joyously accepted in loco parentis.[190]
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          Gray gathered the dog into his arms and strode swiftly out into the sunshot, purple light of early evening.




          "What a girl!" he muttered to himself. "What a girl! What a corking specimen of her sex!"




          Presently he came in sight of her, and the puppy scrambled violently until set down. Then he bolted for Constance Leslie, and it was only when the little thing leaped frantically upon her that she turned with a soft, breathless little cry. And saw Gray coming toward her out of the rose and golden sunset.




          Neither spoke as he came up and looked into her brown eyes and saw the traces of tears there still. The puppy leaped deliriously about them. And for a long while her slim hands lay limply in[191] his. He looked at the ocean; she at the darkening forest.




          And after a little while he drew the note from his pocket.




          "I had written this when I found yours," he said. And he held it for her while she read it, bending nearer in the dim, rosy light.




          After she read it she took it from him gently, folded it, and slipped it into the bosom of her gown.




          Neither said anything. One of her hands still remained in his, listlessly at first—then the fingers crisped as his other arm encircled her.




          They were both gazing vaguely at the ocean now. Presently they moved slowly toward it through the fragrant dusk. Her hair, loosened a little, brushed his sunburned cheek.




          And around them gambolled the wise little dog, no longer apprehensive, but unutterably content with what the God of all good little doggies had so mercifully sent to him in loco parentis.


        




        

           


        




        

          "That," said the novelist, "is another slice of fact which would never do for fiction. Besides I once read a story somewhere or other about a dog bringing two people together."[192]




          "The theme," I observed, "is thousands of years old."




          "That's the trouble with all truth," nodded Duane. "It's old as Time itself, and needs a new suit of clothes every time it is exhibited to instruct people."




          "What with new manners, new fashions, new dances, and the moral levelling itself gradually to the level of the unmoral," said Stafford, "nobody on the street would turn around to look at the naked truth in these days."




          "Truth must be fashionably gowned to attract," I admitted.




          "We of the eccentric nobility understand that," said the little Countess Athalie, glancing out of the window; and to me she added: "Lean over and see whether they have stationed a policeman in front of the Princess Zimbamzim's residence."




          I went out on the balcony and glanced down the block. "Yes," I said.




          "Poor old Princess," murmured the girl. "She detests moving."




          "All frauds do," remarked Duane.




          "She isn't a fraud," said Athalie quietly.




          Our silence indicated our surprise. After a few moments the girl added:




          "Whatever else she may be she is not a fraud[193] in her profession. I think I had better give you an example of her professional probity. It interested me considerably as I followed it in my crystal. She knew all the while that I was watching her as well as the very people she herself was watching; and once or twice she looked up at me out of my crystal and grinned."




          "Can she see us now?" I inquired uneasily.




          "No."




          "Why not?" asked Duane.




          "I shall not tell you why."




          "Not that I care whether she sees me or not," he added.




          "Do you care, Harry, whether I see you occasionally in my crystal?" smiled Athalie.




          Duane flushed brightly and reminded her that she was too honourable to follow the movements of her personal friends unless requested to do so by them.




          "That is quite true," rejoined the girl, simply. "But once I saw you when I did not mean to."




          "Well?" he demanded, redder still.




          "You were merely asleep in your own bed," she said, laughing and accepting a lighted match from me. Then as the fragrant thread of smoke twisted in ghostly ringlets across her smooth young cheeks she settled back among her cushions.[194]
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          "This," she said, "will acquaint you in a measure with the trustworthiness of the Princess Zimbamzim. And, if the policeman in front of her house could hear what I am going to tell you, he'd never remain there while his legs had power to run away with him."


        




        

           


        




        

          They met by accident on Madison Square, and shook hands for the first time in many years. High in the Metropolitan Tower the chimes celebrated the occasion by sounding the half hour.




          "It seems incredible," exclaimed George Z.[195] Green, "that you could have become so famous! You never displayed any remarkable ability in school."




          "I never displayed any ability at all. But you did," said Williams admiringly. "How beautifully you used to write your name on the blackboard! How neat and scholarly you were in everything."




          "I know it," said Green gloomily. "And you flunked in almost everything."




          "In everything," admitted Williams, deeply mortified.




          "And yet," said Green, "here we are at thirty odd; and I'm merely a broker, and—look what you are! Why, I can't go anywhere but I find one of your novels staring me in the face. I've been in Borneo: they're there! They're in Australia and China and Patagonia. Why the devil do you suppose people buy the stories you write?"




          "I'm sure I don't know," said Williams modestly.




          "I don't know either, though I read them myself sometimes—I don't know why. They're all very well in their way—if you care for that sort of book—but the things you tell about, Williams, never could have happened. I'm not knocking you; I'm a realist, that's all. And when I read a short story by you in which a young man sees a[196] pretty girl, and begins to talk to her without being introduced to her, and then marries her before luncheon—and finds he's married a Balkan Princess—good-night! I just wonder why people stand for your books; that's all."




          "So do I," said Williams, much embarrassed. "I wouldn't stand for them myself."




          "Why," continued Green warmly, "I read a story of yours in some magazine the other day, in which a young man sees a pretty girl for the first time in his life and is married to her inside of three quarters of an hour! And I ask you, Williams, how you would feel after spending fifteen cents on such a story?"




          "I'm terribly sorry, old man," murmured Williams. "Here's your fifteen—if you like——"




          "Dammit," said Green indignantly, "it isn't that they're not readable stories! I had fifteen cents' worth all right. But it makes a man sore to see what happens to the young men in your stories—and all the queens they collect—and then to go about town and never see anything of that sort!"




          "There are millions of pretty girls in town," ventured Williams. "I don't think I exaggerate in that respect."




          "But they'd call an officer if young men in real[197] life behaved as they do in your stories. As a matter of fact and record, there's no more romance in New York than there is in the annual meeting of the British Academy of Ancient Assyrian Inscriptions. And you know it, Williams!"




          "I think it depends on the individual man," said Williams timidly.




          "How?"




          "If there's any romance in a man himself, he's apt to find the world rather full of it."




          "Do you mean to say there isn't any romance in me?" demanded George Z. Green hotly.




          "I don't know, George. Is there?"




          "Plenty. Pl-en-ty! I'm always looking for romance. I look for it when I go down town to business; I look for it when I go home. Do I find it? No! Nothing ever happens to me. Nothing beautiful and wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice ever tries to pick me up. Explain that!"




          Williams, much abashed, ventured no explanation.




          "And to think," continued Green, "that you, my old school friend, should become a celebrity merely by writing such stories! Why, you're as celebrated as any brand of breakfast food!"




          "You don't have to read my books, you know," protested Williams mildly.[198]




          "I don't have to—I know it. But I do. Everybody does. And nobody knows why. So, meeting you again after all these unromantic years, I thought I'd just ask you whether by any chance you happen to know of any particular section of the city where a plain, everyday broker might make a hit with the sort of girl you write about. Do you?"




          "Any section of this city is romantic enough—if you only approach it in the proper spirit," asserted Williams.




          "You mean if my attitude toward romance is correct I'm likely to encounter it almost anywhere?"




          "That is my theory," admitted Williams bashfully.




          "Oh! Well, what is the proper attitude? Take me, for example. I've just been to the bank. I carry, at this moment, rather a large sum of money in my inside overcoat pocket. My purpose in drawing it was to blow it. Now, tell me how to blow it romantically."




          "How can I tell you such a thing, George——"




          "It's your business. You tell people such things in books. Now, tell me, face to face, man to man, how to get thoroughly mixed up in the sort of romance you write—the kind of romance[199] that has made William McWilliam Williams famous!"




          "I'm sorry——"




          "What! You won't! You admit that what you write is bunk? You confess that you don't know where there are any stray queens with whom I might become happily entangled within the next fifteen minutes?"




          "I admit no such thing," said Williams with dignity. "If your attitude is correct, in ten minutes you can be up against anything on earth!"




          "Where?"




          "Anywhere!"




          "Very well! Here we are on Madison Square. There's Admiral Farragut; there's the Marble Tower. Do you mean that if I walk from this spot for ten minutes—no matter in what direction—I'll walk straight into Romance up to my neck?"




          "If your attitude is correct, yes. But you've got to know the elements of Romance when you see them."




          "What are the elements of Romance? What do they resemble?" demanded George Z. Green.




          Williams said, in a low, impressive voice:




          "Anything that seems to you unusual is very likely to be an element in a possible romance. If[200] you see anything extraordinary during the next ten minutes, follow it up. And ninety-nine chances in a hundred it will lead you into complications. Interfering with other people's business usually does," he added pleasantly.




          "But," said Green, "suppose during the next ten minutes, or twenty minutes, or the next twenty-four hours I don't see anything unusual."




          "It will be your own fault if you don't. The Unusual is occurring all about us, every second. A trained eye can always see it."




          "But suppose the Unusual doesn't occur for the next ten minutes," insisted Green, exasperated. "Suppose the Unusual is taking a vacation? It would be just my luck."




          "Then," said Williams, "you will have to imagine that everything you see is unusual. Or else," he added blandly, "you yourself will have to start something. That is where the creative mind comes in. When there's nothing doing it starts something."




          "Does it ever get arrested?" inquired Green ironically. "The creative mind! Sure! That's where all this bally romance is!—in the creative mind. I knew it. Good-bye."




          They shook hands; Williams went down town.[201]
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          This picture is not concerned with his destination. Or even whether he ever got there.




          But it is very directly concerned with George Z. Green, and the direction he took when he parted from his old school friend.




          As he walked up town he said to himself, "Bunk!" several times. After a few moments he fished out his watch.




          "I know I'm an ass," he said to himself, "but I'll take a chance. I'll give myself exactly ten minutes to continue making an ass of myself. And if I see the faintest symptom of Romance—if I[202]notice anything at all peculiar and unusual in any person or any thing during the next ten minutes, I won't let it get away—believe me!"




          He walked up Broadway instead of Fifth Avenue. After a block or two he turned west at hazard, crossed Sixth Avenue and continued.




          He was walking in one of the upper Twenties—he had not particularly noticed which. Commercial houses nearly filled the street, although a few old-time residences of brownstone still remained. Once well-to-do and comfortable homes, they had degenerated into chop sueys, boarding houses, the abodes of music publishers, artificial flower makers, and mediums.




          It was now a shabby, unkempt street, and Green already was considering it a hopeless hunting ground, and had even turned to retrace his steps toward Sixth Avenue, when the door of a neighbouring house opened and down the shabby, brownstone stoop came hurrying an exceedingly pretty girl.




          Now, the unusual part of the incident lay in the incongruity of the street and the girl. For the street and the house out of which she emerged so hastily were mean and ignoble; but the girl herself fairly radiated upper Fifth Avenue from the perfectly appointed and expensive simplicity[203] of hat and gown to the obviously aristocratic and dainty face and figure.




          "Is she a symptom?" thought Green to himself. "Is she an element? That is sure a rotten looking joint she came out of."




          Moved by a sudden and unusual impulse of intelligence, he ran up the brownstone stoop and read the dirty white card pasted on the façade above the door bell.


        




        

          THE PRINCESS ZIMBAMZIM


          TRANCE MEDIUM. FORTUNES.


        




        

          Taken aback, he looked after the pretty girl who was now hurrying up the street as though the devil were at her dainty heels.




          Could she be the Princess Zimbamzim? Common sense rejected the idea, as did the sudden jerk of soiled lace curtains at the parlour window, and the apparition of a fat lady in a dingy, pink tea-gown. That must be the Princess Zimbamzim and the pretty girl had ventured into these purlieus to consult her. Why?




          "This is certainly a symptom of romance!" thought the young man excitedly. And he started after the pretty girl at a Fifth Avenue amble.




          He overtook and passed her at Sixth Avenue, and managed to glance at her without being offensive.[204] To his consternation, she was touching her tear-stained eyes with her handkerchief. She did not notice him.




          What could be the matter? With what mystery was he already in touch?




          Tremendously interested he fell back a few paces and lighted a cigarette, allowing her to pass him; then he followed her. Never before in his life had he done such a scandalous thing.




          On Broadway she hailed a taxi, got into it, and sped uptown. There was another taxi available; Green took it and gave the driver a five dollar tip to keep the first taxi in view.




          Which was very easy, for it soon stopped at a handsome apartment house on Park Avenue; the girl sprang out, and entered the building almost running.




          For a moment George Z. Green thought that all was lost. But the taxi she had taken remained, evidently waiting for her; and sure enough, in a few minutes out she came, hurrying, enveloped in a rough tweed travelling coat and carrying a little satchel. Slam! went the door of her taxi; and away she sped, and Green after her in his taxi.




          Again the chase proved to be very short. Her taxi stopped at the Pennsylvania Station; out she sprang, paid the driver, and hurried straight[205] for the station restaurant, Green following at a fashionable lope.




          She took a small table by a window; Green took the next one. It was not because she noticed him and found his gaze offensive, but because she felt a draught that she rose and took the table behind Green, exactly where he could not see her unless he twisted his neck into attitudes unseemly.




          He wouldn't do such things, being really a rather nice young man; and it was too late for him to change his table without attracting her attention, because the waiter already had brought him whatever he had ordered for tea—muffins, buns, crumpets—he neither knew nor cared.




          So he ate them with jam, which he detested; and drank his tea and listened with all his ears for the slightest movement behind him which might indicate that she was leaving.




          Only once did he permit himself to turn around, under pretense of looking for a waiter; and he saw two blue eyes still brilliant with unshed tears and a very lovely but unhappy mouth all ready to quiver over its toast and marmalade.




          What on earth could be the matter with that girl? What terrible tragedy could it be that was still continuing to mar her eyes and twitch her sensitive, red lips?[206]




          Green, sipping his tea, trembled pleasantly all over as he realised that at last he was setting his foot upon the very threshold of Romance. And he determined to cross that threshold if neither good manners, good taste, nor the police interfered.




          And what a wonderful girl for his leading lady! What eyes! What hair! What lovely little hands, with the gloves hastily rolled up from the wrist! Why should she be unhappy? He'd like to knock the block off any man who——




          Green came to himself with a thrill of happiness: her pretty voice was sounding in exquisite modulations behind him as she asked the waiter for m-more m-marmalade.




          In a sort of trance, Green demolished bun after bun. Normally, he loathed the indigestible. After what had seemed to him an interminable length of time, he ventured to turn around again in pretense of calling a waiter.




          Her chair was empty!




          At first he thought she had disappeared past all hope of recovery; but the next instant he caught sight of her hastening out toward the ticket boxes.




          Flinging a five-dollar bill on the table, he hastily invited the waiter to keep the change; sprang to his feet, and turned to seize his overcoat. It[207] was gone from the hook where he had hung it just behind him.




          Astonished, he glanced at the disappearing girl, and saw his overcoat over her arm. For a moment he supposed that she had mistaken it for her own ulster, but no! She was wearing her own coat, too.




          A cold and sickening sensation assailed the pit of Green's stomach. Was it not a mistake, after all? Was this lovely young girl a professional criminal? Had she or some of her band observed Green coming out of the bank and thrusting a fat wallet into the inside pocket of his overcoat?




          He was walking now, as fast as he was thinking, keeping the girl in view amid the throngs passing through the vast rotunda.




          When she stopped at a ticket booth he entered the brass railed space behind her.




          She did not appear to know exactly where she was going, for she seemed by turns distrait and agitated; and he heard her ask the ticket agent when the next train left for the extreme South.




          Learning that it left in a few minutes, and finding that she could secure a stateroom, she took it, paid for it, and hastily left without a glance behind her at Green.




          Meanwhile Green had very calmly slipped one[208] hand into the breast pocket of his own overcoat, where it trailed loosely over her left arm, meaning to extract his wallet without anybody observing him. The wallet was not there. He was greatly inclined to run after her, but he didn't. He watched her depart, then:




          "Is there another stateroom left on the Verbena Special?" he inquired of the ticket agent, coolly enough.




          "One. Do you wish it?"




          "Yes."




          The ticket agent made out the coupons and shoved the loose change under the grille, saying:




          "Better hurry, sir. You've less than a minute."




          He ran for his train and managed to swing aboard just as the coloured porters were closing the vestibules and the train was in motion.




          A trifle bewildered at what he had done, and by the rapidity with which he had done it, he sank down in the vacant observation car to collect his thoughts.




          He was on board the Verbena Special—the southern train-de-luxe—bound for Jacksonville, St. Augustine, Palm Beach, Verbena Inlet, or Miami—or for Nassau, Cuba, and the remainder of the West Indies—just as he chose.




          He had no other luggage than a walking-stick.[209] Even his overcoat was in possession of somebody else. That was the situation that now faced George Z. Green.




          But as the train emerged from the river tube, and he realised all this, he grew calmer; and the calmer he grew the happier he grew.




          He was no longer on the threshold of Romance; he had crossed it, and already he was being whirled away blindly into the Unusual and the Unknown!




          Exultingly he gazed out of the windows upon the uninspiring scenery of New Jersey. A wonderful sense of physical lightness and mental freedom took delightful possession of him. Opportunity had not beckoned him in vain. Chance had glanced sideways at him, and he had recognised the pretty flirt. His was certainly some brain!




          And now, still clinging to the skirts of Chance, he was being whisked away, pell mell, headlong toward Destiny, in the trail of a slender, strange young girl who had swiped his overcoat and who seemed continually inclined to tears.




          The incident of the overcoat no longer troubled him. That garment of his was not unlike the rough travelling coat she herself wore. And it might have been natural to her, in her distress of[210]mind and very evident emotion, to have seized it by mistake and made off with it, forgetting that she still wore her own.




          Of course it was a mistake pure and simple. He had only to look at the girl and understand that. One glance at her sweet, highbred features was sufficient to exonerate her as a purloiner of gentlemen's garments.




          Green crossed his legs, folded his arms, and reflected. The overcoat was another and most important element in this nascent Romance.




          The difficulty lay in knowing how to use the overcoat to advantage in furthering and further complicating a situation already delightful.




          Of course he could do the obvious: he could approach her and take off his hat and do the well-bred and civil and explain to her the mistake.




          But suppose she merely said: "I'm sorry," handed over his coat, and continued to read her magazine. That would end it. And it mustn't end until he found out why she had emerged with tears in her beautiful eyes from the abode of the Princess Zimbamzim.




          Besides, he was sure of getting his coat, his wallet, and its contents. His name and address were in the wallet; also both were sewed inside the inner pocket of the overcoat.[211]




          What would ultimately happen would be this: sooner or later she'd come to, wake up, dry her pretty eyes, look about, and find that she had two overcoats in her possession.




          It would probably distress her dreadfully, particularly when she discovered the wallet and the money. But, wherever she was going, as soon as she reached there she'd send overcoat and money back to his address—doubtless with a pretty and contrite note of regret.




          Yes, but that wouldn't do! What good would the overcoat and the money be to him, if he were South and she shipped them North? And yet he was afraid to risk an abrupt ending to his Romance by explaining to her the mistake.




          No; he'd merely follow her for the present. He couldn't help it very well, being aboard the same train. So it would not be difficult to keep his eye on her as well as his overcoat, and think out at his leisure how best to tend, guard, cherish, and nourish the delicate and unopened bud of Romance.




          Meanwhile, there were other matters he must consider; so he wrote out a telegram to Washington ordering certain necessary articles to be brought aboard the Verbena Special on its arrival there. The porter took charge of it.[212]




          That night at dinner he looked for the girl in vain. She did not enter the dining-car while he was there. Haunting the corridors afterward he saw no sign of her anywhere until, having received his necessaries in a brand new travelling satchel, and on his way to his stateroom, he caught a glimpse of her, pale and agitated, in conversation with the porter at her partly opened door.




          She did not even glance at him as he entered his stateroom, but he could not avoid hearing what she was saying because her enunciation was so exquisitely distinct.




          "Porter," she said in her low, sweet voice, "I have, somehow, made a very dreadful mistake somewhere. I have a man's overcoat here which does not belong to me. The cloth is exactly like the cloth of my own travelling ulster, and I must have forgotten that I had mine on when I took this."




          "Ain't de gemman abohd de Speshul, Miss?" inquired the porter.




          "I'm afraid not. I'm certain that I must have taken it in the station restaurant and brought it aboard the train."




          "Ain't nuff'n in de pockets, is dey?" asked the porter.




          "Yes; there's a wallet strapped with a rubber[213] band. I didn't feel at liberty to open it. But I suppose I ought to in order to find out the owner's name if possible."




          "De gemman's name ain't sewed inside de pocket, is it, Miss?"




          "I didn't look," she said.




          So the porter took the coat, turned it inside out, explored the inside pocket, found the label, and read:




          "Snipps Brothers: December, 1913. George Z. Green."




          A stifled exclamation from the girl checked him. Green also protruded his head cautiously from his own doorway.




          The girl, standing partly in the aisle, was now leaning limply against the door-sill, her hand pressed convulsively to her breast, her face white and frightened.




          "Is you ill, Miss?" asked the porter anxiously.




          "I—no. Z—what name was that you read?"




          "George Z. Green, Miss——"




          "It—it can't be! Look again! It can't be!"




          Her face was ashen to the lips; she closed her eyes for a second, swayed; then her hand clutched the door-sill; she straightened up with an effort and opened her eyes, which now seemed dilated by some powerful emotion.[214]




          "Let me see that name!" she said, controlling her voice with an obvious effort.




          The porter turned the pocket inside out for her inspection. There it was:




          "George Z. Green: 1008-1/2 Fifth Avenue, New York."




          "If you knows de gemman, Miss," suggested the porter, "you all kin take dishere garmint back yo'se'f when you comes No'th."




          "Thank you.... Then—I won't trouble you.... I'll—I'll ta-t-take it back myself—when I go North."




          "I kin ship it if you wishes, Miss."




          She said excitedly: "If you ship it from somewhere South, he—Mr. Green—would see where it came from by the parcels postmark on the express tag—wouldn't he?"




          "Yaas, Miss."




          "Then I don't want you to ship it! I'll do it myself.... How can I ship it without giving Mr. Green a clue—" she shuddered, "—a clue to my whereabouts?"




          "Does you know de gemman, Miss?"




          "No!" she said, with another shudder,—"and I do not wish to. I—I particularly do not wish ever to know him—or even to see him. And above all I do not wish Mr. Green to come South and[215]investigate the circumstances concerning this overcoat. He might take it into his head to do such a thing. It—it's horrible enough that I have—that I actually have in my possession the overcoat of the very man on whose account I left New York at ten minutes' notice——"




          Her pretty voice broke and her eyes filled.




          "You—you don't understand, porter," she added, almost hysterically, "but my possession of this overcoat—of all the billions and billions of overcoats in all the world—is a t-terrible and astounding b-blow to me!"




          "Is—is you afeard o' dishere overcoat, Miss?" inquired the astonished darkey.




          "Yes!" she said. "Yes, I am! I'm horribly afraid of that overcoat! I—I'd like to throw it from the train window, but I—I can't do that, of course! It would be stealing——"




          Her voice broke again with nervous tears:




          "I d-don't want the coat! And I can't throw it away! And if it's shipped to him from the South he may come down here and investigate. He's in New York now. That's why I am on my way South! I—I want him to remain in New York until—until all—d-danger is over. And by the first of April it will be over. And then I'll come North—and bring him his coat——"[216]




          The bewildered darkey stared at her and at the coat which she had unconsciously clutched to her breast.




          "Do you think," she said, "that M-Mr. Green will need the coat this winter? Do you suppose anything would happen to him if he doesn't have it for a while—pneumonia or anything? Oh!" she exclaimed in a quivering voice, "I wish he and his overcoat were at the South Pole!"




          Green withdrew his head and pressed both palms to his temples. Could he trust his ears? Was he going mad? Holding his dizzy head in both hands he heard the girl say that she herself would attend to shipping the coat; heard the perplexed darkey take his leave and go; heard her stateroom door close.




          Seated in his stateroom he gazed vacantly at the couch opposite, so completely bewildered with his first over-dose of Romance that his brain seemed to spin like a frantic squirrel in a wheel, and his thoughts knocked and jumbled against each other until it truly seemed to him that all his senses were fizzling out like wet firecrackers.




          What on earth had he ever done to inspire such horror in the mind of this young girl?




          What terrible injury had he committed against her or hers that the very sound of his name terrified[217] her—the mere sight of his overcoat left her almost hysterical?




          Helplessly, half stupefied, he cast about in his wrecked mind to discover any memory or record of any injury done to anybody during his particularly blameless career on earth.




          In school he had punched the noses of several schoolmates, and had been similarly smitten in return. That was the extent of physical injury ever done to anybody.




          Of grave moral wrong he knew he was guiltless. True, he had frequently skinned the assembly at convivial poker parties. But also he had often opened jacks only to be mercilessly deprived of them amid the unfeeling and brutal laughter of his companions. No, he was not guilty of criminal gambling.




          Had he ever done a wrong to anybody in business? Never. His firm's name was the symbol for probity.




          He dashed his hands to his brow distractedly. What in Heaven's name had he done to fill the very soul of this young girl with fear and loathing? What in the name of a merciful Providence had he, George Z. Green, banker and broker, ever done to drive this young and innocent girl out of the City of New York![218]




          To collect and marshal his disordered thoughts was difficult but he accomplished it with the aid of cigarettes. To a commonplace intellect there is no aid like a cigarette.




          At first he was inclined to believe that the girl had merely mistaken him for another man with a similar name. George Z. Green was not an unusual name.




          But his address in town was also written inside his coat pocket; and she had read it. Therefore, it was painfully evident to him that her detestation and fear was for him.




          What on earth had inspired such an attitude of mind toward himself in a girl he had seen for the first time that afternoon? He could not imagine. And another strange feature of the affair was that she had not particularly noticed him. Therefore, if she entertained such a horror of him, why had she not exhibited some trace of it when he was in her vicinity?




          Certainly she had not exhibited it by crying. He exonerated himself on that score, for she had been on the verge of tears when he first beheld her hurrying out of the parlours of the Princess Zimbamzim.




          It gradually became plain to him that, although there could be no doubt that this girl was afraid[219] of him, and cordially disliked him, yet strangely enough, she did not know him by sight.




          Consequently, her attitude must be inspired by something she had heard concerning him. What?




          He puffed his cigarette and groaned. As far as he could remember, he had never harmed a fly.[220]
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          That night he turned in, greatly depressed. Bad dreams assailed his slumbers—menacing ones like the visions that annoyed Eugene Aram.




          And every time he awoke and sat up in his bunk, shaken by the swaying car, he realised that Romance had also its tragic phases—a sample of which he was now enduring. And yet, miserable as he was, a horrid sort of joy neutralised the misery when he recollected that it was Romance, after all, and that he, George Z. Green, was in it up to his neck.




          A grey morning—a wet and pallid sky lowering over the brown North Carolina fields—this was his waking view from his tumbled bunk.[221]




          Neither his toilet nor his breakfast dispelled the gloom; certainly the speeding landscape did not.




          He sat grimly in the observation car, reviewing a dispiriting landscape set with swamps, razorbacks, buzzards, and niggers.




          Luncheon aided him very little. She had not appeared at all. Either her own misery and fright were starving her to death or she preferred to take her meals in her stateroom. He hoped fervently the latter might be the case; that murder might not be added to whatever else he evidently was suspected of committing.




          Like the ticket he had seen her purchase, his own ticket took him as far as Ormond. Of course he could go on if she did. She could go to the West Indies and ultimately to Brazil. So could he. They were on the main travelled road to almost anywhere.




          Nevertheless, he was on the watch at St. Augustine; and when he saw her come forth hastily and get into a bus emblazoned with the name and escutcheon of the Hotel Royal Orchid, he got in also.




          The bus was full. Glancing at the other occupants of the bus, she included him in her brief review, and to his great relief he saw her incurious[222] blue eyes pass calmly to the next countenance.




          A dreadful, almost hysterical impulse assailed him to suddenly rise and say: "I am George Z. Green!"—merely to observe the cataclysmic effect on her.




          But it did not seem so funny to him on after thoughts, for the chances appeared to be that she could not survive the shock. Which scared him; and he looked about nervously for fear somebody who knew him might be among the passengers, and might address him by name.




          In due time the contents of the bus trooped into the vast corridors of the Hotel Royal Orchid. One by one they registered; and on the ledger Green read her name with palpitating heart—Miss Marie Wiltz and Maid. And heard her say to the clerk that her maid had been delayed and would arrive on the next train.




          It never occurred to this unimaginative man to sign any name but his own to the register that was shoved toward him. Which perfectly proves his guilelessness and goodness.




          He went to his room, cleansed from his person the stains of travel, and, having no outer clothes to change to, smoked a cigarette and gazed moodily from the window.[223]




          Now, his window gave on the drive-encircled fountain before the front entrance to the hotel; and, as he was standing there immersed in tobacco smoke and gloom, he was astonished to see the girl herself come out hastily, travelling satchel in hand, and spring lightly into a cab. It was one of those victorias which are stationed for hire in front of such southern hotels; he could see her perfectly plainly; saw the darkey coachman flourish his whip; saw the vehicle roll away.




          The next instant he seized his new satchel, swept his brand new toilet articles into it, snapped it, picked up hat and cane, and dashed down stairs to the desk.




          Here he paid his bill, ran out, and leaped into a waiting victoria.




          "Where did that other cab drive?" he demanded breathlessly to his negro coachman. "Didn't you hear what the young lady said to her driver?"




          "Yaas, suh. De young lady done say she's in a pow'ful hurry, suh. She 'low she gotta git to Ormond."




          "Ormond! There's no train!"




          "Milk-train, suh."




          "What! Is she going to Ormond on a milk-train?"[224]




          "Yaas, suh."




          "All right, then. Drive me to the station."




          It was not very far. She was standing alone on the deserted platform, her bag at her feet, his overcoat lying across it. Her head was bent, and she did not notice him at first. Never had he seen a youthful figure so exquisitely eloquent of despair.




          The milk-train was about an hour overdue, which would make it about due in the South. Green seated himself on a wooden bench and folded his hands over the silver crook of his walking-stick. The situation was now perfectly clear to him. She had come down from her room, and had seen his name on the register, had been seized by a terrible panic, and had fled.




          Had he been alone and unobserved, he might have attempted to knock his brains out with his walking-stick. He desired to, earnestly, when he realised what an ass he had been to sign the register.




          She had begun to pace the platform, nervously, halting and leaning forward from time to time to scan impatiently the long, glittering perspective of the metals.




          It had begun to grow dusk. Lanterns on switches and semaphores flashed out red, green,[225] blue, white, stringing their jewelled sparks far away into the distance.




          To and fro she paced the empty platform, passing and repassing him. And he began to notice presently that she looked at him rather intently each time.




          He wondered whether she suspected his identity. Guiltless of anything that he could remember having done, nevertheless he shivered guiltily every time she glanced at him.




          Then the unexpected happened; and he fairly shook in his shoes as she marched deliberately up to him.




          "I beg your pardon," she said in a very sweet and anxious voice, "but might I ask if you happen to be going to Ormond?"




          He was on his feet, hat in hand, by this time; his heart and pulses badly stampeded; but he managed to answer calmly that he was going to Ormond.




          "There is only a milk-train, I understand," she said.




          "So I understand."




          "Do you think there will be any difficulty in my obtaining permission to travel on it? The station-master says that permission is not given to ladies unaccompanied."[226]




          She looked at him almost imploringly.




          "I really must go on that train," she said in a low voice. "It is desperately necessary. Could you—could you manage to arrange it for me? I would be so grateful!—so deeply grateful!"




          "I'll do what I can," said that unimaginative man. "Probably bribery can fix it——"




          "There might be—if—if—you would be willing—if you didn't object—I know it sounds very strange—but my case is so desperate——" She checked herself, flushing a delicate pink. And he waited.




          Then, very resolutely she looked up at him:




          "Would you—could you p-pretend that I am—am—your sister?"




          "Certainly," he said. An immense happiness seized him. He was not only up to his neck in Romance. It was already over his head, and he was out of his depth, and swimming.




          "Certainly," he repeated quietly, controlling his joy by a supreme effort. "That would be the simplest way out of it, after all."




          She said earnestly, almost solemnly: "If you will do this generous thing for—for a stranger—in very deep perplexity and trouble—that stranger will remain in your debt while life lasts!"




          She had not intended to be dramatic; she may[227] not have thought she was; but the tears again glimmered in her lovely eyes, and the situation seemed tense enough to George Z. Green.




          Moreover, he felt that complications already were arising—complications which he had often read of and sometimes dreamed of. Because, as he stood there in the southern dusk, looking at this slim, young girl, he began to realise that never before in all his life had he gazed upon anything half as beautiful.




          Very far away a locomotive whistled: they both turned, and saw the distant headlight glittering on the horizon like a tiny star.




          "W-would it be best for us to t-take your name or mine—in case they ask us?" she stammered, flushing deeply.




          "Perhaps," he said pleasantly, "you might be more likely to remember yours in an emergency."




          "I think so," she said naïvely; "it is rather difficult for me to deceive anybody. My name is Marie Wiltz."




          "Then I am Mr. Wiltz, your brother, for an hour or two."




          "If you please," she murmured.




          It had been on the tip of his tongue to add, "Mr. George Z. Wiltz," but he managed to check himself.[228]




          The great, lumbering train came rolling in; the station agent looked very sharply through his spectacles at Miss Wiltz when he saw her with Green, but being a Southerner, he gallantly assumed that it was all right.




          One of the train crew placed two wooden chairs for them in the partly empty baggage car; and there they sat, side by side, while the big, heavy milk cans were loaded aboard, and a few parcels shoved into their car. Then the locomotive tooted leisurely; there came a jolt, a resonant clash; and the train was under way.[229]
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          For a while the baggage master fussed about the car, sorting out packages for Ormond; then, courteously inquiring whether he could do anything for them, and learning that he could not, he went forward into his own den, leaving Marie Wiltz and George Z. Green alone in a baggage car dimly illumined by a small and smoky lamp.




          Being well-bred young people, they broke the tension of the situation gracefully and naturally, pretending to find it amusing to travel in a milk train to a fashionable southern resort.




          And now that the train was actually under way and speeding southward through the night, her relief from anxiety was very plain to him. He could see her relax; see the frightened and hunted look in her eyes die out, the natural and delicious colour return to her cheeks.




          As they conversed with amiable circumspection and pleasant formality, he looked at her whenever[230] he dared without seeming to be impertinent; and he discovered that the face she had worn since he had first seen her was not her natural expression; that her features in repose or in fearless animation were winning and almost gay.




          She had a delightful mouth, sweet and humourous; a delicate nose and chin, and two very blue and beautiful eyes that looked at him at moments so confidently, so engagingly, that the knowledge of what her expression would be if she knew who he was smote him at moments, chilling his very marrow.




          What an astonishing situation! How he would have scorned a short story with such a situation in it! And he thought of Williams—poor old Williams!—and mentally begged his pardon.




          For he understood now that real life was far stranger than fiction. He realised at last that Romance loitered ever around the corner; that Opportunity was always gently nudging one's elbow.




          There lay his overcoat on the floor, trailing over her satchel. He looked at it so fixedly that she noticed the direction of his gaze, glanced down, blushed furiously.




          "It may seem odd to you that I am travelling with a man's overcoat," she said, "but it will seem[231] odder yet when I tell you that I don't know how I came by it."




          "That is odd," he admitted smilingly. "To whom does it belong?"




          Her features betrayed the complicated emotions that successively possessed her—perplexity, anxiety, bashfulness.




          After a moment she said in a low voice: "You have done so much for me already—you have been so exceedingly nice to me—that I hesitate to ask of you anything more——"




          "Please ask!" he urged. "It will be really a happiness for me to serve you."




          Surprised at his earnestness and the unembarrassed warmth of his reply, she looked up at him gratefully after a moment.




          "Would you," she said, "take charge of that overcoat for me and send it back to its owner?"




          He laughed nervously: "Is that all? Why, of course I shall! I'll guarantee that it is restored to its rightful owner if you wish."




          "Will you? If you do that——" she drew a long, sighing breath, "it will be a relief to me—such a wonderful relief!" She clasped her gloved hands tightly on her knee, smiled at him breathlessly.




          "I don't suppose you will ever know what you[232] have done for me. I could never adequately express my deep, deep gratitude to you——"




          "But—I am doing nothing except shipping back an overcoat——"




          "Ah—if you only knew what you really are doing for me! You are helping me in the direst hour of need I ever knew. You are aiding me to regain control over my own destiny! You are standing by me in the nick of time, sheltering me, encouraging me, giving me a moment's respite until I can become mistress of my own fate once more."




          The girl had ended with a warmth, earnestness and emotion which she seemed to be unable to control. Evidently she had been very much shaken, and in the blessed relief from the strain the reaction was gathering intensity.




          They sat in silence for a few moments; then she looked up, nervously twisting her gloved fingers.




          "I am sorry," she said in a low voice, "not to exhibit reticence and proper self-control before a—a stranger.... But I—I have been—rather badly—frightened."




          "Nothing need frighten you now," he said.




          "I thought so, too. I thought that as soon as I left New York it would be all right. But—but[233] the first thing I saw in my stateroom was that overcoat! And the next thing that occurred was—was almost—stupefying. Until I boarded this milk-train, I think I must have been almost irresponsible from sheer fright."




          "What frightened you?" he asked, trembling internally.




          "I—I can't tell you. It would do no good. You could not help me."




          "Yet you say I have already aided you."




          "Yes.... That is true.... And you will send that overcoat back, won't you?"




          "Yes," he said. "To remember it, I'd better put it on, I think."




          The southern night had turned chilly, and he was glad to bundle into his own overcoat again.




          "From where will you ship it?" she asked anxiously.




          "From Ormond——"




          "Please don't!"




          "Why?"




          "Because," she said desperately, "the owner of that coat might trace it to Ormond and—and come down there."




          "Where is he?"




          She paled and clasped her hands tighter:




          "I—I thought—I had every reason to believe[234] that he was in New York. B-but he isn't. He is in St. Augustine!"




          "You evidently don't wish to meet him."




          "No—oh, no, I don't wish to meet him—ever!"




          "Oh. Am I to understand that this—this fellow," he said fiercely, "is following you?"




          "I don't know—oh, I really don't know," she said, her blue eyes wide with apprehension. "All I know is that I do not desire to see him—or to have him see me.... He must not see me; it must not be—it shall not be! I—it's a very terrible thing;—I don't know exactly what I'm—I'm fighting against—because it's—it's simply too dreadful——"




          Emotion checked her, and for a moment she covered her eyes with her gloved hands, sitting in silence.




          "Can't I help you?" he asked gently.




          She dropped her hands and stared at him.




          "I don't know. Do you think you could? It all seems so—like a bad dream. I'll have to tell you about it if you are to help me—won't I?"




          "If you think it best," he said with an inward quiver.




          "That's it. I don't know whether it is best to ask your advice. Yet, I don't know exactly what[235] else to do," she added in a bewildered way, passing one hand slowly over her eyes. "Shall I tell you?"




          "Perhaps you'd better."




          "I think I will!... I—I left New York in a panic at a few moments' notice. I thought I'd go to Ormond and hide there for a while, and then, if—if matters looked threatening, I could go to Miami and take a steamer for the West Indies, and from there—if necessary—I could go to Brazil——"




          "But why?" he demanded, secretly terrified at his own question.




          She looked at him blankly a moment: "Oh; I forgot. It—it all began without any warning; and instantly I began to run away."




          "From what?"




          "From—from the owner of that overcoat!"




          "Who is he?"




          "His name," she said resolutely, "is George Z. Green. And I am running away from him.... And I am afraid you'll think it very odd when I tell you that although I am running away from him I do not know him, and I have never seen him."




          "Wh-what is the matter with him?" inquired Green, with a sickly attempt at smiling.[236]




          "He wants to marry me!" she exclaimed indignantly. "That is what is the matter with him."




          "Are you sure?" he asked, astounded.




          "Perfectly. And the oddest thing of all is that I do not think he has ever seen me—or ever even heard of me."




          "But how can——"




          "I'll tell you. I must tell you now, anyway. It began the evening before I left New York. I—I live alone—with a companion—having no parents. I gave a dinner dance the evening before I—I ran away;—there was music, too; professional dancers;—a crystal-gazing fortune teller—and a lot of people—loads of them."




          She drew a short, quick breath, and shook her pretty head.




          "Everybody's been talking about the Princess Zimbamzim this winter. So I had her there.... She—she is uncanny—positively terrifying. A dozen women were scared almost ill when they came out of her curtained corner.




          "And—and then she demanded me.... I had no belief in such things.... I went into that curtained corner, never for one moment dreaming that what she might say would matter anything to me.... In ten minutes she had me scared and trembling like a leaf.... I didn't want to stay;[237] I wanted to go. I—couldn't, somehow. My limbs were stiff—I couldn't control them—I couldn't get up! All my will power—was—was paralysed!"




          The girl's colour had fled; she looked at Green with wide eyes dark with the memory of fear.




          "She told me to come to her for an hour's crystal gazing the following afternoon. I—I didn't want to go. But I couldn't seem to keep away.




          "Then a terrible thing happened. I—I looked into that crystal and I saw there—saw with my own eyes—myself being married to a—a perfectly strange man! I saw myself as clearly as in a looking glass;—but I could see only his back. He—he wore an overcoat—like that one I gave to you to send back. Think of it! Married to a man who was wearing an overcoat!




          "And there was a clergyman who looked sleepy, and—and two strangers as witnesses—and there was I—I!—getting married to this man.... And the terrible thing about it was that I looked at him as though I—I l-loved him——"




          Her emotions overcame her for a moment, but she swallowed desperately, lifted her head, and forced herself to continue:




          "Then the Princess Zimbamzim began to laugh, very horridly: and I asked her, furiously, who that[238] man was. And she said: 'His name seems to be George Z. Green; he is a banker and broker; and he lives at 1008-1/2 Fifth Avenue.'




          "'Am I marrying him?' I cried. 'Am I marrying a strange broker who wears an overcoat at the ceremony?'




          "And she laughed her horrid laugh again and said: 'You certainly are, Miss Wiltz. You can not escape it. It is your destiny.'




          "'When am I to do it?' I demanded, trembling with fright and indignation. And she told me that it was certain to occur within either three months or three days.... And—can you imagine my n-natural feelings of horror—and repugnance? Can you not now understand the panic that seized me—when there, all the time in the crystal, I could actually see myself doing what that dreadful woman prophesied?"




          "I don't blame you for running," he said, stunned.




          "I do not blame myself. I ran. I fled, distracted, from that terrible house! I left word for my maid to pack and follow me to Ormond. I caught the first train I could catch. For the next three months I propose to continue my flight if—if necessary. And I fear it will be necessary."[239]




          "Finding his overcoat in your stateroom must have been a dreadful shock to you," he said, pityingly.




          "Imagine! But when, not an hour ago, I saw his name on the register at the Hotel Royal Orchid—directly under my name!—can you—oh, can you imagine my utter terror?"




          Her voice broke and she leaned up against the side of the car, so white, so quivering, so utterly demoralised by fear, that, alarmed, he took her trembling hands firmly in his.




          "You mustn't give way," he said. "This won't do. You must show courage."




          "How can I show courage when I'm f-frightened?"




          "You must not be frightened, because—because I am going to stand by you. I am going to stand by you very firmly. I am going to see this matter through."




          "Are you? It is so—so kind of you—so good—so generous.... Because it's uncanny enough to frighten even a man. You see we don't know what we're fighting. We're threatened by—by the occult! By unseen f-forces.... How could that man be in St. Augustine?"




          He drew a long breath. "I am going to tell you something.... May I?"[240]




          She turned in silence to look at him. Something in his eyes disturbed her, and he felt her little, gloved hands tighten spasmodically within his own.




          "It isn't anything to frighten you," he said. "It may even relieve you. Shall I tell you?"




          Her lips formed a voiceless word of consent.




          "Then I'll tell you.... I know George Z. Green."




          "W-what?"




          "I know him very well. He is—is an exceedingly—er—nice fellow."




          "But I don't care! I'm not going to marry him!... Am I? Do you think I am?"




          And she fell a-trembling so violently that, alarmed, he drew her to his shoulder, soothing her like a child, explaining that in the twentieth century no girl was going to marry anybody against her will.




          Like a child she cowered against him, her hands tightening within his. The car swayed and rattled on its clanging trucks; the feeble lamp glimmered.




          "If I thought," she said, "that George Z. Green was destined to marry me under such outrageous and humiliating circumstances, I—I believe I would marry the first decent man I encountered[241]—merely to confound the Princess Zimbamzim—and every wicked crystal-gazer in the world! I—I simply hate them!"




          He said: "Then you believe in them."




          "How can I help it? Look at me! Look at me here, in full light—asking protection of you!... And I don't care! I—think I am becoming more angry than—than frightened. I think it is your kindness that has given me courage. Somehow, I feel safe with you. I am sure that I can rely on you; can't I?"




          "Yes," he said miserably.




          "I was very sure I could when I saw you sitting there on the platform before the milk-train came in.... I don't know how it was—I was not afraid to speak to you.... Something about you made me confident.... I said to myself, 'He is good! I know it!' And so I spoke to you."




          Conscience was tearing him inwardly to shreds, as the fox tore the Spartan. How could he pose as the sort of man she believed him to be, and endure the self-contempt now almost overwhelming him?




          "I—I'm not good," he blurted out, miserably.




          She turned and looked at him seriously for a moment. Then, for the first time aware of his[242] arm encircling her, and her hands in his, she flushed brightly and freed herself, straightening up in her little wooden chair.




          "You need not tell me that," she said. "I know you are good."




          "As a m-matter of f-fact," he stammered. "I'm a scoundrel!"




          "What?"




          "I can't bear to have you know it—b-but I am!"




          "How can you say that?—when you've been so perfectly sweet to me?" she exclaimed.




          And after a moment's silence she laughed deliciously.




          "Only to look at you is enough," she said, "for a girl to feel absolute confidence in you."




          "Do you feel that?"




          "I?... Yes.... Yes, I do. I would trust you without hesitation. I have trusted you, have I not? And after all, it is not so strange. You are the sort of man to whom I am accustomed. We are both of the same sort."




          "No," he said gloomily, "I'm really a pariah."




          "You! Why do you say such things, after you have been so—perfectly charming to a frightened girl?"[243]




          "I'm a pariah," he repeated. "I'm a social outcast! I—I know it, now." And he leaned his head wearily on both palms.




          The girl looked at him in consternation.




          "Are you unhappy?" she asked.




          "Wretched."




          "Oh," she said softly, "I didn't know that.... I am so sorry.... And to think that you took all my troubles on your shoulders, too,—burdened with your own! I—I knew you were that kind of man," she added warmly.




          He only shook his head, face buried in his hands.




          "I am so sorry," she repeated gently. "Would it help you if you told me?"




          He did not answer.




          "Because," she said sweetly, "it would make me very happy if I could be of even the very slightest use to you!"




          No response.




          "Because you have been so kind."




          No response.




          "—And so p-pleasant and c-cordial and——"




          No response.




          She looked at the young fellow who sat there with head bowed in his hands; and her blue eyes grew wistful.[244]




          "Are you in physical pain?"




          "Mental," he said in a muffled voice.




          "I am sorry. Don't you believe that I am?" she asked pitifully.




          "You would not be sorry if you knew why I am suffering," he muttered.




          "How can you say that?" she exclaimed warmly. "Do you think I am ungrateful? Do you think I am insensible to delicate and generous emotions? Do you suppose I could ever forget what you have done for me?"




          "Suppose," he said in a muffled voice, "I turned out to be a—a villain?"




          "You couldn't!"




          "Suppose it were true that I am one?"




          She said, with the warmth of total inexperience with villains, "What you have been to me is only what concerns me. You have been good, generous, noble! And I—like you."




          "You must not like me."




          "I do! I do like you! I shall continue to do so—always——"




          "You can not!"




          "What? Indeed I can! I like you very much. I defy you to prevent me!"




          "I don't want to prevent you—but you mustn't do it."[245]




          She sat silent for a moment. Then her lip trembled.




          "Why may I not like you?" she asked unsteadily.




          "I am not worth it."




          He didn't know it, but he had given her the most fascinating answer that a man can give a young girl.




          "If you are not worth it," she said tremulously, "you can become so."




          "No, I never can."




          "Why do you say that? No matter what a man has done—a young man—such as you—he can become worthy again of a girl's friendship—if he wishes to."




          "I never could become worthy of yours."




          "Why? What have you done? I don't care anyway. If you—if you want my—my friendship you can have it."




          "No," he groaned, "I am sunk too low to even dream of it! You don't know—you don't know what you're saying. I am beyond the pale!"




          He clutched his temples and shuddered. For a moment she gazed at him piteously, then her timid hand touched his arm.




          "I can't bear to see you in despair," she faltered, "—you who have been so good to me.[246] Please don't be unhappy—because—I want you to be happy——"




          "I can never be that."




          "Why?"




          "Because—I am in love!"




          "What?"




          "With a girl who—hates me."




          "Oh," she said faintly. Then the surprise in her eyes faded vaguely into wistfulness, and into something almost tender as she gazed at his bowed head.




          "Any girl," she said, scarcely knowing what she was saying, "who could not love such a man as you is an absolutely negligible quantity."




          His hands fell from his face and he sat up.




          "Could you?"




          "What?" she said, not understanding.




          "Could you do what—what I—mentioned just now?"




          She looked curiously at him for a moment, not comprehending. Suddenly a rose flush stained her face.




          "I don't think you mean to say that to me," she said quietly.




          "Yes," he said, "I do mean to say it.... Because, since I first saw you, I have—have dared to—to be in love with you."[247]




          "With me! We—you have not known me an hour!"




          "I have known you three days."




          "What?"




          "I am George Z. Green!"[248]
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          Minute after minute throbbed in silence, timed by the loud rhythm of the roaring wheels. He did not dare lift his head to look at her, though her stillness scared him. Awful and grotesque thoughts assailed him. He wondered whether she had survived the blow—and like an assassin he dared not look to see what he had done, but crouched there, overwhelmed with misery such as he never dreamed that a human heart could endure.




          A century seemed to have passed before, far ahead, the locomotive whistled warningly for the Ormond station.




          He understood what it meant, and clutched his temples, striving to gather courage sufficient to[249] lift his head and face her blazing contempt—or her insensible and inanimate but beautiful young form lying in a merciful faint on the floor of the baggage car.




          And at last he lifted his head.




          She had risen and was standing by the locked side doors, touching her eye-lashes with her handkerchief.




          When he rose, the train was slowing down. Presently the baggage master came in, yawning; the side doors were unbolted and flung back as the car glided along a high, wooden platform.




          They were standing side by side now; she did not look at him, but when the car stopped she laid her hand lightly on his arm.




          Trembling in every fibre, he drew the little, gloved hand through his arm and aided her to descend.




          "Are you unhappy?" he whispered tremulously.




          "No.... What are we to do?"




          "Am I to say?"




          "Yes," she said faintly.




          "Shall I register as your brother?"




          She blushed and looked at him in a lovely and distressed way.




          "What are we to do?" she faltered.




          They entered the main hall of the great hotel[250] at that moment, and she turned to look around her.




          "Oh!" she exclaimed, clutching his arm. "Do you see that man? Do you see him?"




          "Which man—dearest?——"




          "That one over there! That is the clergyman I saw in the crystal. Oh, dear! Oh, dear! Is it going to come true right away?"




          "I think it is," he said. "Are you afraid?"




          She drew a deep, shuddering breath, lifted her eyes to his:




          "N-no," she said.




          Ten minutes later it was being done around the corner of the great veranda, where nobody was. The moon glimmered on the Halifax; the palmettos sighed in the chilly sea-wind; the still, night air was scented with orange bloom and the odour of the sea.




          He wore his overcoat, and he used the plain, gold band which had decorated his little finger. The clergyman was brief and businesslike; the two clerks made dignified witnesses.




          When it was done, and they were left alone, standing on the moonlit veranda, he said:




          "Shall we send a present to the Princess Zimbamzim?"




          "Yes.... A beautiful one."




          He drew her to him; she laid both hands on[251] his shoulders. When he kissed her, her face was cold and white as marble.




          "Are you afraid?" he whispered.




          The marble flushed pink.




          "No," she said.


        




        

           


        




        

          "That," said Stafford, "was certainly quick action. Ten minutes is a pretty short time for Fate to begin business."




          "Fate," remarked Duane, "once got busy with me inside of ten seconds." He looked at Athalie.




          "Ut solent poetae," she rejoined, calmly.




          I said: "Verba placent et vox, et quod corrumpere non est; Quoque minor spes est, hoc magis ille cupit."




          In a low voice Duane replied to me, looking at her: "Vera incessu patuit Dea."




          Slowly the girl blushed, lowering her dark eyes to the green jade god resting in the rosy palm of her left hand.




          "Physician, cure thyself," muttered Stafford, slowly twisting a cigarette to shreds in his nervous hands.




          I rose, walked over to the small marble fountain and looked down at the sleeping goldfish. Here and there from the dusky magnificence of[252] their colour a single scale glittered like a living spark under water.




          "Are you preaching to them?" asked Athalie, raising her eyes from the green god in her palm.




          "No matter where a man turns his eyes," said I, "they may not long remain undisturbed by the vision of gold. I was not preaching, Athalie; I was reflecting upon my poverty."




          "It is an incurable ailment," said somebody; "the millionaire knows it; the gods themselves suffered from it. From the bleaching carcass of the peon to the mausoleum of the emperor, the world's highway winds through its victims' graves."




          "Athalie," said I, "is it possible for you to look into your crystal and discover hidden treasure?"




          "Not for my own benefit."




          "For others?"




          "I have done it."




          "Could you locate a few millions for us?" inquired the novelist.




          "Yes, widely distributed among you. Your right hand is heavy as gold; your brain jingles with it."




          "I do not write for money," he said bluntly.




          "That is why," she said, smiling and placing a sweetmeat between her lips.




          I had the privilege of lighting a match for her.[253]
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          When the tip of her cigarette glowed rosy in the pearl-tinted gloom, the shadowy circle at her feet drew a little nearer.




          "This is the story of Valdez," she said. "Listen attentively, you who hunger!"


        




        

           


        




        

          On the first day it rained torrents; the light was very dull in the galleries; fashion kept away. Only a few monomaniacs braved the weather, left dripping mackintoshes and umbrellas in the coat room, and spent the dull March morning in mousing about among the priceless treasures on view to those who had cards of admission. The sale[254] was to take place three days later. Heikem was the auctioneer.




          The collection to be disposed of was the celebrated library of Professor Octavo de Folio—a small one; but it was composed almost exclusively of rarities. A million and a half had been refused by the heirs, who preferred to take chances at auction.




          And there were Caxtons, first edition Shakespeares, illuminated manuscripts, volumes printed privately for various kings and queens, bound sketch books containing exquisite aquarelles and chalk drawings by Bargue, Fortuny, Drouais, Boucher, John Downman; there were autographed monographs in manuscript; priceless order books of revolutionary generals, private diaries kept by men and women celebrated and notorious the world over.




          But the heirs apparently preferred yachts and automobiles.




          The library was displayed in locked glass cases, an attendant seated by each case, armed with a key and discretionary powers.




          From where James White sat beside his particular case, he had a view of the next case and of the young girl seated beside it.




          She was very pretty. No doubt, being out of[255] a job, like himself, she was glad to take this temporary position. She was so pretty she made his head ache. Or it might have been the ventilation.




          It rained furiously; a steady roar on the glass roof overhead filled the long and almost empty gallery of Mr. Heikem, the celebrated auctioneer, with a monotone as dull and incessant as the business voice of that great man.




          Here and there a spectacled old gentleman nosed his way from case to case, making at intervals cabalistic pencil marks on the margin of his catalogue—which specimen of compiled literature alone cost five dollars.




          It was a very dull day for James White, and also, apparently, for the pretty girl in charge of the adjoining case. Nobody even asked either of them to unlock the cases; and it began to appear to young White that the books and manuscripts confided to his charge were not by any means the chefs-d'oeuvre of the collection.




          They were a dingy looking lot of books, anyway. He glanced over the private list furnished him, read the titles, histories and pedigrees of the volumes, stifled a yawn, fidgetted in his chair, stared at the rain-battered glass roof overhead, mused lightly upon his misfortunes, shrugged his[256] broad shoulders, and glanced at the girl across the aisle.




          She also was reading her private list. It seemed to bore her.




          He looked at her as long as decency permitted, then gazed elsewhere. She was exceedingly pretty in her way, red haired, white skinned; and her eyes seemed to be a very lovely Sevres blue. Except in porcelain he thought he had never seen anything as dainty. He knew perfectly well that he could very easily fall in love with her. Also he knew he'd never have the opportunity.




          Duller and duller grew the light; louder roared the March rain. Even monomaniacs no longer came into the galleries, and the half dozen who had arrived left by luncheon time.




          When it was White's turn to go out to lunch, he went to Childs' and returned in half an hour. Then the girl across the aisle went out—probably to a similar and sumptuous banquet. She came back very shortly, reseated herself, and glanced around the empty galleries.




          There seemed to be absolutely nothing for anybody to do, except to sit there and listen to the rain.




          White pondered on his late failure in affairs. Recently out of Yale, and more recently still[257] established in business, he had gone down in the general slump, lacking sufficient capital to tide him over. His settlement with his creditors left him with fifteen hundred dollars. He was now waiting for an opportunity to invest it in an enterprise. He believed in enterprises. Also, he was firmly convinced that Opportunity knocked no more than once in a lifetime, and he was always cocking his ear to catch the first timid rap. It was knocking then but he did not hear it, for it was no louder than the gentle beating of his red-haired neighbour's heart.




          But Opportunity is a jolly jade. She knocks every little while—but one must possess good hearing.




          Having nothing better to do as he sat there, White drifted into mental speculation—that being the only sort available.




          He dreamed of buying a lot in New York for fifteen hundred dollars and selling it a few years later for fifty thousand. He had a well developed imagination; wonderful were the lucky strikes he made in these day dreams; marvellous the financial returns. He was a very Napoleon of finance when he was dozing. Many are.




          The girl across the aisle also seemed to be immersed in day dreams. Her Sevres blue eyes had[258] become vague; her listless little hands lay in her lap unstirring. She was pleasant to look at.




          After an hour or so it was plain to White that she had had enough of her dreams. She sighed very gently, straightened up in her chair, looked at the rain-swept roof, patted a yawn into modest suppression, and gazed about her with speculative and engaging eyes.




          Then, as though driven to desperation, she turned, looked into the glass case beside her for a few minutes, and then, fitting her key to the door, opened it, selected a volume at hazard, and composed herself to read.




          For a while White watched her lazily, but presently with more interest, as her features gradually grew more animated and her attention seemed to be concentrated on the book.




          As the minutes passed it became plain to White that the girl found the dingy little volume exceedingly interesting. And after a while she appeared to be completely absorbed in it; her blue eyes were rivetted on the pages; her face was flushed, her sensitive lips expressive of the emotion that seemed to be possessing her more and more.




          White wondered what this book might be which she found so breathlessly interesting. It was[259] small, dingy, bound in warped covers of old leather, and anything but beautiful. And by and by he caught a glimpse of the title—"The Journal of Pedro Valdez."




          The title, somehow, seemed to be familiar to him; he glanced into his own case, and after a few minutes' searching he caught sight of another copy of the same book, dingy, soiled, leather-bound, unlovely.




          He looked over his private list until he found it. And this is what he read concerning it:




          Valdez, Pedro—Journal of. Translated by Thomas Bangs, of Philadelphia, in 1760. With map. Two copies, much worn and damaged by water. Several pages missing from each book.




          Pedro Valdez was a soldier of fortune serving with Cortez in Mexico and with De Soto in Florida. Nothing more is known of him, except that he perished somewhere in the semi-tropical forests of America.




          Thomas Bangs, an Englishman, pretended to have discovered and translated the journal kept by Valdez. After the journal had been translated—if, indeed, such a document ever really existed—Bangs pretended that it was accidentally destroyed.




          Bangs' translation and map are considered to be works of pure imagination. They were published from manuscript after the death of the author.




          [260]




          Bangs died in St. Augustine of yellow fever, about 1760-61, while preparing for an exploring expedition into the Florida wilderness.




          Mildly edified, White glanced again at the girl across the aisle, and was surprised to see how her interest in the volume had altered her features. Tense, breathless, utterly absorbed in the book, she bent over the faded print, leaning close, for the sickly light that filtered through the glass roof scarcely illumined the yellow pages at all.




          The curiosity of White was now aroused; he opened the glass case beside him, fished out his copy of the book, opened it, and began to read.




          For the first few minutes his interest was anything but deep: he read the well-known pages where Bangs recounts how he discovered the journal of Valdez—and it sounded exceedingly fishy—a rather poorly written fairy-tale done by a man with little invention and less imagination, so worn out, hackneyed and trite were the incidents, so obvious the coincidences.




          White shrugged his shoulders and turned from the preface to what purported to be the translation.




          Almost immediately it struck him that this part of the book was not written by the same man.[261] Here was fluency, elegance of expression, ease, the simplicity of a soldier who had something to say and but a short time in which to say it. Even the apparent clumsiness of the translation had not deformed the work.




          Little by little the young man became intensely interested, then absorbed. And after a while the colour came into his face; he glanced nervously around him; suppressed excitement made his hands unsteady as he unfolded the enclosed map.




          From time to time he referred to the map as he read; the rain roared on the glass roof; the light grew dimmer and dimmer.




          At five o'clock the galleries closed for the day. And that evening, sitting in his hall-bedroom, White made up his mind that he must buy "The Journal of Valdez" if it took every penny that remained to him.




          The next day was fair and cold; fashion graced the Octavo de Folio exhibition; White had no time to re-read any passages or to re-examine the map, because people were continually asking to see and handle the books in his case.




          Across the aisle he noticed that his pretty neighbour was similarly occupied. And he was rather glad, because he felt, vaguely, that it was just as well she did not occupy her time in reading[262]"The Journal of Valdez." Girls usually have imagination. The book might stir her up as it had stirred him. And to no purpose.




          Also, he was glad that nobody asked to look at the Valdez copy in his own case. He didn't want people to look at it. There were reasons—among others, he wanted to buy it himself. He meant to if fifteen hundred dollars would buy it.




          White had not the remotest idea what the book might bring at auction. He dared not inquire whether the volume was a rare one, dreading even to call the attention of his fellow employees to it. A word might arouse their curiosity.




          All day long he attended to his duties there, and at five he went home, highly excited, determined to arrive at the galleries next morning in time enough to read the book a little before the first of the public came.




          And he did get there very early. The only other employee who had arrived before him was the red-haired girl. She sat by her case reading "The Journal of Valdez." Once she looked up at him with calm, clear, intelligent eyes. He did not see her; he hastily unlocked his case and drew out the coveted book. Then he sat down and began to devour it. And so utterly and instantly was he lost amid those yellow, time-faded pages[263] that he did not even glance across the aisle at his ornamental neighbour. If he had looked he would have noticed that she also was buried in "The Journal of Valdez." And it might have made him a trifle uneasy to see her look from her book to him and from him to the volume he was perusing so excitedly.




          It being the last day that the library was to be on view before the sale, fashion and monomania rubbed elbows in the Heikem Galleries, crowding the well known salons morning and afternoon. And all day long White and his neighbour across the aisle were busy taking out books and manuscripts for inspection, so that they had no time for luncheon, and less for Valdez.




          And that night they were paid off and dismissed; and the auctioneer and his corps of assistants took charge.




          The sale took place the following morning and afternoon. White drew from the bank his fifteen hundred dollars, breakfasted on bread and milk, and went to the galleries more excited than he had ever been before in his long life of twenty-three years. And that is some time.




          It was a long shot at Fortune he meant to take—a really desperate chance. One throw would settle it—win or lose. And the idea scared him[264] badly, and he was trembling a little when he took his seat amid the perfumed gowns of fashion and the white whiskers of high finance, and the shabby vestments of monomania.




          Once or twice he wondered whether he was crazy. Yet, every throb of his fast-beating heart seemed to summon him to do and dare; and he felt, without even attempting to explain the feeling to himself, that now at last Opportunity was loudly rapping at his door, and that if he did not let her in he would regret it as long as he lived.




          As he glanced fearfully about him he caught sight of his pretty neighbour who had held sway across the aisle. So she, too, had come to watch the sale! Probably for the excitement of hearing an auctioneer talk in thousands.




          He was a little surprised, nevertheless, for she did not look bookish—nor even intellectual enough to mar her prettiness. Yet, wherever she went she would look adorable. He understood that, now.




          It was a day of alarms for him, of fears, shocks, and frights innumerable. With terror he heard the auctioneer talking in terms of thousands; with horror he witnessed the bids on certain books advance by thousands at a clip. Five thousand, ten thousand, twenty thousand were bid, seen,[265] raised, called, hiked, until his head spun and despair seized him.




          What did he know about Valdez? Either volume might bring fifty thousand dollars for all he knew. Had he fifty thousand he felt, somehow, that he would have bid it to the last penny for the book. And he came to the conclusion that he was really crazy. Yet there he sat, glued to his chair, listening, shuddering, teeth alternately chattering or grimly locked, while the very air seemed to reek of millions, and the incessant gabble of the auctioneer drove him almost out of his wits.




          Nearer and nearer approached the catalogued numbers of the two copies of Valdez; pale and desperate he sat there, his heart almost suffocating him as the moment drew near. And now the time had come; now the celebrated Mr. Heikem began his suave preliminary chatter; now he was asking confidently for a bid.




          A silence ensued—and whether it was the silence of awe at the priceless treasure or the silence of indifference White did not know. But after the auctioneer had again asked for a bid he found his voice and offered ten dollars. His ears were scarlet when he did it.




          "Fifteen," said a sweet but tremulous voice not[266] far from White, and he looked around in astonishment. It was his red-haired vis-a-vis.




          "Twenty!" he retorted, still labouring under his astonishment.




          "Twenty-five!" came the same sweet voice.




          There was a silence. No other voices said anything. Evidently nobody wanted Valdez except himself and his red-haired neighbour.




          "Thirty!" he called out at the psychological moment.




          The girl turned in her chair and looked at him. She seemed to be unusually pale.




          "Thirty-five!" she said, still gazing at White in a frightened sort of way.




          "Forty," he said; rose at the same moment and walked over to where the girl was sitting.




          She looked up at him as he bent over her chair; both were very serious.




          "You and I are the only two people bidding," he said. "There are two copies of the book. Don't bid against me and you can buy in the other one for next to nothing—judging from the course this one is taking."




          "Very well," she said quietly.




          A moment later the first copy of Valdez was knocked down to James White. An indifferent audience paid little attention to the transaction.[267]




          Two minutes later the second copy fell to Miss Jean Sandys for five dollars—there being no other bidder.




          White had already left the galleries. Lingering at the entrance he saw Miss Sandys pass him, and he lifted his hat. The slightest inclination of her pretty head acknowledged it. The next moment they were lost to each other's view in the crowded street.




          Clutching his battered book to his chest, not even daring to drop it into his overcoat for fear of pickpockets, the young fellow started up Broadway at a swinging pace which presently brought him to the offices of the Florida Spanish Grants Company; and here, at his request, he was ushered into a private room; a map of Seminole County spread on the highly polished table before him, and a suave gentleman placed at his disposal.




          "Florida," volunteered the suave gentleman, "is the land of perpetual sunshine—the land of milk and honey, as it were, the land of the orange——"




          "One moment, please," said White.




          "Sir?"




          They looked at each other for a second or two, then White smiled:




          "I don't want dope," he said pleasantly, "I[268] merely want a few facts—if your company deals in them."




          "Florida," began the suave gentleman, watching the effect of his words, "is the garden of the world." Then he stopped, discouraged, for White was grinning at him.




          "It won't do," said White amiably.




          "No?" queried the suave gentleman, the ghost of a grin on his own smooth countenance.




          "No, it won't do. Now, if you will restrain your very natural enthusiasm and let me ask a few questions——"




          "Go ahead," said the suave gentleman, whose name was Munsell. "But I don't believe we have anything to suit you in Seminole County."




          "Oh, I don't know," returned White coolly, "is it all under water?"




          "There are a few shell mounds. The highest is nearly ten inches above water. We call them hills."




          "I might wish to acquire one of those mountain ranges," remarked White seriously.




          After a moment they both laughed.




          "Are you in the game yourself?" inquired Mr. Munsell.




          "Well, my game is a trifle different."




          "Oh. Do you care to be more explicit?"




          White shook his head:[269]




          "No; what's the use? But I'll say this: it isn't the 'Perpetual Sunshine and Orange Grove' game, or how to become a millionaire in three years."




          "No?" grinned Munsell, lifting his expressive eyebrows.




          White bent over the map for a few moments.




          "Here," he said carelessly, "is the Spanish Causeway and the Coakachee River. It's all swamp and jungle, I suppose—although I see you have it plotted into orange groves, truck gardens, pineapple plantations, and villas."




          Munsell made a last but hopeless effort. "Some day," he began, with dignity—but White's calm wink discouraged further attempts. Then the young man tapped with his pencil lots numbered from 200 to 210, slowly, going over them again for emphasis.




          "Are those what you want?" asked Munsell.




          "Those are what I want."




          "All right. Only I can't give you 210."




          "Why not?"




          "Yesterday a party took a strip along the Causeway including half of 210 up to 220."




          "Can't I get all of 210?"




          "I'll ask the party. Where can I address you?"




          White stood up. "Have everything ready Tuesday. I'll be in with the cash."[270]
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          And on Tuesday he kept his word and the land was his for a few hundred dollars—all except the half of Lot No. 210, which it appeared the "party" declined to sell, refusing to consider any profit whatever.




          "It's like a woman," remarked Munsell.




          "Is your 'party' a woman?"




          "Yes. I guess she's into some game or other, too. Say, what is this Seminole County game, Mr. White?—if you don't mind my asking, now that you have taken title to your—h'm!—orange grove."




          "Why do you think there is any particular game afoot?" inquired the young man curiously.




          "Oh, come! You know what you're buying. And that young lady knew, too. You've both bought a few acres of cypress swamp and you know it. What do you think is in it?"




          "Snakes," said White coolly.[271]




          "Oh, I know," said Munsell. "You think there's marl and phosphoric rock."




          "And isn't there?" asked White innocently.




          "How should I know?" replied Munsell as innocently; the inference being that he knew perfectly well that there was nothing worth purchasing in the Causeway swamp.




          But when White went away he was a trifle worried, and he wondered uneasily why anybody else at that particular time should happen to invest in swampy real estate along the Spanish Causeway.




          He knew the Spanish Causeway. In youthful and prosperous days, when his parents were alive, they had once wintered at Verbena Inlet.




          And on several occasions he had been taken on excursions to the so-called Spanish Causeway—a dike-shaped path, partly ruined, made of marl and shell, which traversed the endless swamps of Seminole County, and was supposed to have been built by De Soto and his Spaniards.




          But whoever built it, Spaniard, Seminole, or the prehistoric people antedating both, there it still was, a ruined remnant of highway penetrating the otherwise impassable swamps.




          For miles across the wilderness of cypress, palmetto, oak, and depthless mud it stretched—a[272] crumbling but dry runway for deer, panther, bear, black wolf, and Seminole. And excursion parties from the great hotels at Verbena often picnicked at its intersection with the forest road, but ventured no farther along the dismal, forbidding, and snake-infested ridge which ran anywhere between six inches and six feet above the level of the evil-looking marsh flanking it on either side.




          In the care-free days of school, of affluence, and of youth, White had been taken to gaze upon this alleged relic of Spanish glory. He now remembered it very clearly.




          And that night, aboard the luxurious Verbena Special, he lay in his bunk and dreamed dreams awake, which almost overwhelmed him with their magnificence. But when he slept his dreams were uneasy, interspersed with vague visions of women who came in regiments through flowering jungles to drive him out of his own property. It was a horrid sort of nightmare, for they pelted him with iron-bound copies of Valdez, knocking him almost senseless into the mud. And it seemed to him that he might have perished there had not his little red-haired neighbour extended a slender, helping hand in the nick of time.




          Dreaming of her he awoke, still shaking with the experience. And all that day he read in his[273] book and pored over the map attached to it, until the locomotive whistled for St. Augustine, and he was obliged to disembark for the night.




          However, next morning he was on his way to Verbena, the train flying through a steady whirlwind of driving sand. And everywhere in the sunshine stretched the flat-woods, magnificently green—endless miles of pine and oak and palmetto, set with brilliant glades of vast, flat fields of wild phlox over which butterflies hovered.




          At Verbena Station he disembarked with his luggage, which consisted of a complete tropical camping outfit, tinned food, shot-gun, rifle, rods, spade, shovel, pick, crow. In his hand he carried an innocent looking satchel, gingerly. It contained dynamite in sticks, and the means to explode it safely.




          To a hackman he said: "I'm not going to any hotel. What I want is a wagon, a team of mules, and a driver to take me and my outfit to Coakachee Creek on the Spanish Causeway. Can you fix it for me?"




          The hackman said he could. And in half an hour he drove up in his mule wagon to the deserted station, where White sat all alone amid his mountainous paraphernalia.




          When the wagon had been loaded, and they had[274] been driving through the woods for nearly half an hour in silence, the driver's curiosity got the better of him, and he ventured to enquire of White why everybody was going to the Spanish Causeway.




          Which question startled the young man very disagreeably until he learned that "everybody" merely meant himself and one other person taken thither by the same driver the day before.




          Further, he learned that this person was a woman from the North, completely equipped for camping as was he. Which made him more uneasy than ever, for he of course identified her with Mr. Munsell's client, whose land, including half of Lot 210, adjoined his own. Who she might be and why she had come down here to Seminole County he could not imagine, because Munsell had intimated that she knew what she was buying.




          No doubt she meant to play a similar game to Munsell's, and had come down to take a look at her villainous property before advertising possibilities of perpetual sunshine.




          Yet, why had she brought a camping outfit? Ordinary land swindlers remained comfortably aloof from the worthless property they advertised. What was she intending to do there?




          Instead of a swindler was she, perhaps, the[275] swindlee? Had she bought the property in good faith? Didn't she know it was under water? Had she come down here with her pitiful camping equipment prepared to rough it and set out orange trees? Poor thing!




          "Was she all alone?" he inquired of his cracker driver.




          "Yaas, suh."




          "Poor thing. Did she seem young and inexperienced?"




          "Yaas, suh—'scusin she all has right smart o' red ha'r."




          "What?" exclaimed White excitedly. "You say she is young, and that she seemed inexperienced, except for her red hair!"




          "Yaas, suh. She all has a right smart hank of red ha'r on her haid. I ain't never knowed nobody with red ha'r what ain't had a heap mo' 'sperience than the mostest."




          "D-d-did you say that you drove her over to the Spanish Causeway yesterday?" stammered the dismayed young man.




          "Yaas, suh."




          Horrified thoughts filled his mind. For there could be scarcely any doubt that this intruder was his red-haired neighbour across the aisle at the library sale.[276]




          No doubt at all that he already crossed her trail at Munsell's agency. Also, she had bid in one of the only two copies of Valdez.




          First he had seen her reading it with every symptom of profound interest. Then she had gone to the sale and bid in one of the copies. Then he had heard from Munsell about a woman who had bought land along the Causeway the day before he had made his own purchase.




          And now once more he had struck her swift, direct trail, only to learn that she was still one day in advance of him!




          In his mental panic he remembered that his title was secure. That thought comforted him for a few moments, until he began to wonder whether the land he had acquired was really sufficient to cover a certain section of perhaps half an acre along the Causeway.




          According to his calculations he had given himself ample margin in every direction, for the spot he desired to control ought to lie somewhere about midway between Lot 200 and Lot 210.




          Had he miscalculated? Had she miscalculated? Why had she purchased that strip from half of Lot 210 to Lot 220?




          There could be only one answer: this clever[277] and astoundingly enterprising young girl had read Valdez, had decided to take a chance, had proved her sporting spirit by backing her judgment, and had started straight as an arrow for the terrifying territory in question.




          Hers had been first choice of Mr. Munsell's lots; she had deliberately chosen the numbers from half of 210 to 220. She was perfectly ignorant that he, White, had any serious intentions in Seminole County. Therefore, it had been her judgment, based on calculations from the Valdez map, that half of Lot 210 and the intervening territory including Lot 220, would be ample for her to control a certain spot—the very spot which he himself expected to control.




          Either he or she had miscalculated. Which?




          Dreadfully worried, he sat in silence beside his taciturn driver, gazing at the flanking forest through which the white road wound.




          The only habitation they passed was fruit-drying ranch No. 7, in the wilderness—just this one sunny oasis in the solemn half-light of the woods.




          White did not remember the road, although when a child he must have traversed it to the Causeway. Nor when he came in sight of the Causeway did he recognise it, where it ran[278] through a glade of high, silvery grass set sparsely with tall palmettos.




          But here it was, and the cracker turned his mules into it, swinging sharply to the left along Coakachee Creek and proceeding for about two miles, where a shell mound enabled him to turn his team.




          A wagon could proceed no farther because the crumbling Causeway narrowed to a foot-path beyond. So here they unloaded; the cracker rested his mules for a while, then said a brief good-bye to White and shook the reins.




          When he had driven out of sight, White started to drag his tent and tent-poles along the dike top toward his own property, which ought to lie just ahead—somewhere near the curve that the Causeway made a hundred yards beyond. For he had discovered a weather-beaten shingle nailed to a water-oak, where he had disembarked his luggage; and on it were the remains of the painted number 198.




          Lugging tent and poles, he started along the Causeway, keeping a respectful eye out for snakes. So intent was he on avoiding the playful attentions of rattler or moccasin that it was only when he almost ran into it that he discovered another tent pitched directly in his path.[279]




          Of course he had expected to find her encamped there on the Causeway, but he was surprised, nevertheless, and his tent-poles fell, clattering.




          A second later the flap of her tent was pushed aside, and his red-haired neighbour of the galleries stepped out, plainly startled.[280]
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          She seemed to be still more startled when she saw him: her blue eyes dilated; the colour which had ebbed came back, suffusing her pretty features. But when she recognised him, fear, dismay, astonishment, and anxiety blended in swift confusion, leaving her silent, crimson, rooted to the spot.




          White took off his hat and walked up to where she stood.




          "I'm sorry, Miss Sandys," he said. "Only a few hours ago did I learn who it was camping here on the Causeway. And—I'm afraid I know why you are here.... Because the same reason that brought you started me the next day."




          She had recovered her composure. She said very gravely:[281]




          "I wondered when I saw you reading Valdez whether, by any possibility, you might think of coming here. And when you bought the other copy I was still more afraid.... But I had already secured an option on my lots."




          "I know it," he said, chagrined.




          "Were you," she inquired, "the client of Mr. Munsell who tried to buy from me the other half of Lot 210?"




          "Yes."




          "I wondered. But of course I would not sell it. What lots have you bought?"




          "I took No. 200 to the northern half of No. 210."




          "Why?" she asked, surprised.




          "Because," he said, reddening, "my calculations tell me that this gives me ample margin."




          She looked at him in calm disapproval, shaking her head; but her blue eyes softened.




          "I'm sorry," she said. "You have miscalculated, Mr. White. The spot lies somewhere within the plot numbered from half of 210 to 220."




          "I am very much afraid that you have miscalculated, Miss Sandys. I did not even attempt to purchase your plot—except half of 210."




          "Nor did I even consider your plot, Mr. White," she said sorrowfully, "and I had my choice.[282] Really I am very sorry for you, but you have made a complete miscalculation."




          "I don't see how I could. I worked it out from the Valdez map."




          "So did I."




          She had the volume under her arm; he had his in his pocket.




          "Let me show you," he began, drawing it out and opening it. "Would you mind looking at the map for a moment?"




          Her dainty head a trifle on one side, she looked over his shoulder as he unfolded the map for her.




          "Here," he said, plucking a dead grass stem and tracing the Causeway on the map, "here lie my lots—including, as you see, the spot marked by Valdez with a Maltese cross.... I'm sorry; but how in the world could you have made your mistake?"




          He turned to glance at the girl and saw her amazement and misunderstood it.




          "It's too bad," he added, feeling profoundly sorry for her.




          "Do you know," she said in a voice quivering with emotion, "that a very terrible thing has happened to us?"




          "To us?"[283]




          "To both of us. I—we—oh, please look at my map! It is—it is different from yours!"




          With nervous fingers she opened the book, spread out the map, and held it under his horrified eyes.




          "Do you see!" she exclaimed. "According to this map, my lots include the Maltese cross of Valdez! I—I—p-please excuse me——" She turned abruptly and entered her tent; but he had caught the glimmer of sudden tears in her eyes and had seen the pitiful lips trembling.




          On his own account he was sufficiently scared; now it flashed upon him that this plucky young thing had probably spent her last penny on the chance that Bangs had told the truth about "The Journal of Pedro Valdez."




          That the two maps differed was a staggering blow to him; and his knees seemed rather weak at the moment, so he sat down on his unpacked tent and dropped his face in his palms.




          Lord, what a mess! His last cent was invested; hers, too, no doubt. He hadn't even railroad fare North. Probably she hadn't either.




          He had gambled and lost. There was scarcely a chance that he had not lost. And the same fearful odds were against her.




          "The poor little thing!" he muttered, staring at[284] her tent. And after a moment he sprang to his feet and walked over to it. The flap was open; she sat inside on a camp-chair, her red head in her arms, doubled over in an attitude of tragic despair.




          "Miss Sandys?"




          She looked up hastily, the quick colour dyeing her pale cheeks, her long, black lashes glimmering with tears.




          "Do you mind talking it over with me?" he asked.




          "N-no."




          "May I come in?"




          "P-please."




          He seated himself cross-legged on the threshold.




          "There's only one thing to do," he said, "and that is to go ahead. We must go ahead. Of course the hazard is against us. Let us face the chance that Bangs was only a clever romancer. Well, we've already discounted that. Then let us face the discrepancy in our two maps. It's bad, I'll admit. It almost knocks the last atom of confidence out of me. It has floored you. But you must not take the count. You must get up."




          He paused, looking around him with troubled eyes; then somehow the sight of her pathetic figure—the[285] soft, helpless youth of her—suddenly seemed to prop up his back-bone.




          "Miss Sandys, I am going to stand by you anyway! I suppose, like myself, you have invested your last dollar in this business?"




          "Y-yes."




          He glanced at the pick, shovel and spade in the corner of her tent, then at her hands.




          "Who," he asked politely, "was going to wield these?"




          She let her eyes rest on the massive implements of honest toil, then looked confusedly at him.




          "I was."




          "Did you ever try to dig with any of these things?"




          "N-no. But if I had to do it I knew I could."




          He said, pleasantly: "You have all kinds of courage. Did you bring a shot-gun?"




          "Yes."




          "Do you know how to load and fire it?"




          "The clerk in the shop instructed me."




          "You are the pluckiest girl I ever laid eyes on.... You camped here all alone last night, I suppose?"




          "Yes."




          "How about it?" he asked, smilingly. "Were you afraid?"[286]




          She coloured, cast a swift glance at him, saw that his attitude was perfectly respectful and sympathetic, and said:




          "Yes, I was horribly afraid."




          "Did anything annoy you?"




          "S-something bellowed out there in the swamp——" She shuddered unaffectedly at the recollection.




          "A bull-alligator," he remarked.




          "What?"




          "Yes," he nodded, "it is terrifying, but they let you alone. I once heard one bellow on the Tomoka when I was a boy."




          After a while she said with tremulous lips:




          "There seem to be snakes here, too."




          "Didn't you expect any?"




          "Mr. Munsell said there were not any."




          "Did he?"




          "Not," she explained resolutely, "that the presence of snakes would have deterred me. They frighten me terribly, but—I would have come just the same."




          "You are sheer pluck," he said.




          "I don't know.... I am very poor.... There seemed to be a chance.... I took it——" Tears sprang to her eyes again, and she brushed them away impatiently.[287]




          "Yes," she said, "the only way is to go on, as you say, Mr. White. Everything in the world that I have is invested here."




          "It is the same with me," he admitted dejectedly.




          They looked at each other curiously for a moment.




          "Isn't it strange?" she murmured.




          "Strange as 'The Journal of Valdez.'... I have an idea. I wonder what you might think of it."




          She waited; he reflected for another moment, then, smiling:




          "This is a perfectly rotten place for you," he said. "You could not do manual labour here in this swamp under a nearly vertical sun and keep your health for twenty-four hours. I've been in Trinidad. I know a little about the tropics and semi-tropics. Suppose you and I form a company?"




          "What?"




          "Call it the Valdez Company, or the Association of the Maltese Cross," he continued cheerfully. "You will do the cooking, washing, housekeeping for two tents, and the mending. I will do the digging and the dynamiting. And we'll go ahead doggedly, and face this thing and see it through[288] to the last ditch. What do you think of it? Your claim as plotted out is no more, no less, valuable than mine. Both claims may be worthless. The chances are that they are absolutely valueless. But there is a chance, too, that we might win out. Shall we try it together?"




          She did not answer.




          "And," he continued, "if the Maltese cross happens to be included within my claim, I share equally with you. If it chances to lie within your claim, perhaps I might ask a third——"




          "Mr. White!"




          "Yes?"




          "You will take two thirds!"




          "What?"




          "Two thirds," she repeated firmly, "because your heavier labour entitles you to that proportion!"




          "My dear Miss Sandys, you are unworldly and inexperienced in your generosity——"




          "So are you! The idea of your modestly venturing to ask a third! And offering me a half if the Maltese cross lie inside your own territory! That is not the way to do business, Mr. White!"




          She had become so earnest in her admonition, so charmingly emphatic, that he smiled in spite of himself.[289]




          She flushed, noticing this, and said: "Altruism is a luxury in business matters; selfishness of the justifiable sort a necessity. Who will look out for your interests if you do not?"




          "You seem to be doing it."




          Her colour deepened: "I am only suggesting that you do not make a foolish bargain with me."




          "Which proves," he said, "that you are not much better at business than am I. Otherwise you'd have taken me up."




          "I'm a very good business woman," she insisted, warmly, "but I'm too much of the other kind of woman to be unfair!"




          "Commercially," he said, "we both are sadly behind the times. To-day the world is eliminating its appendix; to-morrow it will be operated on for another obsolete and annoying appendage. I mean its conscience," he added, so seriously that for a moment her own gravity remained unaltered. Then, like a faint ray of sunlight, across her face the smile glimmered. It was a winning smile, fresh and unspoiled as the lips it touched.




          "You will take half—won't you?" she asked.




          "Yes, I will. Is it a bargain?"




          "If you care to make it so, Mr. White."




          He said he did, and they shook hands very[290] formally. Then he went out and pitched his tent beside hers, set it in order, lugged up the remainder of his equipment, buried the jars of spring water, and, entering his tent, changed to flannel shirt, sun-helmet, and khaki.[291]
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          A little later he called to her: she emerged from her tent, and together they sat down on the edge of the Causeway, with the two maps spread over their knees.




          That both maps very accurately represented the topography of the immediate vicinity there could be no doubt; the only discrepancy seemed to lie in the situation of the Maltese cross. On White's map the cross fell well within his half of Lot 210; in Jean Sandys' map it was situated between her half of 210 and 220.




          Plot it out as they might, using Mr. Munsell's diagram, the result was always the same; and after a while they gave up the useless attempt to reconcile the differences in the two maps.[292]




          From where they were sitting together on the Causeway's edge, they were facing due west. At their feet rippled the clear, deep waters of the swamp, lapping against the base of the Causeway like transparent little waves in a northern lake. A slight current disclosed the channel where it flowed out of the north western edges of the swamp, which was set with tall cypress trees, their flaring bases like silvery pyramids deep set in the shining ooze.




          East of them the Coakachee flowed through thickets of saw-grass and green brier, between a forest of oak, pine, and cedar, bordered on the western side by palm and palmetto—all exactly as drawn in the map of Pedro Valdez.




          The afternoon was cloudless and warm; an exquisite scent of blossoms came from the forest when a light breeze rippled the water. Somewhere in those green and tangled depths jasmine hung its fairy gold from arching branches, and wild oranges were in bloom. At intervals, when the breeze set from the east, the heavenly fragrance of magnolia grew more pronounced.




          After a little searching he discovered the huge tree, far towering above oak and pine and palm, set with lustrous clusters, ivory and palest gold, exhaling incense.[293]




          "Wonderful," she said under her breath, when he pointed it out to her. "This enchanted land is one endless miracle to me."




          "You have never before been in the South?"




          "I have been nowhere."




          "Oh. I thought perhaps when you were a child——"




          "We were too poor. My mother taught piano."




          "I see," he said gravely.




          "I had no childhood," she said. "After the public school, it was the book section in department stores.... They let me go last week. That is how I came to be in the Heikem galleries."




          He clasped his hands around one knee and looked out across the semi-tropical landscape.




          Orange-coloured butterflies with wings like lighted lanterns fluttered along the edges of the flowering shrubs; a lovely purplish-black one with four large, white polka dots on his wings flitted persistently about them.




          Over the sun-baked Causeway blue-tailed lizards raced and chased each other, frisking up tree trunks, flashing across branches: a snowy heron rose like some winged thing from Heaven, and floated away into the silvery light. And like living jewels the gorgeous wood-ducks glided in and[294] out where the water sparkled among the cypress trees.




          "Think," he said, "of those men in armour toiling through these swamps under a vertical sun! Think of them, starved, haggard, fever racked, staggering toward their El Dorado!—their steel mail scorching their bodies, the briers and poison-grass festering their flesh; moccasin, rattler, and copperhead menacing them with death at every step; the poisoned arrows of the Indians whizzing from every glade!"




          "Blood and gold," she nodded, "and the deathless bravery of avarice! That was Spain. And it inflamed the sunset of Spanish glory."




          He mused for a while: "To think of De Soto being here—here on this very spot!—here on this ancient Causeway, amid these forests!—towering in his armour! His plated mail must have made a burning hell for his body!"




          She looked down at the cool, blue water at her feet. He, too, gazed at it, curiously. For a few feet the depths were visible, then a translucent gloom, glimmering with emerald lights, obscured further penetration of his vision. Deep down in that water was what they sought—if it truly existed at all.




          After a few moments' silence he rose, drew the[295] hunting-knife at his belt, severed a tall, swamp-maple sapling, trimmed it, and, returning to the water's edge, deliberately sounded the channel. He could not touch bottom there, or even at the base of the Causeway.




          "Miss Sandys," he said, "there is plenty of room for such a structure as the Maltese cross is supposed to mark."




          "I wonder," she murmured.




          "Oh, there's room enough," he repeated, with an uneasy laugh. "Suppose we begin operations!"




          "When?"




          "Now!"




          She looked up at him, flushed and smiling:




          "It is going to take weeks and weeks, isn't it?"




          "I thought so before I came down here. But—I don't see why we shouldn't blow a hole through this Causeway in a few minutes."




          "What!"




          She rose to her feet, slightly excited, not understanding.




          "I could set off enough dynamite right here," he said, stamping his heel into the white dust, "—enough dynamite to open up that channel into the Coakachee. Why don't I do it?"[296]




          Pink with excitement she said breathlessly: "Did you bring dynamite?"




          "Didn't you?"




          "I—I never even thought of it. F-fire crackers frighten me. I thought it would be all I could do to fire off my shot-gun." And she bit her lip with vexation.




          "Why," he said, "it would take a gang of men a week to cut through this Causeway, besides building a coffer-dam." He looked at her curiously. "How did you expect to begin operations all alone?"




          "I—I expected to dig."




          He looked at her delicate little hands:




          "You meant to dig your way through with pick and shovel?"




          "Yes—if it took a year."




          "And how did you expect to construct your coffer-dam?"




          "I didn't know about a coffer-dam," she admitted, blushing. After a moment she lifted her pretty, distressed eyes to his: "I—I had no knowledge—only courage," she said.... "And I needed money."




          A responsive flush of sympathy and pity passed over him; she was so plucky, so adorably helpless. Even now he knew she was unconscious of[297] the peril into which her confidence and folly had led her—a peril averted only by the mere accident of his own arrival.




          He said lightly: "Shall we try to solve this thing now? Shall we take a chance, set our charges, and blow a hole in this Causeway big enough to drain that water off in an hour?"




          "Could you do that?" she exclaimed, delighted.




          "I think so."




          "Then tell me what to do to help you."




          He turned toward her, hesitated, controlling the impulsive reply.




          "To help me," he said, smilingly, "please keep away from the dynamite."




          "Oh, I will," she nodded seriously. "What else am I to do?"




          "Would you mind preparing dinner?"




          She looked up at him a little shyly: "No.... And I am very glad that I am not to dine alone."




          "So am I," he said. "And I am very glad that it is with you I am to dine."




          "You never even looked at me in the galleries," she said.




          "Then—how could I know you were reading Valdez if I never looked at you?"




          "Oh, you may have looked at the book I was reading."[298]




          "I did," he said, "—and at the hands that held it."




          "Never dreaming that they meant to wield a pick-axe," she laughed, "and encompass your discomfiture. But after all they did neither the one nor the other; did they?"




          He looked at the smooth little hands cupped in the shallow pockets of her white flannel Norfolk. They fascinated him.




          "To think," he said, half to himself, "—to think of those hands wielding a pick-axe!"




          She smiled, head slightly on one side, and bent, contemplating her right hand.




          "You know," she said, "I certainly would have done it."




          "You would have been crippled in an hour."




          Her head went up, but she was still smiling as she said: "I'd have gone through with it—somehow."




          "Yes," he said slowly. "I believe you would."




          "Not," she added, blushing, "that I mean to vaunt myself or my courage——"




          "No: I understand. You are not that kind.... It's rather extraordinary how well I—I think I know you already."




          "Perhaps you do know me—already."




          "I really believe I do."[299]




          "It's very likely. I am just what I seem to be. There is no mystery about me. I am what I appear to be."




          "You are also very direct."




          "Yes. It's my nature to be direct. I am not a bit politic or diplomatic or circuitous."




          "So I noticed," he said smilingly, "when you discussed finance with me. You were not a bit politic."




          She smiled, too, a little embarrassed: "How could I be anything but frank in return for your very unworldly generosity?" she said. "Because what you offered was unworldly. Anyway, I should have been direct with you; I knew what I wanted; I knew what you wanted. All I had to do was to make up my mind. And I did so."




          "Did you make up your mind about me, also?"




          "Yes, about you, also."




          They both smiled.




          She was so straight and slender and pretty in her white flannels and white outing hat—her attitude so confident, so charmingly determined, that she seemed to him even younger than she really was—a delightful, illogical, fresh and fearless school-girl, translated by some flash of magic from her school hither, and set down unruffled and unstartled upon her light, white-shod feet.[300]




          Even now it amazed him to realise that she really understood nothing of the lonely perils lately confronting her in this desolate place.




          For if there were nothing actually to fear from the wild beasts of the region, that which the beasts themselves feared might have confronted her at any moment. He shuddered as he thought of it.




          And what would she have done if suddenly clutched by fever? What would she have done if a white-mouthed moccasin had struck her ankle—or if it had been the diamond-set Death himself?




          "You don't mind my speaking plainly, do you?" he said bluntly.




          "Why, no, of course not." She looked at him inquiringly.




          "Don't stray far away from me, will you?"




          "What?"




          "Don't wander away by yourself, out of sight, while we are engaged in this business."




          She looked serious and perplexed for a moment, then turned a delicate pink and began to laugh in a pretty, embarrassed way.




          "Are you afraid I'll get into mischief? Do you know it is very kind of you to feel that way?... And rather unexpected—in a man who—sat for[301] three days across the aisle from me—and never even looked in my direction. Tell me, what am I to be afraid of in this place?"




          "There are snakes about," he said with emphasis.




          "Oh, yes; I've seen some swimming."




          "There are four poisonous species among them," he continued. "That's one of the reasons for your keeping near me."




          She nodded, a trifle awed.




          "So you will, won't you?"




          "Yes," she said, taking his words so literally that, when they turned to walk toward the tents, she came up close beside him, naïvely as a child, and laid one hand on his sleeve as they started back across the Causeway.




          "Suppose either one of us is bitten?" she asked after a silence.




          "I have lancets, tourniquets, and anti-venom in my tent."




          Her smooth hand tightened a little on his arm. She had not realised that the danger was more than a vague possibility.




          "You have spring water, of course," he said.




          "No.... I boiled a little from the swamp before I drank it."




          He turned to her sternly and drew her arm[302] through his with an unconscious movement of protection.




          "Are you sure that water was properly boiled—thoroughly boiled?" he demanded.




          "It bubbled."




          "Listen to me! Hereafter when you are thirsty you will use my spring water. Is that understood?"




          "Yes.... And thank you."




          "You don't want to get break-bone fever, do you?"




          "No-o!" she said hastily. "I will do everything you wish."




          "I'll hang your hammock for you," he said. "Always look in your shoes for scorpions and spiders before you put them on. Never step over a fallen log before you first look on the other side. Rattlers lie there. Never go near a swamp without looking for moccasins.




          "Don't let the direct sunlight fall on your bare head; don't eat fruit for a week; don't ever go to sleep unless you have a blanket on. You won't do any of these things, will you?" he inquired anxiously, almost tenderly.




          "I promise. And I never dreamed that there was anything to apprehend except alligators!" she said, tightening her arm around his own.[303]




          "Alligators won't bother you—unless you run across a big one in the woods. Then keep clear of him."




          "I will!" she said earnestly.




          "And don't sit about on old logs or lean against trees."




          "Why? Lizards?"




          "Oh, they're not harmful. But wood-ticks might give you a miserable week or two."




          "Oh, dear, oh, dear," she murmured, "I am so glad you came here!" And quite innocently she pressed his arm. She did it because she was grateful. She had a very direct way with her.[304]
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          When they came to their tents he went into hers, slung her hammock properly, shook a scorpion out of her slippers, and set his heel on it; drove a non-poisonous but noisy puff-adder from under her foot-rug, the creature hissing like a boiling kettle and distending its grey and black neck.




          Terrified but outwardly calm, she stood beside him, now clutching his arm very closely; and at last her tent was in order, the last spider and lizard hustled out, the oil cook-stove burning, the tinned goods ready, the aluminum batterie-de-cuisine ranged at her elbow.




          "I wonder," he said, hesitating, "whether I[305] dare leave you long enough to go and dig some holes with a crow-bar."




          "Why, of course!" she said. "You can't have me tagging at your heels every minute, you know."




          He laughed: "It's I who do the tagging."




          "It isn't disagreeable," she said shyly.




          "I don't mean to dog every step you take," he continued, "but now, when you are out of my sight, I—I can't help feeling a trifle anxious."




          "But you mustn't feel responsible for me. I came down here on my own initiative. I certainly deserve whatever happens to me. Don't I?"




          "What comfort would that be to me if anything unpleasant did happen to you?"




          "Why," she asked frankly, "should you feel as responsible for my welfare as that? After all, I am only a stranger, you know."




          He said: "Do you really feel like a stranger? Do you really feel that I am one?"




          She considered the proposition for a few moments.




          "No," she said, "I don't. And perhaps it is natural for us to take a friendly interest in each other."




          "It comes perfectly natural to me to take a v-very v-vivid interest in you," he said. "What[306] with snakes and scorpions and wood-ticks and unboiled water and the actinic rays of the sun, I can't very well help worrying about you. After all," he added lucidly, "you're a girl, you know."




          She admitted the accusation with a smile so sweet that there could be no doubt of her sex.




          "However," she said, "you should entertain no apprehensions concerning me. I have none concerning you. I think you know your business."




          "Of course," he said, going into his tent and returning loaded with crow-bar, pick-axe, dynamite, battery, and wires.




          She laid aside the aluminum cooking-utensils with which she had been fussing and rose from her knees as he passed her with a pleasant nod of au revoir.




          "You'll be careful with that dynamite, won't you?" she said anxiously. "You know it goes off at all sorts of unexpected moments."




          "I think I understand how to handle it," he reassured her.




          "Are you quite certain?"




          "Oh, yes. But perhaps you'd better not come any nearer——"




          "Mr. White!"




          "What!"




          "It is dangerous! I don't like to have you go[307] away alone with that dynamite. You make me very anxious."




          "You needn't be. If—in the very remote event of anything going wrong—now don't forget what I say!—but in case of an accident to me, you'll be all right if you start back to Verbena at once—instantly—and take the right-hand road——"




          "Mr. White!"




          "Yes?"




          "I was not thinking of myself! I was concerned about you!"




          "Me?—personally?"




          "Of course! You say you have me on your mind. Do you think I am devoid of human feeling?"




          "Were you—really—thinking about me?" he repeated slowly. "That was very nice of you.... I didn't quite understand.... I'll be careful with the dynamite."




          "Perhaps I'd better go with you," she suggested irresolutely.




          "Why?"




          "I could hold a green umbrella over you while you are digging holes. You yourself say that the sun is dangerous."




          "My sun-helmet makes it all right," he said, deeply touched.[308]




          "You won't take it off, will you?"




          "No."




          "And you'll look all around you for snakes before you take the next step, won't you?" she insisted.




          He promised, thrilled by her frank solicitude.




          A little way up the path he paused, looked around, and saw her standing there looking after him.




          "You're sure you'll be all right?" he called back to her.




          "Yes. Are you sure you will be?"




          "Oh, yes!"




          They made two quick gestures of adieu, and he resumed the path. Presently he turned again. She was still standing there looking after him. They made two gestures of farewell and he resumed the path. After a while he looked back. She—but what's the use!




          When he came to the spot marked for destruction, he laid down his paraphernalia, seized the crow-bar, and began to dig, scarcely conscious of what he was about because he had become so deeply absorbed in other things—in an-other thing—a human one with red hair and otherwise divinely endowed.




          The swift onset of this heavenly emotion was[309] making him giddy—or perhaps it was unaccustomed manual labor under a semi-tropical sun.




          Anyway he went about his work blindly but vigorously, seeing nothing of the surrounding landscape or of the immediate ground into which he rammed his crow-bar, so constantly did the charming vision of her piquant features shut out all else.




          And all the time he was worrying, too. He thought of snakes biting her distractingly pretty ankles; he thought of wood-ticks and of her snowy neck; of scorpions and of the delicate little hands.




          How on earth was he ever going to endure the strain if already, in these few hours, his anxiety about her welfare was assuming such deep and portentous proportions! How was he going to stand the worry until she was safe in the snakeless, tickless North again!




          She couldn't remain here! She must go North. His mind seemed already tottering under its new and constantly increasing load of responsibility; and he dug away fiercely with his bar, making twice as many holes as he had meant to.




          For he had suddenly determined to be done with the job and get her into some safe place, and he[310] meant to set off a charge of dynamite that would do the business without fail.




          Charging and tamping the holes, he used caution, even in spite of his increasing impatience to return and see how she was; arguing very justly with himself that if he blew himself up he couldn't very well learn how she was.




          So he attached the wires very carefully, made his connections, picked up the big reel and the remainder of his tools, and walked toward the distant tents, unreeling his wire as he moved along.




          She was making soup, but she heard the jangle of his equipment, sprang to her feet, and ran out to meet him.




          He let fall everything and held out both hands. In them she laid her own.




          "I'm so glad to see you!" he said warmly. "I'm so thankful that you're all right!"




          "I'm so glad you came back," she said frankly. "I have been most uneasy about you."




          "I've been very anxious, too," he said. Then, drawing an unfeigned sigh of relief: "It does seem good to get back again!" He had been away nearly half an hour.




          She examined the wire and the battery gingerly, asking him innumerable questions about it.




          "Do you suppose," she ended, "that it will be[311] safe for you to set off the charge from this camp?"




          "Oh, perfectly," he nodded.




          "Of course," she said, half to herself, "we'll both be blown up if it isn't safe. And that is something!"




          And she came up very close when he said he was ready to fire, and laid her hand on his arm. The hand was steady enough. But when he glanced at her he saw how white she had become.




          "Why, Jean!" he said gently. "Are you frightened?"




          "No.... I won't mind it if I may stand rather near you." And she closed her eyes and placed both hands over her ears.




          "Do you think I'd fire this charge," he demanded warmly, "if there was the slightest possible danger to you? Take down your hands and listen."




          Her closed eyelids quivered: "We'll both—there won't be anything left of either of us if anything does happen," she said tremulously. "I am not afraid.... Only tell me when to close my ears."




          "Do you really think there is danger?"




          "I don't know."




          He looked at her standing there, pale, plucky,[312] eyes tightly shut, her pretty fingers resting lightly on her ears.




          He said: "Would you think me crazy if I tell you something?"




          "W-What?"




          "Would you think me insane, Jean?"




          "I don't think I would."




          "You wouldn't consider me utterly mad?"




          "N-no."




          "No—what?"




          "No, I wouldn't consider you mad——"




          "No—what?" he persisted.




          And after a moment her pallor was tinted with a delicate rose.




          "No—what?" he insisted again.




          "No—Jim," she answered under breath.




          "Then—close your ears, Jean, dear."




          She closed them; his arm encircled her waist. She bore it nobly.




          "You may fire when you are ready—James!" she said faintly.




          A thunder-clap answered her; the Causeway seemed to spring up under their feet; the world reeled.




          Presently she heard his voice sounding calmly: "Are you all right, Jean?"




          "Yes.... I was thinking of you—as long as[313] I could think at all. I was ready to go—anywhere—with you."




          "I have been ready for that," he said unsteadily, "from the moment I heard your voice. But it is—is wonderful of you!"




          She opened her blue eyes, dreamily looking up into his. Then the colour surged into her face.




          "If—if you had spoken to me across the aisle," she said, "it would have begun even sooner, I think.... Because I can't imagine myself not—caring for you."




          He took her into his arms:




          "Don't worry," he said, "I'll make a place for you in the world, even if that Maltese cross means nothing."




          She looked into his eyes fearlessly: "I know you will," she said.




          Then he kissed her and she put both arms around his neck and offered her fresh, young lips again.[314]
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          Toward sunset he came to, partially, passed his hand across his enchanted eyes, and rose from the hammock beside her.




          "Dearest," he said, "that swamp ought to be partly drained by this time. Suppose we walk over before dinner and take a look?"




          Still confused by the sweetness of her dream, she sat up, and he drew her to her feet, where she stood twisting up her beautiful hair, half smiling, shy, adorable.




          Then together they walked slowly out along the Causeway, so absorbed in each other that already they had forgotten the explosion, and even the Maltese cross itself.




          It was only when they were halted by the great[315] gap in the Causeway that Jean Sandys glanced to the left, over a vast bed of shining mud, where before blue wavelets had lapped the base of the Causeway.




          Then her vaguely smiling eyes flew wide open; she caught her lover's arm in an excited clasp.




          "O Jim!" she exclaimed. "Look! Look! It is true! It is true! Look at the bed of the lake!"




          They stood trembling and staring at the low, squat, windowless coquina house, reeking with the silt of centuries, crawling with stranded water creatures.




          The stones that had blocked the door had fallen before the shock of the dynamite.




          "Good God!" he whispered. "Do you see what is inside?"




          But Jean Sandys, calmly looking untold wealth in its glittering face, sighed, smiled, and turned her blue gaze on her lover, finding in his eyes the only miracle that now had power to hold her undivided attention.




          For it is that way with some girls.


        




        

           


        




        

          But the novelist, unable to endure a dose of his own technique, could no longer control his impatience:[316]




          "What in God's name was there in that stone house!" he burst out.




          "Oh, Lord!" muttered Stafford, "it is two hours after midnight."




          He rose, bent over the girl's hand, and kissed the emerald on the third finger.




          Figure after figure, tall, shadowy, leisurely followed his example, while her little hand lay listlessly on the silken cushions and her dreaming eyes seemed to see nobody.




          Duane and I remained for a while seated, then in silence,—which Athalie finally broke for us:




          "Patience," she said, "is the art of hoping.... Good-night."




          I rose; she looked up at me, lifted her slim arm and placed the palm of her hand against my lips.




          And so I took my leave; thinking.
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          It being rent day, and Saturday, the staff of the "Irish Legation," with the exception of Westguard, began to migrate uptown for the monthly conference, returning one by one from that mysterious financial jungle popularly known as "Downtown." As for Westguard, he had been in his apartment all day as usual. He worked where he resided.




          A little before five o'clock John Desmond Lacy, Jr., came in, went directly to his rooms on the top floor, fished out a check-book, and tried to persuade himself that he had a pleasing balance at the bank—not because he was likely to have any balance either there or in his youthful brain, but because he had to have one somewhere. God being good to the Irish he found he had not overdrawn his account.




          Roger O'Hara knocked on his door, later, and receiving no response called out: "Are you in there, Jack?"




          "No," said Lacy, scratching away with his pen in passionate hopes of discovering a still bigger balance.




          "Sportin' your oak, old Skeezicks?" inquired O'Hara, affectionately, delivering a kick at the door.




          "Let me alone, you wild Irishman!" shouted Lacy. "If I can't dig out an extra hundred somewhere the State Superintendent is likely to sport my oak for keeps!"[Pg 2]




          A big, lumbering, broad-shouldered young fellow was coming up the stairs behind O'Hara, a blank book and some papers tucked under his arm, and O'Hara nodded to him and opened Mr. Lacy's door without further parleying.




          "Here's Westguard, now," he said; "and as we can't shoot landlords in the close season we'll have to make arrangements to pay for bed and board, Jack."




          Lacy glanced up from the sheet of figures before him, then waved his guests to seats and lighted a cigarette.




          "Hooray," he remarked to Westguard; "I can draw you a check, Karl, and live to tell the tale." And he rose and gave his place at the desk to the man addressed, who seated himself heavily, as though tired.




          "Before we go over the accounts," he began, "I want to say a word or two——"




          "Hadn't you better wait till Quarren comes in?" interrupted O'Hara, smoking and stretching out his long legs.




          "No; I want to talk to you two fellows first. And I'll tell you at once what's the matter: Quarren's check came back marked 'no funds.' This is the third time; and one of us ought to talk to him."




          "It's only a slip," said Lacy—"it's the tendency in him that considers the lilies of the field——"




          "It isn't square," said Westguard doggedly.




          "Nonsense, Karl, Rix means to be square——"




          "That's all right, too, but he isn't succeeding. It humiliates me; it hurts like hell to have to call his attention to such oversights."[Pg 3]




          "Oh, he's the gay tra-la-la," said O'Hara, indulgently; "do you think he bothers his elegant noddle about such trifles as checks? Besides he's almost as Irish as I am—God bless his mother and damn all landlords, Lester Caldera included."




          "What does Quarren do with all his money, then?" mused Lacy—"soaking the public in Tappan-Zee Park and sitting up so close and snug to the rich and great!"




          "It's his business," said Westguard, "to see that any check he draws is properly covered. Overdrafts may be funny in a woman, and in novels, but once is too often for any man. And this makes three times for Rix."




          "Ah, thin, lave the poor la-ad be! ye could-blooded Sassenach!" said Lacy, pretending to the brogue. "Phwat the divil!—'tis the cashier ye should blame whin Rix tells him to pay, an' he refuses to projuice the long-green wad!"




          But Westguard, unsmiling, consulted his memoranda, then, holding up his sheet of figures:




          "There's a quorum here," he said. "Rix can read this over when he comes in, if he likes. Here's the situation." And he read off the items of liabilities and assets, showing exactly, and to a penny, how the house had been run for the past month.




          Everything was there, rent, servants' wages, repairs, provisions, bills for heating and lighting, extras, incidentals—all disbursements and receipts; then, pausing for comments, and hearing none, he closed the ledger with a sharp slap.




          "The roof's leakin'," observed O'Hara without particular interest.[Pg 4]




          "Write to the landlord," said Lacy—"the stingy millionaire."




          "He won't fix it," returned the other. "Did you ever hear of Lester Caldera spendin' a cent?"




          "On himself, yes."




          "That's not spendin'; it all goes inside or outside of him somewhere." He stretched his legs, crossed them, sucked on his empty pipe, and looked around at Westguard, who was still fussing over the figures.




          "Are you goin' to the Wycherlys', Karl?"




          "I think so."




          "What costume?"




          "None of your business," retorted Westguard pleasantly.




          "I'm going as the family Banshee," observed Lacy.




          "Did you ever hear me screech, Karl?" And, pointing his nose skyward and ruffling up his auburn hair he emitted a yell so unendurable that it brought Westguard to his feet, protesting.




          "Shut up!" he said. "Do you want to have this house pinched, you crazy Milesian?"




          "Get out of my rooms if you don't like it," said Lacy. "If I'm going to a masked dance as a Banshee I've got to practice screaming, haven't I?"




          "I," said O'Hara, "am goin' as a bingle."




          "What's a bingle?"




          "Nobody knows. Neither do I; and it's killin' me to think up a costume.... Dick Quarren's goin', isn't he?"




          "Does he ever miss anything?" said Lacy.




          "He's missing most of his life," said Westguard so sharply that the others opened their eyes.




          A flush had settled under Westguard's cheek-bones;[Pg 5] he was still jotting down figures with a flat silver pencil, but presently he looked up.




          "It's the cold and uncomplimentary truth about Ricky," he said. "That set he runs with is making an utter fool of him."




          "That set," repeated Lacy, grinning. "Why, we all have wealthy relatives in it—wealthy, charming, and respectable—h'm!"




          "Which is why we're at liberty to curse it out," observed O'Hara, complacently. "We all know what it is. Karl is right. If a man is goin' to make anythin' of himself he can't run with that expensive pack. One may venture to visit the kennels now and then, and look over the new litters—perhaps do a little huntin' once in a while—just enough—so that the M. F. H. recognises your coat tails when you come a cropper. But nix for wire or water! Me for the gate, please. Ah, do you think a man can stand what the papers call 'the realm of society' very long?"




          "Rix is doing well."




          Westguard said: "They've gradually been getting a strangle-hold on him. Women are crazy about that sort of man—with his good looks and good humour and his infernally easy way of obliging a hundred people at once.... Look back a few years! Before he joined that whipper-snapper junior club he was full of decent ambition, full of go, unspoiled, fresh from college and as promising a youngster as anybody ever met. Where is his ambition now? What future has he?—except possibly to marry a million at forty-five and settle down with a comfortable grunt in the trough. It's coming, I tell you. Look what he was four years ago—a boy with clear eyes and a clear skin, frank, clean set,[Pg 6] clean minded. Look at him now—sallow, wiry, unprofitably wise, rangé, disillusioned—oh, hell! they've mauled him to a shadow of a rag!"




          Lacy lighted another cigarette and winked at O'Hara. "Karl's off again," he said. "Now we're going to get the Bible and the Sword for fair!"




          "Doesn't everybody need them both!" said Westguard, smiling. Then his heavy features altered: "I care a good deal for Dick Quarren," he said. "That's why his loose and careless financial methods make me mad—that's why this loose and careless transformation of a decent, sincere, innocent boy into an experienced, easy-going, cynical man makes me tired. I've got to stand for it, I suppose, but I don't want to. He's a gifted, clever, lovable fellow, but he hasn't any money and any right to leisure, and these people are turning him into one of those dancing things that leads cotillions and arranges tableaux, and plays social diplomat and forgets secrets and has his pockets full of boudoir keys—good Lord! I hate to say it, but they're making a tame cat of him—they're using him ignobly, I tell you—and that's the truth—if he had a friend with courage enough to tell him! I've tried, but I can't talk this way to him."




          There was a silence: then O'Hara crossed one lank leg over the other, gingerly, and contemplated his left shoe.




          "Karl," he said, "character never really changes; it only develops. What's born in the cradle is lowered into the grave, as some Russian guy said. You're a writer, and you know what I say is true."




          "Granted. But Quarren's character isn't developing; it's being stifled, strangled. He could have been[Pg 7] a professional man—a lawyer, and a brilliant one—or an engineer, or a physician—any old thing. He's in real estate—if you can call it that. All right; why doesn't he do something in it? I'll tell you why," he added, angrily answering his own question; "these silly women are turning Quarren's ambition into laziness, his ideals into mockery, his convictions into cynicism——"




          He stopped short. The door opened, and Quarren sauntered in.




          "Couldn't help hearing part of your sermon, Karl," he said laughing. "Go ahead; I don't mind the Bible and the Sword—it's good for Jack Lacy, too—and that scoundrel O'Hara. Hit us again, old Ironsides. We're no good." And he sat down on the edge of Lacy's bed, and presently stretched out on it, gracefully, arms under his blond head.




          "You've been catchin' it, Ricky," said O'Hara with a grin. "Karl says that fashionable society is a bally wampire a-gorgin' of hisself at the expense of bright young men like you. What's the come-back to that, sonny?"




          "Thanks old fellow," said Quarren laughing and slightly lifting his head to look across at Westguard. "Go ahead and talk hell and brimstone. A fight is the only free luxury in the Irish Legation. I'll swat you with a pillow when I get mad enough."




          Westguard bent his heavy head and looked down at the yellow check on the table.




          "Rix," he said, "I've got to tell you that you have forgotten to make a deposit at your bank."




          "Oh, Lord!" exclaimed Quarren with weary but amiable vexation—"that is the third time. What[Pg 8] are you fellows going to do? Put me out of the Legation?"




          "Why the devil are you so careless?" growled Westguard.




          "I honestly don't know. I didn't suppose I was so short. I thought I had a balance."




          "Rot! The minute a man begins to think he has a balance he knows damn well that he hasn't! I don't care, Rix—but, take it from me, you'll have a mortifying experience one of these days."




          "I guess that's right," said Quarren with a kind of careless contrition. "I never seem to be more than a lap or two ahead of old lady Ruin. And I break the speed-laws, too."




          "No youngster ever beat that old woman in a foot-race," observed Lacy. "Pay up and give her enough carfare to travel the other way; that's your only chance, Ricky."




          "Oh, certainly. No fellow need be in debt if he pays up, you Hibernian idiot!"




          "Do you want some money?" asked Westguard bluntly.




          "Sure, Karl, oodles of it! But not from you, old chap."




          "You know you can have it from me, too, don't you?" said O'Hara.




          Quarren nodded cordially: "I'll get it; no fear. I'm terribly sorry about that check. But it will be all right to-morrow, Karl."




          Lacy thought to himself with a grin: "He'll kill somebody at Auction to square himself—that's what Ricky means to do. God be good to the wealthy this winter night!"[Pg 9]




          O'Hara, lank, carefully scrubbed, carefully turned out as one of his own hunters, stood up with a yawn and glanced at his watch.




          "Didn't somebody say somebody was comin' in to tea?" he asked generally.




          "My cousin, Mrs. Wycherly," said Westguard—"and a friend of hers—I've forgotten——"




          "Mrs. Leeds," observed Lacy. "And she is reputed to be a radiant peach. Did any of you fellows ever meet her in the old days?"




          Nobody there had ever seen her.




          "Did Mrs. Wycherly say she is a looker?" asked O'Hara, sceptically.




          Westguard shrugged: "You know what to expect when one woman tells you that another woman is good-looking. Probably she has a face that would kill a caterpillar."




          Quarren laughed lazily from the bed:




          "I hear she's pretty. She's come out of the West. You know, of course, who she was."




          "Reggie Leeds's wife," said O'Hara, slowly.




          There was a silence. Perhaps the men were thinking of the late Reginald Leeds, and of the deep damnation of his taking off.




          "Have you never seen her?" asked Lacy.




          "Nobody ever has. She's never before been here," said Quarren, yawning.




          "Then come down and set the kettle on, Ricky. She may be the peachiest kind of a peach in a special crate directed to your address and marked 'Perishable! Rush! With care!' So we'll have to be very careful in rushing her——"




          "Oh, for Heaven's sake stop that lady-patter,"[Pg 10] protested O'Hara, linking his arm in Lacy's and sauntering toward the door. "That sort of conversation is Ricky's line of tea-talk. You'll reduce him to a pitiable silence if you take away his only asset."




          Westguard gathered up his papers, pausing a moment at the doorway:




          "Coming?" he asked briefly of Quarren who was laughing.




          "Certainly he's coming," said Lacy returning and attempting to drag him from the bed. "Come on, you tea-cup-rattling, macaroon-crunching, caste-smitten, fashion-bitten Arbiter Elegantiarum!"




          They fought for a moment, then Lacy staggered back under repeated wallops from one of his own pillows, and presently retired to his bath-room to brush his thick red hair. This hair was his pride and sorrow: it defied him in a brilliant cowlick until plastered flat with water. However, well soaked, his hair darkened to what he considered a chestnut colour. And that made him very proud.




          When he had soaked and subdued his ruddy locks he came out to where Westguard still stood.




          "Are you coming, Rix?" demanded the latter again.




          "Not unless you particularly want me," returned Quarren, yawning amiably. "I could take a nap if that red-headed Mick would get out of here."




          Westguard said: "Suit yourself," and followed Lacy and O'Hara down the stairs.




          The two latter young fellows turned aside into O'Hara's apartments to further remake a killing and deadly toilet. Westguard continued on to the first[Pg 11] floor which he inhabited, and where he found a Japanese servant already preparing the tea paraphernalia. A few minutes later Mrs. Wycherly arrived with Mrs. Leeds.




          All women, experienced or otherwise, never quite lose their curiosity concerning a bachelor's quarters. The haunts of men interest woman, fascinating the married as well as the unwedded. Deep in their gentle souls they know that the most luxurious masculine abode could easily be made twice as comfortable by the kindly advice of any woman. Toleration, curiosity, sympathy are the emotions which stir feminine hearts when inspecting the solitary lair of the human male.




          "So these are the new rooms," said Molly Wycherly, patronisingly, after O'Hara and Lacy had appeared and everybody had been presented to everybody else. "Strelsa, do look at those early Edwards prints! It's utterly impossible to find any of them now for sale anywhere."




          Strelsa Leeds looked up at the Botticelli Madonna and at Madame Royale; and the three men looked at her as though hypnotised.




          So this was Reginald Leeds's wife—this distractingly pretty woman—even yet scarcely more than a girl—with her delicate colour and vivid lips and unspoiled eyes—dark eyes—a kind of purplish gray, very purely and exquisitely shaped. But in their grayish-violet depths there was murder. And the assassination of Lacy and O'Hara had already been accomplished.




          Her hat, gown, gloves, furs were black—as though the tragic shadow of two years ago still fell across her slender body.




          She looked around at the room; Molly Wycherly,[Pg 12] pouring tea, nodded to Westguard, and he handed the cup to Mrs. Leeds.




          She said, smilingly: "And—do you three unprotected men live in this big house all by yourselves?"




          "There are four of us in the Legation," said Lacy, "and several servants to beat off the suffragettes who become enamoured of us."




          "The—legation?" she repeated, amused at the term.




          "Our friends call this house the Irish Legation," he explained. "We're all Irish by descent except Westguard who's a Sassenach—and Dick Quarren, who is only half Irish.'




          "And who is Dick Quarren?" she asked innocently.




          "Oh, Strelsa!" cautioned Molly Wycherly—"you really mustn't argue yourself unknown."




          "But I am unknown," insisted the girl, laughing and looking at the men in turn with an engaging candour that bowled them over again, one by one. "I don't know who Mr. Quarren is, so why not admit it? Is he such a very wonderful personage, Mr. Lacy?"




          "Not at all, Mrs. Leeds. He and I share the top floor of the Legation. We are, as a matter of record, the two financial wrecks of this establishment, so naturally we go to the garret. Poverty is my only distinction; Mr. Quarren, however, also leads the grand march at Lyric Hall now and then I believe——"




          "What is Lyric Hall? Ought I to know?"




          Everybody was laughing, and Molly Wycherly said:




          "Richard Quarren, known variously as Rix, Ricky, and Dick Quarren, is an exceedingly popular and indis[Pg 13]pensable young man in this town. You'll meet him, Strelsa, and probably adore him. We all do."




          "Must I wait very long?" asked Strelsa, laughing. "I'd like to have the adoration begin."




          Lacy said to O'Hara: "Go up and pull that pitiable dub off the bed, Roger. The lady wishes to inspect him."




          "That's not very civil of Rix," said Mrs. Wycherly; "but I fancy I know why he requires slumber." She added, glancing around mischievously at the three men who were all looking languishingly at Mrs. Leeds: "He'll be sorry when you three gentlemen describe Strelsa to him. I can prophesy that much."




          "Certainly," said Lacy, airily; "we're all at Mrs. Leeds's feet! Even the blind bat of Drumgool could see that! So why deny it?"




          "You're not denying it, Mr. Lacy," said Strelsa, laughing. "But I realise perfectly that I am in the Irish Legation. So I shall carefully salt everything you say to me."




          "If you think I've kissed the blessed pebble you ought to listen to that other bankrupt upstairs," said Lacy.




          "As far as pretty speeches are concerned you seem to be perfectly solvent," said Strelsa gaily, looking around her at the various adornments of this masculine abode. "I wonder where you dine," she added with curiosity unabashed.




          "We've a fine dining-room below," he said proudly, "haven't we, Roger? And as soon as Dick Quarren and I are sufficiently solvent to warrant it, the Legation is going to give a series of brilliant banquets; will you come, Mrs. Leeds?"[Pg 14]




          "When you are solvent, perhaps," said Strelsa, smiling.




          "Westguard and I will give you a banquet at an hour's notice," said O'Hara, eagerly. "Will you accept?"




          "Such overwhelming offers of hospitality!" she protested. "I had believed the contrary about New Yorkers. You see I've just emerged from the West, and I don't really know what to think of such bewildering cordiality."




          "Karl," said Mrs. Wycherly, "are you going to show us over the house? If you are we must hurry, as Strelsa and I are to decorate the Calderas' box this evening, and it takes me an hour to paint my face." She turned a fresh, winsome countenance to Westguard, who laughed, rose, and took his pretty cousin by the hand.




          Under triple escort Mrs. Wycherly and Mrs. Leeds examined the Legation from kitchen to garret—and Strelsa, inadvertently glancing in at a room just as Westguard started to close the door, caught sight of a recumbent shape on a bed—just a glimpse of a blond, symmetrical head and a well-coupled figure, graceful even in the careless relaxation of sleep.




          Westguard asked her pardon: "That's Quarren. He was probably up till daylight."




          "He was," said Molly Wycherly; "and by the same token so was I. Thank you so much, Karl.... Thank you, Mr. O'Hara—and you, too, Jack!"—offering her hand—"We've had a splendid party.... Strelsa, we really ought to go at once——"




          "Will you come again?"[Pg 15]




          "We will come again if you ask us," said Strelsa; "we're perfectly fascinated by the Legation."




          "And its personnel?" hinted Lacy. "Do you like us, Mrs. Leeds?"




          "I've only seen three of you," parried Strelsa, much amused.




          "We refuse to commit ourselves," said Molly. "Good-bye. I suppose you all are coming to my house-warming."




          They all looked at Mrs. Leeds and said that they were coming—said so fervently.




          Molly laughed: she had no envy in her make-up, perhaps because she was too pretty herself.




          "Oh, yes," she said, replying to their unasked questions, "Mrs. Leeds will be there—and I plainly see my miserable fate. But what can a wretched woman expect from the Irish? Not constancy. Strelsa, take warning. They loved me once!"


        




        

           


        




        

          After Westguard had put them in their limousine, he came back to find Quarren in his sitting-room, wearing a dressing-gown, and Lacy madly detailing to him the charms of Strelsa Leeds:




          "Take it from me, Dicky, she's some queen! You didn't miss a thing but the prettiest woman in town! And there's a something about her—a kind of a sort of a something——"




          "You appear to be in love, dear friend," observed Quarren kindly.




          "I am. So's every man here who met her. We don't deny it! We glory in our fall! What was that costume of hers, Karl? Mourning?"




          "Fancy a glorious creature like her wearin' black[Pg 16] for that nasty little cad," observed O'Hara disgustedly.




          "It's probably fashion, not grief," remarked Westguard.




          "I guess it's nix for the weeps," said O'Hara—"after all she probably went through with Reggie Leeds, I fancy she had no tears left over."




          "I want to talk," cried Lacy; "I want to tell Rix what he missed. I'd got as far as her gown, I think——"




          "Go on," smiled Quarren.




          "Anyway," said Lacy, "she wore a sort of mourning as far as her veil went, and her furs and gown and gloves were black, and her purse was gun-metal and black opals—rather brisk? Yes?—And all the dingles on her were gun-metal—everything black and sober—and that ruddy gold head—and—those eyes!—a kind of a purple-gray, Ricky, slanting a little, with long black lashes—I noticed 'em—and her lips were very vivid—not paint, but a kind of noticeably healthy scarlet—and that straight nose—and the fresh fragrant youth of her——"




          "For Heaven's sake, Jack——"




          "Sure. I'm through with 'em all. I'm wise to the sex. That was merely a word picture. I'm talking like a writer, that's all. That's how you boobs talk, isn't it, Karl?"




          "Always," said Westguard gravely.




          "Me for Mrs. Leeds," remarked O'Hara frankly. "I'd ask her to marry me on the drop of a hat."




          "Well, I'll drop no hat for you!" said Lacy. "And there'll be plenty of lunatics in this town who'll go madder than you or me before they forget Mrs. Leeds.[Pg 17] Wait! Town is going to sit up and take notice when this new planet swims into its social ken. How's that epigram, Karl?"




          Westguard said thoughtfully: "There'll be notoriety, too, I'm afraid. If nobody knows her everybody knows about that wretched boy she married."




          Quarren added: "I have always understood that the girl did not want to marry him. It was her mother's doings."




          O'Hara scowled. "I also have heard that the mother engineered it.... What was Mrs. Leeds's name? I forget——"




          "Strelsa Lanark," said Quarren who never forgot anything.




          "Ugh," grunted Westguard. "Fancy a mother throwing her daughter at the head of a boy like Reggie Leeds!—as vicious and unclean a little whelp as ever—Oh, what's the use?—and de mortius nihil—et cetera, cock-a-doodle-do!"




          "That poor girl had two entire years of him," observed Lacy. "She doesn't look more than twenty now—and he's been in—been dead two years. Good Heavens! What a child she must have been when she married him!"




          Westguard nodded: "She had two years of him—and I suppose he seldom drew a perfectly sober breath.... He dragged her all over the world with him—she standing for his rotten behaviour, trying to play the game with the cards hopelessly stacked against her. Vincent Wier met them in Naples; Mallison ran across them in Egypt; so did Lydon in Vienna. They said it was heartbreaking to see her trying to keep up appear[Pg 18]ances—trying to smile under his nagging or his drunken insults in public places. Lydon told me that she behaved like a brick—stuck to Reggie, tried to shield him, excuse him, make something out of the miserable pup who was doing his best to drag her to his own level and deprave her. But I guess she was too young or too unhappy or something, because there's no depravity in the girl who was here a few minutes ago. I'll swear to that."




          After a moment Lacy said: "Well, he got his at last!"




          "What was comin' to him," added O'Hara, with satisfaction.




          Lacy added, curiously: "How can a man misbehave when he has such a woman for a wife?"




          "I wonder," observed Quarren, "how many solid citizens read the account in the papers and remained scared longer than six weeks?"




          "Lord help the wives of men," growled Westguard.... "If any of you fellows are dressing for dinner you'd better be about it.... Wait a moment, Rix!"—as Quarren, the last to leave, was already passing the threshold.




          The young fellow turned, smiling: the others went on; Westguard stood silent for a moment, then:




          "You're about the only man I care for very much," he said bluntly. "If I am continually giving you the Bible and the Sword it's the best I have to give."




          Quarren replied laughingly.




          "Don't worry, old fellow. I take what you say all right. And I really mean to cut out a lot of fussing and begin to hustle.... Only, isn't it a wise thing to keep next to possible clients?"[Pg 19]




          "The people you train with don't buy lots in Tappan-Zee Park."




          "But I may induce them to go into more fashionable enterprises——"




          "Not they! The eagle yells on every dollar they finger. If there's any bleeding to be done they'll do it, my son."




          "Lester Caldera has already asked me about acreage in Westchester."




          "Did he do more than ask?"




          "No."




          "Did you charge him for the consultation?"




          "Of course not."




          "Then he got your professional opinion for nothing."




          "But he, or others, may try to assemble several farms——"




          "Why don't they then?—instead of dragging you about at their heels from house to house, from card-room to ball-room, from café to opera, from one week-end to the next!—robbing you of time, of leisure, of opportunity, of ambition—spoiling you—making a bally monkey of you! You're always in some fat woman's opera box or on some fat man's yacht or coach, or doing some damn thing—with your name figuring in everything from Newport to Hot Springs—and—and how can you ever turn into anything except a tame cat!"




          Quarren's face reddened slightly.




          "I'd be perfectly willing to sit in an office all day and all night if anybody would give me any business. But what's the use of chewing pencils and watching traffic on Forty-second Street?"




          "Then go into another business!"[Pg 20]




          "I haven't any money."




          "I'll lend it to you!"




          "I can't risk your money, Karl. I'm too uncertain of myself. If anybody else offered to stake me I'd try the gamble." ... He looked up at Westguard, ashamed, troubled, and showing it like a boy. "I'm afraid I don't amount to anything, Karl. I'm afraid I'm no good except in the kind of thing I seem to have a talent for."




          "Fetching and carrying for the fashionable and wealthy," sneered Westguard.




          Quarren's face flushed again: "I suppose that's it."




          Westguard glared at him: "I wish I could shake it out of you!"




          "I guess the poison's there," said Quarren in a low voice. "The worst of it is I like it—except when I understand your contempt."




          "You like to fetch and carry and go about with your pocket full of boudoir keys!"




          "People give me as much as I give them."




          "They don't!" said the other angrily. "They've taken a decent fellow and put him in livery!"




          Quarren bit his lip as the blood leaped to his face.




          "Don't talk that way, Karl," he said quietly. "Even you have no business to take that tone with me."




          There was a silence. After a few moments Westguard came over and held out his hand. Quarren took it, looked at him.




          "I tell you," he said, "there's nothing to me. It's your kindness, Karl, that sees in me possibilities that never were."




          "They're there. I'll do my duty almost to the[Pg 21] point of breaking our friendship. But—I'll have to stop short of that point."




          A quick smile came over Quarren's face, gay, affectionate:




          "You couldn't do that, Karl.... And don't worry. I'll cut out a lot of frills and try to do things that are worth while. I mean it, really. Don't worry, old fellow."




          "All right," said Westguard, smiling.[Pg 22]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER II


        




        

          A masked dance, which for so long has been out of fashion in the world that pretends to it, was the experiment selected by Molly Wycherly for the warming up of her new house on Park Avenue.




          The snowy avenue for blocks was a mass of motors and carriages; a platoon of police took charge of the vehicular mess. Outside of the storm-coated lines the penniless world of shreds and patches craned a thousand necks as the glittering costumes passed from brougham and limousine under the awnings into the great house.




          Already in the new ball-room, along the edges of the whirl, masqueraders in tumultuous throngs were crowding forward to watch the dancers or drifting into the eddies and set-backs where ranks of overloaded gilt chairs creaked under jewelled dowagers, and where rickety old beaux impersonated tinselled courtiers on wavering but devoted legs.




          Aloft in their rococo sky gallery a popular orchestra fiddled frenziedly; the great curtains of living green set with thousands of gardenias swayed in the air currents like Chinese tapestries; a harmonious tumult swept the big new ball-room from end to end—a composite uproar in which were mingled the rushing noise of silk, clatter of sole and heel, laughter and cries of capering maskers gathered from the four quarters of fashionable[Pg 23] Gath to grace the opening of the House of Wycherly. They were all there, dowager, matron, débutante, old beaux, young gallant, dancing, laughing, coquetting, flirting. Young eyes mocked the masked eyes that wooed them; adolescence tormented maturity; the toothless ogled the toothsome. Unmasking alone could set right this topsy-turvy world of carnival.




          A sinuous Harlequin, his skin-tight lozenge-patterned dress shimmering like the red and gold skin of a Malay snake, came weaving his way through the edges of the maelstrom, his eyes under the black half-mask glittering maliciously at the victims of his lathe-sword. With it he recklessly slapped whatever tempted him, patting gently the rounded arms and shoulders of nymph and shepherdess, using more vigour on the plump contours of fat and elderly courtiers, spinning on the points of his pump-toes, his limber lathe-sword curved in both hands above his head, leaping lithely over a chair here and there, and landing always as lightly as a cat on silent feet—a wiry, symmetrical figure under the rakish bi-corne, instinct with mischief and grace infernal.




          Encountering a burly masker dressed like one of Cromwell's ponderous Ironsides, he hit him a resounding whack over his aluminum cuirass, and whispered:




          "That Ironside rig doesn't conceal you: it reveals you, Karl! Out with your Bible and your Sword and preach the wrath to come!"




          "It will come all right," said Westguard. "Do you know how many hundred thousand dollars are wasted here to-night?... And yesterday a woman died of hunger in Carmine Street. Don't worry about[Pg 24] the wrath of God as long as people die of cold and hunger in the streets of Ascalon."




          "That's not as bad as dying of inanition—which would happen to the majority here if they didn't have things like this to amuse 'em. For decency's sake, Karl, pity the perplexities of the rich for a change!"




          Westguard grunted something under his casque; then, adjusting his aluminum mask:




          "Are you having a good time, Dicky? I suppose you are."




          "Oh, I'm gay enough," returned the Harlequin airily—"but there's never much genuine gaiety among the overfed." And he slapped a passing gallant with his wooden sword, spun around on his toes, bent over gracefully and stood on his hands, legs twinkling above him in the air. Then, with a bound he was on his nimble feet again, and, linking his arm in the arm of the Cromwellian trooper, strolled along the ranks of fanning dowagers, glancing amiably into their masked faces.




          "Same old battle-line," he observed to his companion—"their jewels give them away. Same old tiaras, same old ladies—all fat, all fifty, all fanning away like the damned. Your aunt has on about a ton of emeralds. I think she does it for the purpose of banting, don't you, Karl——"




          The uproar drowned his voice: Westguard, colossal in his armour, gazed gloomily around at the gorgeous spectacle for which his cousin Molly Wycherly was responsible.


        




        

          "Westguard, colossal in his armour, gazed gloomily around at the gorgeous spectacle."


        




        

          "It's monkey-shines like this that breed anarchists," he growled. "Did you notice that rubbering[Pg 25] crowd outside the police lines in the snow? Molly and Jim ought to see it."




          "Oh, cut it out, Karl," retorted the Harlequin gaily; "there'll be rich and poor in the world as long as the bally old show runs—there'll be reserved seats and gallery seats and standing room only, and ninety-nine percent of the world cooling its shabby heels outside."




          "I don't care to discuss the problem with you," observed Westguard. After a moment he added: "I'm going to dance once or twice and get out.... I suppose you'll flit about doing the agreeable and fashionable until daylight."




          "I suppose so," said the Harlequin, tranquilly. "Why not? Also you ought to find material here for one of your novels."




          "A man doesn't have to hunt for material. It's in his bedroom when he wakes; it's all around him all day long. There's no more here than there is outside in the snow; and no less.... But dancing all night isn't going to help your business, Ricky."




          "It won't hurt any business I'm likely to do."




          "Isn't your Tappan-Zee Park panning out?"




          "Fizzling out. Nobody's bought any building sites."




          "Why not?"




          "How the deuce do I know, Karl! I don't want to talk business, here——"




          He ceased speaking as three or four white masked Bacchantes in fluttering raiment came dancing by to the wild music of Philemon and Baucis. Shaking their be-ribboned tambourines, flowery garlands and lynx-skins flying from their shoulders, they sped away on fleet little feet, hotly pursued by adorers.[Pg 26]




          "Come on," said the Harlequin briskly; "I think one of those skylarkers ought to prove amusing! Shall I catch you one?"




          But he found no encouragement in the swift courtship he attempted; for the Bacchantes, loudly protesting at his interference, banged him over his head and shoulders with their resounding tambourines and danced away unheeding his blandishments.




          "Flappers," observed a painted and powdered clown whose voice betrayed him as O'Hara; "this town is overstocked with fudge-fed broilers. They're always playin' about under foot, spoilin' your huntin'; and if you touch 'em they ki-yi no end."




          "I suppose you're looking for Mrs. Leeds," said Westguard, smiling.




          "I fancy every man here is doin' the same thing," replied the clown. "What's her costume? Do you know, Ironsides?"




          "I wouldn't tell you if I did," said Westguard frankly.




          The Harlequin shrugged.




          "This world," he remarked, "is principally encumbered with women, and naturally a man supposes the choice is unlimited. But as you live to drift from girl to girl you'll discover that there are just two kinds; the kind you can kiss and the kind you can't. So finally you marry the latter. Does Mrs. Leeds flirt?"




          "Will a fish swim?" rejoined the clown. "You bet she will flirt. Haven't you met her?"




          "I? No," said the Harlequin carelessly. Which secretly amused both Westguard and O'Hara, for it had been whispered about that the new beauty not only had[Pg 27] taken no pains to meet Quarren, but had pointedly ignored an opportunity when the choice lay with her, remarking that dancing men were one of the social necessities which everybody took for granted—like flowers and champagne. And the comment had been carried straight to Quarren, who had laughed at the time—and had never forgotten it, nor the apparently causeless contempt that evidently had inspired it.




          The clown brandished his bunch of toy balloons, and gazed about him:




          "Anybody who likes can go and tell Mrs. Leeds that I'm her declared suitor. I don't care who knows it. I'm foolish about her. She's different from any woman I ever saw. And if I don't find her pretty soon I'll smash every balloon over your head, Ricky!"




          The Harlequin laughed. "Women," he said, "are cut out in various and amusing patterns like animal crackers, but the fundamental paste never varies, and the same pastry cook seasoned it."




          "That's a sickly and degenerate sentiment," observed Westguard.




          "You might say that about the unfledged," added O'Hara—"like those kittenish Bacchantes. Winifred Miller and the youngest Vernon girl were two of those Flappers, I think. But there's no real jollity among the satiated," he added despondently. "A mask, a hungry stomach, and empty pockets are the proper ingredients for gaiety—take it from me, Karl." And he wandered off, beating everybody with his bunch of toy balloons.




          Quarren leaped to the seat of a chair and squatted there drawing his shimmering legs up under him like a great jewelled spider.[Pg 28]




          "Bet you ten that the voluminous domino yonder envelops my aunt, Mrs. Sprowl," whispered Westguard.




          "You're betting on a certainty and a fat ankle."




          "Sure. I've seen her ankles going upstairs too often.... What the devil is the old lady wearing under that domino?"




          "Wait till you see her later," said Quarren, delightedly. "She has come as Brunhilda."




          "I don't want to see three hundred pounds of relative as Brunhilda," growled Westguard.




          "You will, to-morrow. She's given her photograph to a Herald man."




          "What did you let her do it for?" demanded Westguard wrathfully.




          "Could I help it?"




          "You could have stopped her. She thinks your opinion is the last lisp in fashionable art problems."




          "There are some things you can't tell a woman," said Quarren. "One of 'em concerns her weight."




          "Are you afraid of Mrs. Sprowl?"




          The Harlequin laughed:




          "Where would I be if I incurred your aunt's displeasure, dear friend?"




          "Out of the monkey house for good I suppose," admitted Westguard. "Lord, Ricky, what a lot you have had to swallow for the sake of staying put among these people!"




          Quarren sat meditating under his mask, cross-legged, twirling his sword, the crash of the floor orchestra dinning in his close-set ears.




          "Yes," he said without resentment, "I've endured my share. That's one reason why I don't want to let[Pg 29] several years of humiliation go for nothing. I've earned whatever place I have. And I mean to keep it."




          Westguard turned on him half angrily, hesitated, then remained silent. What was the use? If Quarren had not been guilty of actually fawning, toadying, currying favour, he had certainly permitted himself to be rudely used. He had learned very thoroughly his art in the school of the courtier—learned how and when to be blind, silent, deaf; how to offer, how to yield, when and how to demand and exact. Which, to Westguard, meant the prostitution of intelligence. And he loathed the game like a man who is free to play it if he cares to. Of those who are denied participation, few really hate it.




          But he said nothing more; and the Harlequin, indolently stretching his glittering limbs, dropped a light hand on Westguard's cuirassed shoulder:




          "Don't be forever spoiling things for me, Karl. I really do enjoy the game as it lies."




          "It does lie—that is the trouble, Rix."




          "I can't afford to criticise it.... Listen; I'm a mediocre man; I'd never count among real men. I count in the set which I amuse and which accepts me. Let me enjoy it, can't you?"




          An aged dandy, masked, painted, wizened, and dressed like Henri II, tottered by with a young girl on his arm, his shrill, falsetto giggle piercing the racket around them.




          "Do you wish to live to be like that?" asked Westguard sharply.




          "Oh, I'll die long before that," said Quarren cheerfully, and leaped lightly to his feet. "I shall now accomplish a little dancing," he said, pointing with his[Pg 30] wooden sword at the tossing throng. "Venus send me a pretty married woman who really loves her husband.... By Bacchus! Those dancers are going it! Come on, Karl. Leave us foot it!"




          Many maskers were throwing confetti now: multi-tinted serpents shot out across the clamorous gulf; bunches of roses flung high, rising in swift arcs of flight, crossed and recrossed. All along the edges of the dance, like froth and autumn leaves cast up from a whirlpool, fluffy feminine derelicts and gorgeous masculine escorts were flung pell-mell out of the maelstrom and left stranded or drifting breathless among the eddies setting in toward the supper-room.




          Suddenly, as the Harlequin bent forward to plunge into the crush, the very centre of the whirlpool parted, and out of it floated a fluttering, jingling, dazzling figure all gold—slender, bare-armed and bare of throat and shoulders, auriferous, scintillating from crown to ankle—for her sleeveless tabard was cloth-of-gold, and her mask was gold; so were her jewelled shoes and the gemmed fillet that bound her locks; and her thick hair clustering against her cheeks had the lustre of precious metal.




          Jingling, fluttering, gems clashing musically, the Byzantine dancer, besieged by adorers, deftly evaded their pressing gallantries—evaded the Harlequin, too, with laughing mockery, skilfully disengaging herself from the throng of suitors stumbling around her, crowded and buffeted on every side.
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          After her like a flash sped Harlequin: for an instant, just ahead of him, she appeared in plain sight, glimmering brightly against the green and swaying tapestry of living leaves and flowers, then even as her[Pg 31] pursuers looked at her, she vanished before their very eyes.




          They ran about distractedly hunting for her, Turk, Drum Major, Indian Chief, and Charles the First, then reluctantly gave up the quest and drifted off to seek for another ideal. All women are ideal under the piquant promise of the mask.




          A pretty shepherdess, lingering near, whispered close to Quarren's shoulder behind her fan:




          "Check to you, Harlequin! That golden dancer was the only girl in town who hasn't taken any pains to meet you!"




          He turned his head, warily, divining Molly Wycherly under the disguise, realising, too, that she recognised him.




          "You'll never find her now," laughed the shepherdess. "Besides she does not care a rap about meeting a mere Harlequin. It's refreshing to see you so thoroughly snubbed once in a while." And she danced gaily away, arms akimbo, her garlanded crook over her shoulder; and her taunting laughter floated back to him where he stood irresolute, wondering how the golden dancer could have so completely vanished.




          Suddenly he recollected going over the house before its completion with Jim Wycherly, who had been his own architect, and the memory of a certain peculiarity in the construction of the ball-room flashed into his mind. The only possible explanation for her disappearance was that somebody had pointed out to her the low door behind the third pillar, and she was now in the gilded swallow's-nest aloft.




          It was a whim of Wycherly—this concealed stair—he recalled it perfectly now—and, parting the living[Pg 32] tapestry of blossoms, he laid his hand on the ivory and gilded paneling, pressing the heart of one carved rose after another, until with a click! a tiny door swung inward, revealing a narrow spiral of stairs, lighted rosily by electricity.




          He stepped inside, closed the door, and listened, then mounted noiselessly. Half way up he caught the aroma of a cigarette; and, a second later he stepped out onto a tiny latticed balcony, completely screened.




          The golden dancer, who evidently had been gazing down on the carnival scene below from behind the lattice, whirled around to confront him in a little flurry of cigarette smoke.




          For a moment they faced each other, then:




          "How did you know where to find me, Harlequin?"




          "I'd have died if I hadn't found you, fairest, loveliest——"




          "That is no answer! Answer me!"




          "Why did you flee?" he asked. "Answer that, first."




          She glanced at her cigarette and shrugged her shoulders:




          "You see why I fled, don't you? Now answer me."




          The Harlequin presented the hilt of his sword which was set with a tiny mirror.




          "You see why I fled after you," he said, "don't you?"




          "All the same," she insisted, smilingly, "I have been informed on excellent authority that I am the only one, except the family, who knows of this balcony. And here comes a Harlequin blundering in! You are not Mr. Wycherly; and you're certainly not Molly."




          "Alas! My ultimate ends are not as shapely."[Pg 33]




          "Then who are you?" She added, laughing: "They're shapely enough, too."




          "I am only a poor wandering, love-smitten Harlequin—" he said, "scorned, despised, and mocked by beauty——"




          "Love-smitten?" she repeated.




          "Can you doubt it, now?"




          She laughed gaily and leaned back against the balcony's velvet rail:




          "You lose no time in declaring yourself, do you, Harlequin?—that is, if you are hinting that I have smitten you with the pretty passion."




          "Through and through, beautiful dancer——"




          "How do you know that I am beautiful under this mask?"




          "I know many things. That's my compensation for being only a poor mountebank of a Harlequin—magic penetration—the clairvoyance of radium."




          "Did you expect to find me at the top of those cork-screw stairs?"




          "I did."




          "Why?"




          "Inference. Every toad hides a jewel in its head. So I argued that somewhere in the ugliness of darkest Philistia a gem must be hidden; and I've searched for years—up and down throughout the haunts of men from Gath to Ascalon. And—behold! My quest is ended at your pretty feet!—Rose-Diamond of the World!"




          He sank lithely on one knee; she laughed deliciously, looking down at his masked face.




          "Who are you, Harlequin?—whose wits and legs seem to be equally supple and symmetrical?"[Pg 34]




          "Tell it not in Gath; Publish it not in the streets of Ascalon; I am that man for whom you were destined before either you or I were born. Are you frightened?"




          The Byzantine dancer laughed and shook her head till all the golden metal on her was set chiming.




          He said, still on one knee at her feet:




          "Exquisite phantom of an Empire dead, from what emblazoned sarcophagus have you danced forth across our modern oceans to bewitch the Philistia of to-day? Who clothed you in scarlet delicately? Who put ornaments of gold upon your apparel——"




          "You court me with Scripture as smoothly as Heaven's great Enemy," she said—"and to your own ends, as does he. Are you leagued with him, O agile and intrusive Harlequin, to steal away my peace of mind?"




          Lithely, silently he leaped up to the balustrade and, gathering his ankles under him, squatted there, cross-legged, peering sideways at her through the slanting eye-holes.




          "If that screen behind you gives way," she warned him, "you will have accomplished your last harlequinade."




          He glanced coolly over his shoulder:




          "How far is it to the floor below, do you suppose?"




          "Far enough to make a good harlequin out of a live one," she said.... "Please be careful; I really mean it."




          "Child," he said solemnly, "do you suppose that I mind falling a hundred feet or so on my head? I've already fallen infinitely farther than that this evening."




          "And it didn't kill you?" she exclaimed, clasping her hands, dramatically.[Pg 35]




          "No. Because our destiny must first be accomplished before I die."




          "Ours?"




          "Yours and mine, pretty dancer! I've already fulfilled my destiny by falling in love with you at first sight. That was a long fall, wasn't it?"




          "Very. Am I to fulfil mine in a similar manner?"




          "You are."




          "Will it—kill me, do you think?"




          "I don't think so. Try it."




          "Will it hurt?—this terrible fall? And how far must I descend to fall in love with you?"




          "Sometimes falling in love does hurt," he said gravely, "when the fall is a long one."




          "Is this to be a long one?"




          "You may think so."




          "Then I decline to tumble. Please go somewhere about your business, Master Harlequin. I'm inclined to like you."




          "Dancer, my life's business is wherever you happen to be."




          "Why are you so sure?"




          "Magic," he said seriously. "I deal in it."




          "Wonderful! Your accomplishments overwhelm me. Perhaps, through the aid of magic, you can even tell me who I am!"




          "I think I can."




          "Is that another threat of magic?"




          "It's a bet, too, if you like."




          "Are you offering to bet me that, before I unmask, you will be able to discover who I am?"




          "Yes. Will you make it a wager?"[Pg 36] She stood, silent, irresolute, cautious but curious; then:




          "Do you mean that you can find out who I am? Now? Here in this balcony?"




          "Certainly."




          "That is sheer nonsense," she said with decision. "I'll bet you anything you like."




          "What stakes?"




          "Why there's nothing to bet except the usual, is there?"




          "You mean flowers, gloves, stockings, bon-bons?"




          "Yes."




          The Harlequin, smiling at her askance, drew from the hilt of his lathe-sword a fresh cigarette, lighted it, looked across at the level chandelier, and sent a ring of smoke toward the twinkling wilderness of prisms hanging in mid-air.




          "Let's be original or perish," he said. "I'll bet you a day out of my life against a day out of yours that I discover who you are in ten minutes."




          "I won't accept such a silly wager! What would you do with me for a day?"




          The Harlequin bent his masked head. Over his body the lozenges of scarlet and gold slid crinkling as though with suppressed and serpentine mirth.




          "What are you laughing at?" she demanded half vexed, half amused.




          "Your fears, pretty dancer."




          "I am not afraid!"




          "Very well. Prove it! I have offered to bet you a day out of my life that I'll tell you who you are. Are you afraid to wager a day out of yours that I can't do it?"[Pg 37]




          She shook her head so that the burnished locks clustered against her cheeks, and all over her slim figure the jingling gold rang melodiously.




          "I haven't long to live," she observed. "A day out of life is too much to risk."




          "Why don't you think that you have long to live?"




          "I haven't. I know it."




          "How do you know?"




          "I just know.... Besides, I don't wish to live very long."




          "You don't wish to live long?"




          "Only as long as I'm young enough to be forgetful. Old age is a horror—in some cases. I don't desire ever to be forty. After forty they say one lives on memory. I don't wish to."




          Through the slits of his mask his curious eyes watched her steadily.




          "You're not yet twenty-four," he said.




          "Not quite. That is a good guess, Harlequin."




          "And you don't want to live to be old?"




          "No, I don't wish to."




          "But you are rather keen on living while you're young."




          "I've never thought much about it. If I live, it's all right; if I die, I don't think I'll mind it.... I'm sure I shouldn't."




          Her cigarette had gone out. She tossed it aside and daintily consented to exchange cigarettes with him, offering her little gold case.




          "You're carefully inspecting my initials, aren't you?" she observed, amused. "But that monogram will not help you, Master Harlequin."[Pg 38]




          "Marriage alters only the final initial. Are you, by any unhappy chance——"




          "That's for you to find out! I didn't say I was! I believe you are making me tell you things!"




          She threw back the lustrous hair that shadowed her cheeks and leaned forward, her shadowed eyes fixed intently upon him through the apertures of her golden mask.




          "I'm beginning to wonder uneasily who you may be, Monsieur Harlequin! You alarm me a little."




          "Aha!" he said. "I've told you I deal in magic! That you don't know who I am, even after that confession, makes me reasonably certain who you are."




          "You're trying to scare me," she said, disdainfully.




          "I'll do it, yet."




          "I wonder."




          "You'll wonder more than ever in a few moments.... I'm going to tell you who you are. But first of all I want you to fix the forfeit——"




          "Why—I don't know.... What do you want of me?" she asked, mockingly.




          "Whatever you care to risk."




          "Then you'll have to name it. Because I don't particularly care to offer you anything.... And please hasten—I'll be missed presently——"




          "Won't you bet one day out of your life?"




          "No, I won't. I told you I wouldn't."




          "Then—one hour. Just a single hour?"




          "An hour?"




          "Yes, sixty minutes, payable on demand: If I win, you will place at my disposal one entire hour out of your life. Will you dare that much, pretty dancer?"




          She laughed, looked up at him; then readjusting[Pg 39] her mask, she nodded disdainfully. "Because," she observed, "it is quite impossible for you ever to guess who I am. So do your very worst."




          He sprang from the balustrade, landing lightly, his left hand spread over his heart, his bi-corne flourished in the other.




          "You are Strelsa Leeds!" he said in a low voice.




          The golden dancer straightened up to her full height, astounded, and a bright flood of colour stained her cheeks under the mask's curved edge.




          "It—it is impossible that you should know—" she began, exasperated. "How could you? Only one person knew what I was to wear to-night! I came by myself with my maid. It—it is magic! It is infernal—abominable magic——"




          She checked herself, still standing very straight, the gorgeous, blossom-woven cloth-of-gold rippling; the jewels shooting light from the fillet that bound her hair.




          After a silence:




          "How did you know?" she asked, striving to smile through the flushed chagrin. "It is perfectly horrid of you—anyhow——"




          Curiosity checked her again; she stood gazing at him in silence, striving to pierce the eye-slits of that black skin-mask—trying to interpret the expression of the mischievous mobile mouth below it—or, perhaps the malice was all in those slanting slits behind which two strange eyes sparkled steadily out at her from the shadow.




          "Strelsa Leeds," he repeated, and flourished one hand in graceful emphasis as she coloured hotly again. And he saw the teeth catch at her under lip.[Pg 40]




          "It is outrageous," she declared. "Tell me instantly who you are!"




          "First," he insisted, mischievously, "I claim the forfeit."




          "The—the forfeit!" she faltered.




          "Did you not lose your wager?"




          She nodded reluctantly, searching the disguised features before her in vain for a clew to his identity. Then, a trifle uneasily:




          "Yes, of course I lost my wager. But—I did not clearly understand what you meant by an hour out of my life."




          "It is to be an hour at my disposal," he explained with another grotesque bow. "I think that was the wager?"




          "Y-yes."




          "Unless," he remarked carelessly, "you desire the—ah—privilege and indisputable prerogative of your delightful sex."




          "The privilege of my sex? What is that?" she asked, dangerously polite.




          "Why, to change your divine mind—repudiate the obligation——"




          "Harlequin!"




          "Madame?" with an elaborate and wriggling bow.




          "I pay what I owe—always.... Always! Do you understand?"




          The Harlequin bowed again in arabesques, very low, yet with a singular and almost devilish grace:




          "Madame concedes that the poor Harlequin has won his wager?"




          "Yes, I do—and you don't appear to be particularly humble, either."[Pg 41]




          "Madame insists on paying?" he inquired suavely.




          "Yes, of course I do!" she said, uneasily. "I promised you an hour out of my life. Am I to pay it now?"




          "You pay by the minute—one minute a day for sixty days. I am going to take the first minute now. Perhaps I may ask for the other fifty-nine, also."




          "How?"




          "Shall I show you how?"




          "Very well."




          "A magic pass or two, first," he said gaily, crooking one spangled knee and spinning around. Then he whipped out his lathe-sword, held it above his head, coolly passed a glittering arm around her waist, and looked down into her flushed face.




          "You will have to count out the sixty seconds," he said. "I shall be otherwise occupied, and I can't trust myself to do two things at once."




          "What are you about to do? Sink through a trap-door with me?"




          "I am about to salute you with the magic kiss. After that you'll be my Columbine forever."




          "That is not included in the bet! Is it?" she asked in real consternation.




          "I may do as I please with my hour, may I not?"




          "Was it the bet that you were to be at liberty to—to kiss me?"




          "I control absolutely an hour out of your life, do I not? I may use it as I please. You had better count out sixty seconds."




          She looked down, biting her lip, and touched one hand against her cheeks, alternately, as though to cool them with the snowy contact.[Pg 42]




          He waited in silence for her reply.




          "Very well," she said resolutely, "if you elect to use the first minute of your hour as frivolously as that, I must submit, I suppose."




          And she began to count aloud, rapidly: "One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, ni——"




          Her face was averted; he could see the tip of one small ear all aflame. Presently she ventured a swift glance around at him and saw that he was laughing.




          "Ten, eleven, twelve," she counted nervously, still watching him; "thirteen, fourteen, fifteen—" panic threatened her; she doubled both hands in the effort of self-control and timed her counting as though the rapid beating of the tempo could hasten her immunity—"sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, one, two, three——"




          "Play fair!" he exclaimed.




          "I am trying to. Can't I say it that way up to ten, and then say thirty?"




          "Oh, certainly. I've still half a minute. You'd better hurry! I may begin at any moment."




          "Four—five—six—seven—m-m-m—thirty!" she cried, and the swift numbers fled from her lips fairly stumbling over one another, tumbling the sequence of hurrying numerals into one breathless gasp of: "Forty!"




          His arm slid away from her waist; he stepped backward, and stood, watching her, one finger crooked, supporting his chin, the ironical smile hovering ever on his lips.




          "Fifty!" she counted excitedly, her hands beating time to the counting; "—fifty-one—two—three—four—m-m-m—sixty!"—and she whirled around to face[Pg 43] him with an impulsively triumphant gesture which terminated in a swift curtsey, arms flung wide apart.




          "Voila!" she said, breathlessly, "I've paid my bet! Am I not a good sport, Harlequin? Own that I am and I will forgive your outrageous impudence!"




          "You are a most excellent sport, madame!" he conceded, grinning.




          Relief from the tension cooled her cheeks; she laughed bewitchingly and looked at him, exultant, unafraid.




          "I frightened you well with my desperate counting, didn't I? You completely forgot to do—anything, didn't you? Voyons! Admit it!"




          "You completely terrorized me," he admitted.




          "Besides," she said, "while I was so busily counting the seconds aloud you couldn't very well have kissed me, could you? That was strategy. You couldn't have managed it, could you?"




          "Not very easily."




          "I really did nonplus you, didn't I?" she insisted, aware of his amusement.




          "Oh, entirely," he said. "I became an abject idiot."




          She stood breathing more evenly now, the pretty colour coming and going in her cheeks. Considering him, looking alternately at his masked eyes and at his expressive lips where a kind of silent and infernal mirth still flickered, a sudden doubt assailed her. And presently, with a dainty shrug, she turned and glanced down through the gilt lattice toward the floor below.




          "I suppose," she said, tauntingly, "you hope I'll believe that you refrained from kissing me out of some belated consideration for decency. But I know per[Pg 44]fectly well that I perplexed you, and confused you and intimidated you."




          "This is, of course, the true solution of my motives in not kissing you."




          She turned toward him:




          "What motive?"




          "My motive for not kissing you. My only motive was consideration for you, and for the sacred conventions of Sainte Grundy."




          "I believe," she said scornfully, "you are really trying to make me think that you could have done it, and didn't!"




          "You are too clever to believe me a martyr to principle, madame!"




          She looked at him, stamped her foot till the bangles clashed.




          "Why didn't you kiss me, then?—if you wish to spoil my victory?"




          "You yourself have told me why."




          "Am I wrong? Could you—didn't I surprise you—in fact, paralyse you—with astonishment?"




          He laughed delighted; and she stamped her ringing foot again.




          "I see," she said; "I am supposed to be doubly in your debt, now. I'd rather you had kissed me and we were quits!"




          "It isn't too late you know."




          "It is too late. It's all over."




          "Madame, I have fifty-nine other minutes in which to meet your kindly expressed wishes. Did you forget?"




          "What!" she exclaimed, aghast.




          "One hour less one minute is still coming to me."[Pg 45]




          "Am I—have I—is this ridiculous performance going to happen again?" she asked, appalled.




          "Fifty-nine times," he laughed, doubling one spangled leg under the other and whirling on his toe till he resembled a kaleidoscopic teetotum. Then he drew his sword, cut right and left, slapped it back into its sheath, and bowed his wriggling bow, one hand over his heart.




          "Don't look so troubled, madame," he said. "I release you from your debt. You need never pay me what you owe me."




          Up went her small head, fiercely, under its flashing hair:




          "Thank you. I pay my debts!" she said crisply.




          "You decline to accept your release?"




          "Yes, I do!—from you!"




          "You'll see this thing through!—if it takes all winter?"




          "Of course;" trying to smile, and not succeeding.




          He touched her arm and pointed out across the hot, perfumed gulf to the gilded clock on high:




          "You have seen it through! It is now one minute to midnight. We have been here exactly one hour, lacking a minute, since our bet was on.... And I've wanted to kiss you all the while."




          Confused, she looked at the clock under its elaborate azure and ormolu foliations, then turned toward him, still uncertain of her immunity.




          "Do you mean that you have really used the hour as you saw fit?" she asked. "Have I done my part honestly?—Like a good sportsman? Have I really?"




          He bowed, laughingly:




          "I cheerfully concede it. You are a good sport."[Pg 46]




          "And—all that time—" she began—"all that time——"




          "I had my chances—sixty of them."




          "And didn't take them?"




          "Only wanted to—but didn't."




          "You think that I——"




          "A woman never forgets a man who has kissed her. I took the rather hopeless chance that you might remember me without that. But it's a long shot. I expect that you'll forget me."




          "Do you want me to remember you?" she asked, curiously.




          "Yes. But you won't."




          "How do you know?"




          "I know—from the expression of your mouth, perhaps. You are too pretty, too popular to remember a poor Harlequin."




          "But you never have seen my face? Have you?"




          "No."




          "Then why do you continually say that I am pretty?"




          "I can divine what you must be."




          "Then—how—why did you refrain from—" She laughed lightly, and looked up at him, mockingly. "Really, Harlequin, you are funny. Do you realise it?"




          She laughed again and the slight flush came back into her cheeks.




          "But you're nice, anyway.... Perhaps if you had seen my face you might have let me go unkissed all the quicker.... Masks cover horrible surprises.... And, then again, if you had seen it, perhaps you might never have let me go at all!" she added, audaciously.[Pg 47]




          In the gilded balcony opposite, the orchestra had now ceased playing; the whirl and noise of the dancers filled the immense momentary quiet. Then soft chimes from the great clock sounded midnight amid cries of, "Unmask! masks off, everybody!"




          The Harlequin turned and drawing the black vizard from his face, bent low and saluted her hand; and she, responding gaily with a curtsey, looked up into the features of an utter stranger.




          She stood silent a moment, the surprised smile stamped on her lips; then, in her turn, she slipped the mask from her eyes.




          "Voila!" she cried. "C'est moi!"




          After a moment he said, half to himself;




          "I knew well enough that you must be unusual. But I hadn't any idea—any—idea——"




          "Then—you are not disappointed in me, monsieur?"




          "My only regret is that I had my hour, and wasted it. Those hours never sound twice for wandering harlequins."




          "Poor Harlequin!" she said saucily—"I'm sorry, but even your magic can't recall a vanished hour! Poor, poor Harlequin! You were too generous to me!"




          "And now you are going to forget me," he said. "That is to be my reward."




          "Why—I don't think—I don't expect to forget you. I suppose I am likely to know you some day.... Who are you, please? Somebody very grand in New York?"




          "My name is Quarren."




          There was a silence; she glanced down at the ball[Pg 48]-room floor through the lattice screen, then slowly turned around to look at him again.




          "Have you ever heard of me?" he asked, smiling.




          "Yes."




          "Are you disappointed?"




          "Y-es. Pleasantly.... I supposed you to be—different."




          He laughed:




          "Has the world been knocking me very dreadfully to you, Mrs. Leeds?"




          "No.... One's impressions form without any reason—and vaguely—from—nothing in particular.—I thought you were a very different sort of man.—I am glad you are not."




          "That is charming of you."




          "It's honest. I had no desire to meet the type of man I supposed you to be. Am I too frank?"




          "No, indeed," he said, laughing, "but I'm horribly afraid that I really am the kind of man you imagined me."




          "You are not."




          "How do you know?"




          "No," she said, shaking her pretty head, "you can't be."




          He said, quoting her own words amiably: "I'm merely one of the necessary incidents of any social environment—like flowers and champagne——"




          "Mr. Quarren!"




          In her distress she laid an impulsive hand on his sleeve; he lifted it, laid it across the back of his own hand, and bowing, saluted it lightly, gaily.




          "I am not offended," he said; "—I am what you supposed me."[Pg 49]




          "Please don't say it! You are not. I didn't know you; I was—prejudiced——"




          "You'll find me out sooner or later," he said laughing, "so I might as well admit that your cap fitted me."




          "It doesn't fit!" she retorted; "I was a perfect fool to say that!"




          "As long as you like me," he returned, "does it make any difference what I am?"




          "Of course it does! I'm not likely to find a man agreeable unless he's worth noticing."




          "Am I?"




          "Oh, gentle angler, I refuse to nibble. Be content that an hour out of my life has sped very swiftly in your company!"




          She turned and laid her hand on the little gilt door. He opened it for her.




          "You've been very nice to me," she said. "I won't forget you."




          "You'll certainly forget me for that very reason. If I hadn't been nice I'd have been the exception. And you would have remembered."




          She said with an odd smile:




          "Do you suppose that pleasant things have been so common in my life that only the unpleasant episode makes any impression on my memory?"




          "To really remember me as I want you to, you ought to have had something unpardonable to forgive me."




          "Perhaps I have!" she said, daringly; and slipped past him and down the narrow stairs, her loup-mask fluttering from her elbow.




          At the foot of the stairs she turned, looking back at him over her bare shoulder:[Pg 50]




          "I've mortally offended at least three important men by hiding up there with you. That is conceding something to your attractions, isn't it?"




          "Everything. Will you let me find you some supper—and let the mortally offended suitors sit and whistle a bit longer?"




          "Poor suitors—they've probably been performing heel-tattoos for an hour.... Very well, then—I feel unusually shameless to-night—and I'll go with you. But don't be disagreeable to me if a neglected and glowering young man rushes up and drags me away by the back hair."




          "Who for example?"




          "Barent Van Dyne, for instance."




          "Oh, we'll side-step that youthful Knickerbocker," said Quarren, gaily. "Leave it to me, Mrs. Leeds."




          "To behave so outrageously to Mr. Van Dyne is peculiarly horrid and wicked of me," she said. "But you don't realise that—and—the fact remains that you did not take your forfeit. And I've a lot to make up for that, haven't I?" she added so naïvely that they both gave way to laughter unrestrained.




          The light touch of her arm on his, now guiding him amid the noisy, rollicking throngs, now yielding to his guidance, ceased as he threaded a way through the crush to a corner, and seated her at a table for two.




          In a few moments he came back with all kinds of delectable things; went for more, returned laden, shamelessly pulled several palms between them and the noisy outer world, and seated himself beside her.




          With napkin and plate on the low table beside her, she permitted him to serve her. As he filled her champagne glass she lifted it and looked across it at him:[Pg 51]




          "How did you discover my identity?" she asked. "I'm devoured by curiosity."




          "Shall I tell you?"




          "Please."




          "I'll take a tumble in your estimation if I tell you."




          "I don't think you will. Try it anyway."




          "Very well then. Somebody told me."




          "And you let me bet with you! And you bet on a certainty!"




          "I did."




          "Oh!" she exclaimed reproachfully, "is that good sportsmanship, Mr. Quarren?"




          "No; very bad. And that was why I didn't take the forfeit. Now you understand."




          She sat considering him, the champagne breaking in her glass.




          "Yes, I do understand now. A good sportsman couldn't take a forfeit which he won betting on a certainty.... That wasn't a real wager, was it?"




          "No, it wasn't."




          "If it had been, I—I don't suppose you'd have let me go."




          "Indeed not!"




          They laughed, watching each other, curiously.




          "Which ought to teach me never again to make any such highly original and sporting wagers," she said. "Anyway, you were perfectly nice about it. Of course you couldn't very well have been otherwise. Tell me, did you really suppose me to be attractive? You couldn't judge. How could you—under that mask?"




          "Do you think that your mouth could have possibly belonged to any other kind of a face except your own?" he said coolly.[Pg 52]




          "Is my mouth unusual?"




          "Very."




          "How is it unusual?"




          "I haven't analysed the matter, but it is somehow so indescribable that I guessed very easily what the other features must be."




          "Oh, flattery! Oh, impudence! Do you remember when Falstaff said that the lion could always recognise the true prince? Shame on you, Mr. Quarren. You are not only a very adroit flatterer but a perfectly good sportsman after all—and the most gifted tormentor I ever knew in all my life. And I like you fine!" She laughed, and made a quick little gesture, partly arrested as he met her more than half way, touching the rim of his glass to hers. "To our friendship," he said.




          "Our friendship," she repeated, gaily, "if the gods speed it."




          "—And—its consequences," he added. "Don't forget those."




          "What are they likely to be?"




          "Who knows? That's the gamble! But let us recognise all kinds of possibilities, and drink to them, too. Shall we?"




          "What do you mean by the consequences of friendship?" she repeated, hesitating.




          "That is the interesting thing about a new friendship," he explained. "Nobody can ever predict what the consequences are to be. Are you afraid to drink to the sporting chances, hazards, accidents, and possibilities of our new friendship, Mrs. Leeds? That is a perfectly good sporting proposition."




          She considered him, interested, her eyes full of smil[Pg 53]ing curiosity, perfectly conscious of the swift challenge of his lifted glass.




          After a few seconds' hesitation she struck the ringing rim of her glass against his:




          "To our new friendship, Monsieur Harlequin!" she said lightly—"with every sporting chance, worldly hazard, and heavenly possibility in it!"


        




        

          "'To our new friendship, Monsieur Harlequin!' she said lightly."


        




        

          For the first time the smile faded from his face, and something in his altered features arrested her glass at her very lips.




          "How suddenly serious you seem," she said. "Have I said anything?"




          He drained his glass; after a second she tasted hers, looked at him, finished it, still watching him.




          "Really," she said; "you made me feel for a moment as though you and I were performing a solemn rite. That was a new phase of you to me—that exceedingly sudden and youthful gravity."




          He remained silent. Into his mind, just for a second, and while in the act of setting the glass to his lips, there had flashed a flicker of pale clairvoyance. It seemed to illumine something within him which he had never believed in—another self.




          For that single instant he caught a glimpse of it, then it faded like a spark in a confused dream.




          He raised his head and looked gravely across at Strelsa Leeds; and level-eyed, smiling, inquisitive, she returned his gaze.




          Could this brief contact with her have evoked in him a far-buried something which had never before given sign of existence? And could it have been anything resembling aspiration that had glimmered so palely out of an ordered and sordid commonplace personality[Pg 54] which, with all its talent for frivolity, he had accepted as his own?




          Without reason a slight flush came into his cheeks.




          "Why do you regard me so owlishly?" she asked, amused. "I repeat that you made me feel as though we were performing a sort of solemn rite when we drank our toast."




          "You couldn't feel that way with such a thoroughly frivolous man as I am. Could you?"




          "I'm rather frivolous myself," she admitted, laughing. "I really can't imagine why you made me feel so serious—or why you looked as though you were. I've no talent for solemnity. Have you?"




          "I don't think so," he said. "What a terrible din everybody is making! How hot and stifling it is here—with all those cloying gardenias.... A man said, this evening, that this sort of thing makes for anarchy.... It's rather beastly of me to sit here criticising my host's magnificence.... Do you know—it's curious, too—but I wish that, for the next hour or two, you and I were somewhere alone under a good wide sky—where there was no noise. It's an odd idea, isn't it, Mrs. Leeds. And probably you don't share it with me."




          She remained silent, thoughtful, her violet-gray eyes humorously considering him.




          "How do you know I don't?" she said at last. "I'm not enamoured of noise, either."




          "There's another thing," he went on, smiling—"it's rather curious, too—but somehow I've a sort of a vague idea that I've a lot of things to talk to you about. It's odd, isn't it?"




          "Well you know," she reminded him, "you couldn't[Pg 55] very well have a lot of things to talk to me about considering the fact that we've known each other only an hour or so."




          "It doesn't seem logical.... And yet, there's that inexplicable sensation of being on the verge of fairly bursting into millions of words for your benefit—words which all my life have been bottled up in me, accumulating, waiting for this opportunity."




          They both were laughing, yet already a slight tension threatened both—had menaced them, vaguely, from the very first. It seemed to impend ever so slightly, like a margin of faintest shadow edging sunlight; yet it was always there.




          "I haven't time for millions of words this evening," she said. "Won't some remain fresh and sparkling and epigrammatic until—until——"




          "To-morrow? They'll possibly keep that long."




          "I didn't say to-morrow."




          "I did."




          "I'm perfectly aware of the subtle suggestion and subtler flattery, Mr. Quarren."




          "Then, may I see you to-morrow?"




          "Utterly impossible—pitiably hopeless. You see I am frank about the heart-rending disappointment it is to me—and must be to you. But after I am awake I am in the hands of Mrs. Lannis. And there's no room for you in that pretty cradle."




          "The next day, then?"




          "We're going to Florida for three weeks."




          "You?"




          "Molly and Jim and I."




          "Palm Beach?"




          "Ultimately."[Pg 56]




          "And then?"




          "Oh! Have you the effrontery to tell me to my face that you'll be in the same mind about me three weeks hence?"




          "I have."




          "Do you expect me to believe you?"




          "I don't know—what to expect—of you, of myself," he said so quietly that she looked up quickly.




          "Mr. Quarren! Are you a sentimental man? I had mentally absolved you from that preconception of mine—among other apparently unmerited ideas concerning you."




          "I suppose you'll arise and flee if I tell you that you're different from other women," he said.




          "You wouldn't be such an idiot as to tell me that, would you?"




          "I might be. I'm just beginning to realise my capacity for imbecility. You're different in this way anyhow; no woman ever before induced me to pull a solemn countenance."




          "I don't induce you! I ask you not to."




          "I try not to; but, somehow, there's something so—so real about you——"




          "Are you accustomed to foregather with the disembodied?"




          "I'm beginning to think that my world is rather thickly populated with ghosts—phantoms of a more real world."




          He looked at her soberly; she had thought him younger than he now seemed. A slight irritation silenced her for a moment, then, impatiently:




          "You speak cynically and I dislike it. What reason have you to express world-weary sentiments?—you[Pg 57] who are young, who probably have never known real sorrow, deep unhappiness! I have little patience with a morbid view of anything, Mr. Quarren. I merely warn you—in the event of your ever desiring to obtain my good graces."




          "I do desire them."




          "Then be yourself."




          "I don't know what I am. I thought I knew. Your advent has disorganised both my complacency and my resignation."




          "What do you mean?"




          "Must I answer?"




          "Of course!" she said, laughing.




          "Then—the Harlequin who followed you up those stairs, never came down again."




          "Oh!" she said, unenlightened.




          "I'm wondering who it was who came down out of that balcony in the wake of the golden dancer," he added.




          "You and I—you very absurd young man. What are you trying to say?"




          "I—wonder," he said, smiling, "what I am trying to say."[Pg 58]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER III


        




        

          Sunshine illuminated the rose-silk curtains of Mrs. Leeds's bedroom with parallel slats of light and cast a frail and tremulous net of gold across her bed. The sparrows in the Japanese ivy seemed to be unusually boisterous, and their persistent metallic chatter disturbed Strelsa who presently unclosed her gray eyes upon her own reflected features in the wall-glass opposite.




          Face still flushed with slumber, she lay there considering her mirrored features with humorous, sleepy eyes; then she sat up, stretched her arms, yawned, patted her red lips with her palm, pressed her knuckles over her eyelids, and presently slipped out of bed. Her bath was ready; so was her maid.




          A little later, cross-legged on the bed once more, she sat sipping her chocolate and studying the morning papers with an interest and satisfaction unjaded.




          Coupled with the naïve curiosity of a kitten remained her unspoiled capacity for pleasure, and the interest of a child in a world unfolding daily in a sequence of miracles under her intent and delighted eyes.




          Bare of throat and arm and shoulder, the lustrous hair shadowing her face, she now appeared unexpectedly frail, even thin, as though the fuller curves of the mould in which she was being formed had not yet been filled up.[Pg 59]




          Fully dressed, gown and furs lent to her something of a youthful maturity which was entirely deceptive; for here, in bed, the golden daylight revealed childish contours accented so delicately that they seemed almost sexless. And in her intent gray eyes and in her undeveloped mind was all that completed the bodily and mental harmony—youth unawakened as yet except to a confused memory of pain—and the dreamy and passionless unconsciousness of an unusually late adolescence.




          At twenty-four Strelsa still looked upon her morning chocolate with a healthy appetite; and the excitement of seeing her own name and picture in the daily press had as yet lost none of its delightful thrill.




          All the morning papers reported the Wycherlys' house-warming with cloying detail. And she adored it. What paragraphs particularly concerned herself, her capable maid had enclosed in inky brackets. These Strelsa read first of all, warm with pleasure at every stereotyped tribute to her loveliness.




          The comments she perused were of all sorts, even the ungrammatical sort, but she read them all with profound interest, and loved every one, even the most fulsome. For life, and its kinder experience, was just beginning for her after a shabby childhood, a lonely girlhood, and a marriage unspeakable, the memory of which already had become to her as vaguely poignant as the dull recollection of a nightmare.




          So her appetite for kindness, even the newspaper variety, was keen and not at all discriminating; and the reaction from two years' solitude—two years of endurance, of shrinking from public comment—had developed in her a fierce longing for pleasure and for[Pg 60] play-fellows. Her fellow-men had responded with an enthusiasm which still surprised her delightfully at moments.


        




        

           


        




        

          The clever Swedish maid now removed the four-legged tray from her knees; Strelsa, propped on her pillows, was still intent on her newspapers, satisfying a natural curiosity concerning what the world thought about her costume of the night before, her beauty, herself, and the people she knew. At last, agreeably satiated, she lowered the newspaper and lay back, dreamy-eyed, faintly smiling, lost in pleasant retrospection.


        




        

          "Strelsa, propped on her pillows, was still intent on her newspapers."


        




        

          Had she really appeared as charming last night as these exceedingly kind New York newspapers pretended? Did this jolly world really consider her so beautiful? She wished to believe it. She tried to. Perhaps it was really true—because all these daily paragraphs, which had begun with her advent into certain New York sets, must really have been founded on something unusual about her.




          And it could not be her fortune which continued to inspire such journalistic loyalty and devotion, because she had none—scarcely enough money in fact to manage with, dress with, pay her servants, and maintain her pretty little house in the East Eighties.




          It could not be her wit; she had no more than the average American girl. Nor was there anything else in her—neither her cultivation, attainments, nor talents—to entitle her to distinction. So apparently it must be her beauty that evoked paragraphs which had already made her a fashion in the metropolis—was making her a cult—even perhaps a notoriety.




          [Pg 61]




          Because those people who had personally known Reginald Leeds, were exceedingly curious concerning this young girl who had been a nobody, as far as New York was concerned, until her name became legally coupled with the name of one of the richest and most dissipated scions of an old and honourable New York family.




          The public which had read with characteristic eagerness all about the miserable finish of Reginald Leeds, found its abominable curiosity piqued by his youthful widow's appearance in town.




          It is the newspapers' business to give the public what it wants—at least that appears to be the popular impression; and so they gave the public all it wanted about Strelsa Leeds, in daily chunks. And then some. Which, in the beginning, she shrank from, horrified, frightened, astonished—because, in the beginning, every mention of her name was coupled with a glossary in full explanation of who she was, entailing a condensed review of a sordid story which, for two years, she had striven to obliterate from her mind. But these post-mortems lasted only a week or so. Except for a sporadic eruption of the case in a provincial paper now and then, which somebody always thoughtfully sent to her, the press finally let the tragedy alone, contenting its intellectual public with daily chronicles of young Mrs. Leeds's social activities.




          A million boarding houses throughout the land, read about her beauty with avidity; and fat old women in soiled pink wrappers began to mention her intimately to each other as "Strelsa Leeds"—the first hall-mark of social fame—and there was loud discussion, in a million humble homes, about the fashionable men who were pay[Pg 62]ing her marked attention; and the chances she had for bagging earls and dukes were maintained and combated, below stairs and above, with an eagerness, envy, and back-stairs knowledge truly and profoundly democratic.


        




        

           


        




        

          Her morning mail had begun to assume almost fashionable proportions, but she could not yet reconcile herself to the idea of even such a clever maid as her own assuming power of social secretary. So she still read and answered all her letters—or rather neglected to notice the majority, which invested her with a kind of awe to some and made others furious and unwillingly respectful.




          Letters, bills, notes, invitations, advertisements were scattered over the bedclothes as she lay there, thinking over the pleasures and excitement of last night's folly—thinking of Quarren, among others, and of the swift intimacy that had sprung up between them—like a witch-flower over night—thinking of her imprudence, and of the cold displeasure of Barent Van Dyne who, toward daylight, had found her almost nose to nose with Quarren, absorbed in exchanging with that young man ideas and perfectly futile notions about everything on top, inside, and underneath the habitable globe.




          She blushed as she remembered her flimsy excuses to Van Dyne—she had the grace to blush over that memory—and how any of the dignity incident to the occasion had been all Van Dyne's—and how, as she took his irreproachable arm and parted ceremoniously with Quarren, she had imprudently extended her hand behind her as her escort bore her away—a childish impulse—the [Pg 63]innocent coquetry of a village belle—she flushed again at the recollection—and at the memory of Quarren's lips on her finger-tips—and how her hand had closed on the gardenia he pressed into it——




          She turned her head on the pillow; the flower she had taken from him lay beside her on her night table, limp, discoloured, malodorous; and she picked it up, daintily, and flung it into the fireplace.




          At the same moment the telephone rang downstairs in the library. Presently her maid knocked, announcing Mr. Quarren on the wire.




          "I'm not at home," said Strelsa, surprised, or rather trying to feel a certain astonishment. What really surprised her was that she felt none.




          Her maid was already closing the door behind her when Strelsa said:




          "Wait a moment, Freda." And, after thinking, she smiled to herself and added: "You may set my transmitter on the table beside me, and hang up the receiver in the library.... Be sure to hang it up at once."




          Then, sitting up in bed, she unhooked the receiver and set it to her ear.




          "Mr. Quarren," she began coldly, and without preliminary amenities, "have you any possible excuse for awaking me at such an unearthly hour as mid-day?"




          "Good Lord," he exclaimed contritely, "did I do that?"




          She had no more passion for the exact truth than the average woman, and she quibbled:




          "Do you think I would say so if it were not true?" she demanded.




          "No, of course not——"[Pg 64]




          "Well, then!" An indignant pause. "But," she added honestly, "I was not exactly what you might call asleep, although it practically amounts to the same thing. I was reposing.... Are you feeling quite fit this morning?" she added demurely.




          "I'd be all right if I could see you——"




          "You can't! What an idea!"




          "Why not? What are you going to do?"




          "There's no particular reason why I should detail my daily duties, obligations, and engagements to you; is there?—But I'm an unusually kind-hearted person, and not easily offended by people's inquisitiveness. So I'll overlook your bad manners. First, then, I am lunching at the Province Club, then I am going to a matinée at the Casino, afterward dropping in for tea at the Sprowls, dining at the Calderas, going to the Opera with the Vernons, and afterward, with them, to a dance at the Van Dynes.... So, will you kindly inform me where you enter the scene?"




          She could hear him laugh over the telephone.




          "What are you doing just now?" he asked.




          "I am seated upon my innocent nocturnal couch, draped in exceedingly intimate attire, conversing over the telephone with the original Paul Pry."




          "Could anything induce you to array yourself more conventionally, receive me, and let me take you to your luncheon at the Province Club?"




          "But I don't wish to see you."




          "Is that perfectly true?"




          "Perfectly. I've just thrown your gardenia into the fireplace. Doesn't that prove it?"




          "Oh, no. Because it's too early, yet, for either of us to treasure such things——"[Pg 65]




          "What horrid impertinence!"




          "Isn't it! But your heavenly gift of humour will transform my impudence into a harmless and diverting sincerity. Please let me see you, Mrs. Leeds—just for a few moments."




          "Why?"




          "Because you are going South and there are three restless weeks ahead of me——"




          This time he could hear her clear, far laughter:




          "What has my going to Florida to do with your restlessness?"




          "Your very question irrevocably links cause and effect——"




          "Don't be absurd, Mr. Quarren!"




          "Absurdity is the badge of all our Guild——"




          "What Guild do you belong to?"




          "The associated order of ardent suitors——"




          "Mr. Quarren! You are becoming ridiculous; do you know it?"




          "No, I don't realise it, but they say all the rest of the world considers suitors ridiculous——"




          "Do you expect me to listen to such nonsense at such an hour in the morning?"




          "It's half past twelve; and my weak solution of nonsense is suitable to the time of day——"




          "Am I to understand that the solution becomes stronger as the day advances?"




          "Exactly; the solution becomes so concentrated and powerful that traces of common-sense begin to appear——"




          "I didn't notice any last night."




          "Van Dyne interfered."




          "Poor Mr. Van Dyne. If you'd been civil to him[Pg 66] he might have asked you to the dance to-night—if I had suggested it. But you were horridly rude."




          "I? Rude?"




          "You're not going to be rude enough to say it was I who behaved badly to him, are you? Oh, the shocking vanity of man! No doubt you are thinking that it was I who, serpent-like, whispered temptation into your innocent ear, and drew you away into a corner, and shoved palms in front of us, and brought silver and fine linen, and rare fruits and sparkling wines; and paid shameless court with an intelligent weather-eye always on the watch for a flouted and justly indignant cavalier!"




          "Yes," he said, "you did all those things. And now you're trying to evade the results."




          "What are the results?"




          "A partly demented young man clamouring to see you at high-noon while the cold cruel cause of his lunacy looks on and laughs."




          "I'm afraid that young man must continue to clamour," she said, immensely amused at the picture he drew. "How far away is he at this moment?"




          "In the Legation, a blithering wreck."




          "Why not in his office frantically immersed in vast business enterprises and cataclysmic speculations?"




          "I'm rather afraid that if business immerses him too completely he will be found drowned some day."




          "You promised—said that you were going to begin a vigorous campaign," she reminded him reproachfully. "I asked it of you; and you agreed."




          "I am beginning life anew—or trying to—by seeking the perennial source of daily spiritual and mundane inspiration——"[Pg 67]




          "Why won't you be serious?"




          "I am. Were you not the source of my new inspiration? Last night did something or other to me—I am not yet perfectly sure what it was. I want to see you to be sure—if only for a—moment—merely to satisfy myself that you are real——"




          "Will one moment be enough?"




          "Certainly."




          "One second—or half a one?"




          "Plenty."




          "Very well—if you promise not to expect or ask for more than that——"




          "That is terribly nice of you!"




          "It is, overwhelmingly. But really I don't know whether I am nice or merely weak-minded. Because I've lingered here gossiping so long with you that I've simply got to fly like a mad creature about my dressing. Good-bye——"




          "Shall I come up immediately?"




          "Of course not! I expect to be dressing for hours and hours—figuratively speaking.... Perhaps you might start in ten minutes if you are coming in a taxi."




          "You are an angel——"




          "That is not telephone vernacular.... And perhaps you had better be prompt, because Mrs. Lannis is coming for me—that is, if you have anything to—to say—that——"




          She flushed up, annoyed at her own stupidity, then felt grateful to him as he answered lightly:




          "Of course; she might misunderstand our informality. Shall I see you in half an hour?"




          "If I can manage it," she said.




          She managed it, somehow. At first, really indiffer[Pg 68]ent, and not very much amused, the talk with him had gradually aroused in her the same interest and pleasurable curiosity that she had experienced in exchanging badinage with him the night before. Now she really wanted to see him, and she took enough trouble about it to set her deft maid flying about her offices.




          First a fragrant precursor of his advent arrived in the shape of a great bunch of winter violets; and her maid fastened them to her black fox muff. Then the distant door-bell sounded; and in an extraordinarily short space of time, wearing her pretty fur hat, her boa, and carrying a muff that matched both, with his violets pinned to it, she entered the dim drawing-room, halting just beyond the threshold.




          "Are you not ashamed," she said, severely, "to come battering at my door at this hour of the day?"




          "Abjectly."




          They exchanged a brief handshake; she seated herself on the arm of a sofa; he stood before the unlighted fireplace, looking at her with a half smiling half curious air which made her laugh outright.




          "Bien! C'est moi, monsieur," she said. "Me voici! C'est moi-même!"




          "I believe you are real after all," he admitted.




          "Do I seem different?"




          "Yes—and no."




          "How am I different?"




          "Well, somehow, last night, I got the notion that you were younger, thinner—and not very real——"




          "Are you presuming to criticise my appearance last night?" she asked with mock indignation. "Because if you are, I proudly refer you to the enlightened metropolitan morning press."[Pg 69]




          "I read all about you," he said, smiling.




          "I am glad you did. You will doubtless now be inclined to treat me with the respect due to my years and experience."




          "I believe," he said, "that your gown and hat and furs make a charming difference——"




          "How perfectly horrid of you! I thought you admired my costume last night!"




          "Oh, Lord," he said—"you were sufficiently charming last night. But now, in your fluffy furs, you seem rather taller—less slender perhaps—and tremendously fetching——"




          "Say that my clothes improve me, and that in reality I'm a horrid, thin little beast!" she exclaimed, laughing. "I know I am, but I haven't finished growing yet. Really that's the truth, Mr. Quarren. Would you believe that I have grown an inch since last spring?"




          "I believe it," he said, "but would you mind stopping now? You are exactly right."




          "You know I'm thin and flat as a board!"




          "You're perfect!"




          "It's too late to say that to me——"




          "It is too early to say more."




          "Let's don't talk about myself, please."




          "It has become the only subject in the world that interests me——"




          "Please, Mr. Quarren! Are you actually attempting to be silly at this hour of the day? The wise inanities of midnight sound perilously flat in the sunshine—flatter than the flattest champagne, which no bread-crumbs can galvanise into a single bubble. Tell me, why did you wish to see me this morning. I mean the[Pg 70] real reason? Was it merely to find out whether I was weak-minded enough to receive you?"




          He looked at her, smiling:




          "I wanted to see whether you were as real and genuine and wholesome and unspoiled and—and friendly as I thought you were last night."




          "Am I?"




          "More so."




          "Are you so sure about my friendliness?"




          "I want to believe in it," he said. "It means a lot to me already."




          "Believe in it then, you very badly spoiled young man," she said, stretching out her hand to him impulsively. "I do like you.... And now I think you had better go—unless you want to see Mrs. Lannis."




          Retaining her hand for a second he said:




          "Before you leave town will you let me ask you a question?"




          "I am leaving to-morrow. You'll have to ask it now."




          Their hands fell apart; he seemed doubtful, and she awaited his question, smilingly. And as he made no sign of asking she said:




          "You have my permission to ask it. Is it a very impertinent question?"




          "Very."




          "How impertinent is it?" she inquired curiously.




          "Unpardonably personal."




          After a silence she laughed.




          "Last night," she said, "you told me that I would probably forget you unless I had something unpardonable to forgive you. Isn't this a good opportunity to[Pg 71] leave your unpardonable imprint upon my insulted memory?"




          "Excellent," he said. "This is my outrageous question: are you engaged to be married?"




          For a full minute she remained silent in her intense displeasure. After the first swift glance of surprise her gray eyes had dropped, and she sat on the gilded arm of the sofa, studying the floor covering—an ancient Saraband rug, with the inevitable and monotonous river-loop symbol covering its old-rose ground in uninteresting repetition. After a while she lifted her head and met his gaze, quietly.




          "I am trying to believe that you did not mean to be offensive," she said. "And now that I have a shadow of a reason to pardon you, I shall probably do so, ultimately."




          "But you won't answer me?" he said, reddening.




          "Of course not. Are we on any such footing of intimacy—even of friendship, Mr. Quarren?"




          "No. But you are going away—and my reason for speaking—" He checked himself; his reasons were impossible; there was no extenuation to be found in them, no adequate explanation for them, or for his attitude toward this young girl which had crystallised over night—over a sleepless, thrilling night—dazzling him with its wonder and its truth and its purity in the clean rays of the morning sun.




          She watched his expression as it changed, troubled, uncertain how to regard him, now.




          "It isn't very much like you, to ask me such a question," she said.




          "Before I met you, you thought me one kind of a[Pg 72] man; after I met you, you thought me another. Have I turned out to be a third kind?"




          "N-no."




          "Would I turn into the first kind if I ask you again to answer my question?"




          She gave him a swift, expressionless glance:




          "I want to like you; I'm trying to, Mr. Quarren. Won't you let me?"




          "I want to have the right to like you, too—perhaps more than you will care to have me——"




          "Please don't speak that way—I don't know what you mean, anyway——"




          "That is why I asked you the question—to find out whether I had a right to——"




          "Right!" she repeated. "What right? What do you mean? What have you misinterpreted in me that has given you any rights as far as I am concerned? Did you misunderstand our few hours of masked acquaintance—a few moments of perfectly innocent imprudence?—my overlooking certain conventions and listening to you at the telephone this morning—my receiving you here at this silly hour? What has given you any right to say anything to me, Mr. Quarren—to hint of the possibility of anything serious—for the future—or at any time whatever?"




          "I have no right," he said, wincing.




          "Indeed you have not!" she rejoined warmly, flushed and affronted. "I am glad that is perfectly clear to you."




          "No right at all," he repeated—"except the personal privilege of recognising what is cleanest and sweetest and most admirable and most unspoiled in life; the right to care for it without knowing exactly why[Pg 73]—the desire to be part of it—as have all men who are awakened out of trivial dreams when such a woman as you crosses their limited and foolish horizon."




          She sat staring at him, struggling to comprehend what he was saying, perfectly unable to believe, nor even wishing to, yet painfully attentive to his every word.




          "Mr. Quarren," she said, "I was hurt. I imagined presumption where there was none. But I am afraid you are romantic and impulsive to an amazing degree. Yet, both romance and impulse have a place and a reason, not undignified, in human intercourse."—She felt rather superior in turning this phrase, and looked on him a little more kindly——




          "If the compliment which you have left me to infer is purely a romantic one, it is nevertheless unwarranted—and, forgive me, unacceptable. The trouble is——"




          She paused to recover her wits and her breath; but he took the latter away again as he said:




          "I am in love with you; that is the trouble, Mrs. Leeds. And I really have no business to say so until I amount to something."




          "You have no business to say so anyway after one single evening's acquaintance!" she retorted hotly.




          "Oh, that! If love were a matter of time and convention—like five o'clock tea!—but it isn't, you know. It isn't the brevity of our acquaintance that worries me; it's what I am—and what you are—and—and the long, long road I have to travel before I am worth your lightest consideration—I never was in love before. Forgive my crudeness. I'm only conscious of the—hopelessness of it all."




          Breathless, confused, incredulous, she sat there[Pg 74] staring at him—listening to and watching this tall, quiet, cool young fellow who was telling her such incomprehensible things in a manner that began to fascinate her. With an effort she collected herself, shook off the almost eerie interest that was already beginning to obsess her, and stood up, flushed but composed.




          "Shall we not say any more about it?" she said quietly. "Because there is nothing more to say, Mr. Quarren—except—thank you for—for feeling so amiably toward me—for believing me more than I really am.... And I would like to have your friendship still, if I may——"




          "You have it."




          "Even yet?"




          "Why not?... It's selfish of me to say it—but I wish you—could have saved me," he said almost carelessly.




          "From what, Mr. Quarren? I really do not understand you."




          "From being what I am—the sort of man you first divined me to be."




          "What do you mean by 'saving' you?" she asked, coldly.




          "I don't know!—giving me a glimmer of hope I suppose—something to strive for."




          "One saves one's self," she said.




          He turned an altered face toward her: and she looked at him intently.




          "I guess you are right," he said with a short laugh. "If there is anything worth saving, one saves one's self."




          "I think that is true," she said.... "And—if my friendship—if you really care for it——"[Pg 75]




          He met her gaze:




          "I honestly don't know. I've been carried off my feet by you, completely. A man, under such conditions, doesn't know anything—not even enough to hold his tongue—as you may have noticed. I am in love with you. As I am to-day, my love for you would do you no good—I don't know whether yours would do me any good—or your friendship, either. It ought to if I amounted to anything; but I don't—and I don't know."




          "I wish you would not speak so bitterly—please——"




          "All right. It wasn't bitterness; it was just whine. ... I'll go, now. You will comprehend, after you think it over, that there is at least nothing of impertinence in my loving you—only a blind unreason—a deadly fear lest the other man in me, suddenly revealed, vanish before I could understand him. Because when I saw you, life's meaning broke out suddenly—like a star—and that's another stale simile. But one has to climb very far before one can touch even the nearest of the stars.... So forgive my one lucid interval.... I shall probably never have another.... May I take you to your carriage?"




          "Mrs. Lannis is calling for me."




          "Then—I will take my leave—and the tatters of my reputation—any song can buy it, now——"




          "Mr. Quarren!"




          "Yes?"




          "I don't want you to go—like this. I want you to go away knowing in your heart that you have been very—nice—agreeable—to a young girl who hasn't perhaps had as much experience as you think——"




          "Thank God," he said, smiling.[Pg 76]




          "I want you to like me, always," she said. "Will you?"




          "I promise," he replied so blithely that for a moment his light irony deceived her. Then something in his eyes left her silent, concerned, unresponsive—only her heart seemed to repeat persistently in childish reiteration, the endless question, Why? Why? Why? And she heard it but found no answer where love was not, and had never been.




          "I—am sorry," she said in a low voice. "I—I try to understand you—but I don't seem to.... I am so very sorry that you—care for me."




          He took her gloved hand, and she let him.




          "I guess I'm nothing but a harlequin after all," he said, "and they're legitimate objects for pity. Good-bye, Mrs. Leeds. You've been very patient and sweet with a blithering lunatic.... I've committed only another harlequinade of a brand-new sort. But the fall from that balcony would have been less destructive."




          She looked at him out of her gray eyes.




          "One thing," she said, with a tremulous smile, "you may be certain that I am not going to forget you very easily."




          "Another thing," he said, "I shall never forget you as long as I live; and—you have my violets, I see. Are they to follow the gardenia?"




          "Only when their time comes," she said, trying to laugh.




          So he wished her a happy trip and sojourn in the South, and went away into the city—downtown, by the way to drop into an office chair in an empty office and listen to the click of a typewriter in the outer room, and[Pg 77] sit there hour after hour with his chin in his hand staring at nothing out of the clear blue eyes of a boy.




          And she went away to her luncheon at the Province Club with Susanne Lannis who wished her to meet some of the governors—very grand ladies—upon whose good will depended Strelsa's election to the most aristocratic, comfortable, wisely managed, and thriftiest of all metropolitan clubs.




          After luncheon she, with Mrs. Lannis and Chrysos Lacy—a pretty red-haired edition of her brother—went to see "Sumurun."




          And after they had tea at the redoubtable Mrs. Sprowl's, where there were more footmen than guests, more magnificence than comfort, and more wickedness in the gossip than lemon in the tea or Irish in the more popular high-ball.




          The old lady, fat, pink, enormous, looked about her out of her little glittering green eyes with a pleased conviction that everybody on earth was mortally afraid of her. And everybody, who happened to be anybody in New York, was exactly that—with a few eccentric exceptions like her nephew, Karl Westguard, and half a dozen heavily upholstered matrons whose social altitude left them nothing to be afraid of except lack of deference and death.




          Mrs. Sprowl had a fat, wheezy, and misleading laugh; and it took time for Strelsa to understand that there was anything really venomous in the old lady; but the gossip there that afternoon, and the wheezy delight in driving a last nail into the coffin of some moribund reputation, made plain to her why her hostess was held in such respectful terror.




          The talk finally swerved from Molly Wycherly's[Pg 78] ball to the Irish Legation, and Mrs. Sprowl leaned toward Strelsa, and panted behind her fan:




          "A perfect scandal, child. The suppers those young men give there! Orgies, I understand! No pretty actress in town is kept sighing long for invitations. Even"—she whispered the name of a lovely and respectable prima-donna with a perfectly good husband and progeny—and nodded so violently that it set her coughing.


        




        

          "'A perfect scandal, child. The suppers those young men give there!'"


        




        

          "Oh," cried Strelsa, distressed, "surely you have been misinformed!"




          "Not in the least," wheezed the old lady. "She is no better than the rest of 'em! And I sent for my nephew Karl, and I brought him up roundly. 'Karl!' said I, 'what the devil do you mean! Do you want that husband of hers dragging you all into court?' And, do you know, my dear, he appeared perfectly astounded—said it wasn't so—just as you said a moment ago. But I can put two and two together, yet; I'm not too old and witless to do that! And I warrant you I gave him a tongue trouncing which he won't forget. ... Probably he retailed it to that O'Hara man, and to young Quarren, too. If he did it won't hurt 'em, either."




          She was speaking now so generally that everybody heard her, and Cyrille Caldera said:




          "Ricky is certainly innocuous, anyway."




          "Oh, is he!" said Mrs. Sprowl with another wheezy laugh. "I fancy I know that boy. Did you say 'harmless,' Susanne? Well, you ought to know, of course——"




          Cyrille Caldera blushed brightly although her affair with Quarren had been of the most innocent description.




          [Pg 79]




          "There's probably as much ground for indicting Ricky as there is for indicting me," she protested. "He's merely a nice, useful boy——"




          "Rather vapid, don't you think?" observed a thin young woman in sables and an abundance of front teeth.




          "Who expects anything serious from Ricky? He possesses good manners, and a sweet alacrity," said Chrysos Lacy, "and that's a rare combination."




          "He's clever enough to be wicked, anyway," said Mrs. Sprowl. "Don't tell me that every one of his sentimental affairs have been perfectly harmless."




          "Has he had many?" asked Strelsa before she meant to.




          "Thousands, child. There was Betty Clyde—whose husband must have been an idiot—and Cynthia Challis—she married Prince Sarnoff, you remember——"




          "The Sarnoffs are coming in February," observed Chrysos Lacy.




          "I wonder if the Prince has had a tub since he left," said Mrs. Sprowl. "How on earth Cynthia can endure that dried up yellow Tartar——"




          "Cynthia was in love with Ricky I think," said Susanne Lannis.




          "Most girls are when they come out, but their mothers won't let 'em marry him. Poor Ricky."




          "Poor Ricky," sighed Chrysos; "he is so nice, and nobody is likely to marry him."




          "Why?" asked Strelsa.




          "Because he's—why he's just Ricky. He has no money, you know. Didn't you know it?"




          "No," said Strelsa.[Pg 80]




          "That's the trouble—partly. Then there's no social advantage for any girl in this set marrying him. He'll have to take a lame duck or go out of his circle for a wife. And that means good-bye Ricky—unless he marries a lame duck."




          "Some unattractive person of uncertain age and a million," explained Mrs. Lannis as Strelsa turned to her, perplexed.




          "Ricky," said the lady with abundant teeth, "is a lightweight."




          "The lightness, I think, is in his heels," said Strelsa. "He's intelligent otherwise I fancy."




          "Yes, but not intellectual."




          "I think you are possibly mistaken."




          The profusely dentate lady looked sharply at Strelsa; Susanne Lannis laughed.




          "Are you his champion, Strelsa? I thought you had met him last night for the first time."




          "Mrs. Leeds is probably going the way of all women when they first meet Dicky Quarren," observed Mrs. Sprowl with malicious satisfaction. "But you must hurry and get over it, child, before Sir Charles Mallison arrives." At which sally everybody laughed.




          Strelsa's colour was high, but she merely smiled, not only at the coupling of her name with Quarren's but at the hint of the British officer's arrival.




          Major Sir Charles Mallison had been over before, why, nobody knew, because he was one of the wealthiest bachelors in England. Now it was understood that he was coming again; and a great many well-meaning people saw that agreeable gentleman's fate in the new beauty, Strelsa Leeds; and did not hesitate to tell her so with the freedom of fashionable banter.[Pg 81]




          "Yes," sighed Chrysos Lacy, sentimentally, "when you see Sir Charles you'll forget Ricky."




          "Doubtless," said Strelsa, still laughing. "But tell me, Mrs. Sprowl, why does everybody wish to marry me to somebody? I'm very happy."




          "It's our feminine sense of fitness and proportion that protests. In the eternal balance of things material you ought to be as wealthy as you are pretty."




          "I have enough—almost——"




          "Ah! the 'almost' betrays the canker feeding on that damask cheek!" laughed Mrs. Lannis. "No, you must marry millions, Strelsa—you'll need them."




          "You are mistaken. I have enough. I'd like to be happy for a while."




          The naïve inference concerning the incompatibility of marriage and happiness made them laugh again, forgetting perhaps the tragic shadow of the past which had unconsciously evoked it.




          After Strelsa and Mrs. Lannis had gone, a pair of old cats dropped in, one in ermine, the other in sea-otter; and the inevitable discussion of Strelsa Leeds began with a brutality and frankness paralleled only in kennel parlance.




          To a criticism of the girl's slenderness of physique Mrs. Sprowl laughed loud and long.




          "That's what's setting all the men crazy. The world's as full of curves as I am; plumpness to the verge of redundancy is supposed to be popular among men; a well-filled stocking behind the footlights sets the gaby agape. But your man of the world has other tastes."




          "Jaded tastes," said somebody.




          "Maybe they're jaded and vicious—but they're[Pg 82] his. And maybe that girl has a body and limbs which are little more accented than a boy's. But it's the last shriek among people who know."




          "Not such a late one, either," said somebody. "Who was the French sculptor who did the Merode?"




          "Before that Lippo fixed the type," observed somebody else.




          "Personally," remarked a third, "I don't fancy pipe-stems. Mrs. Leeds needs padding—to suit my notions."




          "Wait a year," said Mrs. Sprowl, significantly. "The beauty of that girl will be scandalous when she fills out a little more.... If she only had the wits to match what she is going to be!—But there's a streak of something silly in her—I suspect latent sentiment—which is likely to finish her if she doesn't look sharp. Fancy her taking up the cudgels for Ricky, now!—a boy whose wits would be of no earthly account except in doing what he is doing. And he's apparently persuaded that little minx that he's intellectual! I'll have to talk to Ricky."




          "You'd better talk to your nephew, too," said somebody, laughing.




          "Who? Karl!" exclaimed the old lady, her little green eyes mere sparks in the broad expanse of face. "Let me catch him mooning around that girl! Let me catch Ricky philandering in earnest! I've made up my mind about Strelsa Leeds, and"—she glared around her, fanning vigorously—"I think nobody is likely to interfere."


        




        

           


        




        

          That evening, at the opera, Westguard came into her box, and she laid down the law of limits to him so[Pg 83] decisively that, taken aback, astonished and chagrined, he found nothing to say for the moment.




          When he did recover his voice and temper he informed her very decidedly that he'd follow his own fancy as far as any woman was concerned.




          But she only laughed derisively and sent him off to bring Quarren who had entered the Vernons' box and was bending over Strelsa's shoulders.




          When Quarren obeyed, which he did not do with the alacrity she had taught him, she informed him with a brevity almost contemptuous that his conduct with Strelsa at the Wycherlys had displeased her.




          He said, surprised: "Why does it concern you? Mrs. Wycherly is standing sponsor for Mrs. Leeds——"




          "I shall relieve Molly Wycherly of any responsibility," said the old lady. "I like that girl. Can Molly do as much as I can for her?"




          He remained silent, disturbed, looking out across the glitter at Strelsa.




          Men crowded the Vernons' box, arriving in shoals and departing with very bad grace when it became necessary to give place to new arrivals.




          "Do you see?" said the old lady, tendering him her opera glass.




          "What?" he asked sullenly.




          "A new planet. Use your telescope, Rix—and also amass a little common-sense. Yonder sits a future duchess, or a countess, if I care to start things for her. Which I shan't—in that direction."




          "There are no poor duchesses or countesses, of course," he remarked with an unpleasant laugh.




          Mrs. Sprowl looked at him, ironically.[Pg 84]




          "I understand the Earl of Dankmere, perfectly," she said—"also other people, including young, and sulky boys. So if you clearly understand my wishes, and the girl doesn't make a fool of herself over you or any other callow ineligible, her future will give me something agreeable to occupy me."




          The blood stung his face as he stood up—a tall graceful figure among the others in the box—a clean-cut, wholesome boy to all appearances, with that easy and amiable presence which is not distinction but which sometimes is even more agreeable.




          Lips compressed, the flush still hot on his face, he stood silent, tasting all the bitterness that his career had stored up for him—sick with contempt for a self that could accept and swallow such things. For he had been well schooled, but scarcely to that contemptible point.




          "Of course," he said, pleasantly, "you understand that I shall do as I please."




          Mrs. Sprowl laughed:




          "I'll see to that, too, Ricky."




          Chrysos Lacy leaned forward and began to talk to him, and his training reacted mechanically, for he seemed at once to become his gay and engaging self.




          He did not return to the Vernons' box nor did he see Strelsa again before she went South.




          The next night a note was delivered to him, written from the Wycherlys' car, "Wind-Flower."




          "My dear Mr. Quarren:




          "Why did you not come back to say good-bye? You spoke of doing so. I'm afraid Chrysos Lacy is responsible.[Pg 85]




          "The dance at the Van Dynes was very jolly. I am exceedingly sorry you were not there. Thank you for the flowers and bon-bons that were delivered to me in my state-room. My violets are not yet entirely faded, so they have not yet joined your gardenia in the limbo of useless things.




          "Mr. Westguard came to the train. He is nice.




          "Mr. O'Hara and Chrysos and Jack Lacy were there, so in spite of your conspicuous absence the Legation maintained its gay reputation and covered itself with immortal blarney.




          "This letter was started as a note to thank you for your gifts, but it is becoming a serial as Molly and Jim and I sit here watching the North Carolina landscape fly past our windows like streaks of brown lightened only by the occasional delicious and sunny green of some long-leafed pine.




          "There's nothing to see from horizon to horizon except the monotonous repetition of mules and niggers and evil-looking cypress swamps and a few razor-backs and a buzzard flying very high in the blue.




          "Thank you again for my flowers.... I wonder if you understand that my instinct is to be friends with you?




          "It was from the very beginning.




          "And please don't be absurd enough to think that I am going to forget you—or our jolly escapade at the Wycherly ball. You behaved very handsomely once. I know I can count on your kindness to me.




          "Good-bye, and many many thanks—as Jack Lacy says—'f'r the manny booggy-rides, an' th' goom-candy, an' the boonches av malagy grrapes'!


        




        

          "Sincerely your friend,"Strelsa Leeds."[Pg 86]


        




        

          That same day Sir Charles Mallison arrived in New York and went directly to Mrs. Sprowl's house. Their interview was rather brief but loudly cordial on the old lady's part:




          "How's my sister and Foxy?" she asked—meaning Sir Renard and Lady Spinney.




          Sir Charles regretted he had not seen them.




          "And you?"




          "Quite fit, thanks." And he gravely trusted that her own health was satisfactory.




          "You haven't changed your mind?" she asked with a smile which the profane might consider more like a grin.




          Sir Charles said he had not, and a healthy colour showed under the tan.




          "All these years," commented the old lady, ironically.




          "Four," said Sir Charles.




          "Was it four years ago when you saw her in Egypt?"




          "Four years—last month—the tenth."




          "And never saw her again?"




          "Never."




          Mrs. Sprowl shook with asthmatic mirth:




          "Such story-book constancy! Why didn't you ask your friend the late Sirdar to have Leeds pitched into the Nile. It would have saved you those four years' waiting? You know you haven't many years to waste, Sir Charles."




          "I'm forty-five," he said, colouring painfully.




          "Four years gone to hell," said the old lady with that delicate candour which sometimes characterised her.... "And now what do you propose to do with the rest of 'em? Dawdle away your time?"




          [Pg 87]




          "Face my fate," he admitted touching his moustache and fearfully embarrassed.




          "Well, if you're in a hurry, you'll have to go down South to face it. She's at Palm Beach for the next three weeks."




          "Thank you," he said.




          She looked up at him, her little opaque green eyes a trifle softened.




          "I am trying to get you the prettiest woman in America," she said. "I'm ready to fight off everybody else—beat 'em to death," she added, her eyes snapping, then suddenly kind again—"because, Sir Charles, I like you. And for no other reason on earth!"




          Which was not the exact truth. It was for another man's sake she was kind to him. And the other man had been dead many years.




          Sir Charles thanked her, awkwardly, and fell silent again, pulling his moustache.




          "Is—Mrs. Leeds—well?" he ventured, at length, reddening again.


        




        

          "'Is—Mrs. Leeds—well?' he ventured at length, reddening again."


        




        

          "Perfectly. She's a bit wiry just now—thin—leggy, y' know. Some fanciers prefer 'em weedy. But she'll plump up. I know the breed."




          He shrank from her loud voice and the vulgarity of her comments, and she was aware of it and didn't care a rap. There were plenty of noble ladies as vulgar as she, and more so—and anyway it was not this well-built, sober-faced man of forty-five whom she was serving with all the craft and insolence and brutality and generosity that was in her—it was the son of a dead man who had been much to her. How much nobody in these days gossiped about any longer, for it was a long time ago, a long, long time ago that she had made her curtsey to[Pg 88] a young queen and a prince consort. And Sir Charles's father had died at Majuba Hill.




          "There's a wretched little knock-kneed peer on the cards," she observed; "Dankmere. He seems to think she has money or something. If he comes over here, as my sister writes, I'll set him straighter than his own legs. And I've written Foxy to tell him so."




          "Dankmere is a very good chap," said Sir Charles, terribly embarrassed.




          "But not good enough. His level is the Quartier d'Europe. He'll find it; no fear.... When do you go South?"




          "To-morrow," he said, so honestly that she grinned again.




          "Then I'll give you a letter to Molly Wycherly. Her husband is Jim Wycherly—one of your sort—eternally lumbering after something to kill. He has a bungalow on some lagoon where he murders ducks, and no doubt he'll go there. But his wife will be stopping at Palm Beach. I'll send you a letter to her in the morning."




          "Many thanks," said Sir Charles, shyly.[Pg 89]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER IV


        




        

          Strelsa remained South longer than she had expected to remain, and at the end of the third week Quarren wrote her.




          "Dear Mrs. Leeds:




          "Will you accept from me a copy of Karl's new book? And are you ever coming back? You are missing an unusually diverting winter; the opera is exceptional, there are some really interesting plays in town and several new and amusing people—Prince and Princess Sarnoff for example; and the Earl of Dankmere, an anxious, and perplexed little man, sadly hard up, and simple-minded enough to say so; which amuses everybody immensely.




          "He's pathetically original; plebeian on his mother's side; very good-natured; nothing at all of a sportsman; and painfully short of both intellect and cash—a funny, harmless, distracted little man who runs about asking everybody the best and quickest methods of amassing a comfortable fortune in America. And I must say that people have jollied him rather cruelly.




          "The Sarnoffs on the other hand are modest and nice people—the Prince is a yellow, dried-up Asiatic who is making a collection of parasites—a shrewd, kindly, and clever little scientist. His wife is a charming girl, intellectual but deliciously feminine. She was[Pg 90] Cynthia Challis before her marriage, and always a most attractive and engaging personality. They dined with us at the Legation on Thursday.




          "Afterward there was a dance at Mrs. Sprowl's. I led from one end, Lester Caldera from the other. One or two newspapers criticised the decorations and favours as vulgarly expensive; spoke of a 'monkey figure'—purely imaginary—which they said I introduced into the cotillion, and that the favours were marmosets!—who probably were the intellectual peers of anybody present.




          "The old lady is in a terrific temper. I'm afraid some poor scribblers are going to catch it. I thought it very funny.




          "Speaking of scribblers and temper reminds me that Karl Westguard's new book is stirring up a toy tempest. He has succeeded in offending a dozen people who pretend to recognise themselves or their relatives among the various characters. I don't know whether the novel is really any good, or not. We, who know Karl so intimately, find it hard to realise that perhaps he may be a writer of some importance.




          "There appears to be considerable excitement about this new book. People seem inclined to discuss it at dinners; Karl's publishers are delighted. Karl, on the contrary, is not at all flattered by the kind of a success that menaces him. He is mad all through, but not as mad as his redoubtable aunt, who tells everybody that he's a scribbling lunatic who doesn't know what he's writing, and that she washes her fat and gem-laden hands of him henceforth.




          "Poor Karl! He's already thirty-seven; he's written fifteen books, no one of which, he tells me, ever before[Pg 91] stirred up anybody's interest. But this newest novel, 'The Real Thing,' has already gone into three editions in two weeks—whatever that actually means—and still the re-orders are pouring in, and his publishers are madly booming it, and several indignant people are threatening Karl with the law of libel, and Karl is partly furious, partly amused, and entirely astonished at the whole affair.




          "Because you see, the people who think they recognise portraits of themselves or their friends in several of the unattractive characters in the story—are as usual, in error. Karl's people are always purely and synthetically composite. Besides everybody who knows Karl Westguard ought to know that he's too decent a fellow, and too good a workman to use models stupidly. Anybody can copy; anybody can reproduce the obvious. Even photographers are artists in these days. Good work is a synthesis founded on truth, and carried logically to a conclusion.




          "But it's useless to try to convince the Philistines. Once possessed with the idea that they or their friends are 'meant,' as they say, Archimedes's lever could not pry them loose from their agreeably painful obsession.




          "Then there are other sorts of humans who are already bothering Karl. This species recognise in every 'hero' or 'heroine' a minute mental and physical analysis of themselves and their own particular, specific, and petty emotions. Proud, happy, flattered, they permit nobody to mistake the supposed tribute which they are entirely self-persuaded that the novelist has offered to them.




          "And these phases of 'The Real Thing' are fretting and mortifying Karl to the verge of distraction. He[Pg 92] awakes to find himself not famous but notorious—not criticised for his workmanship, good or bad, but gabbled about because some ludicrous old Uncle Foozle pretends to discover a similarity between Karl's episodes and characters and certain doings of which Uncle F. is personally cognisant.




          "The great resource of stupidity is and has always been the anagram; and as stupidity is almost invariably suspicious, the hunt for hidden meanings preoccupies the majority of mankind.


        




        

           


        




        

          "Because I have ventured to send you Karl's new book is no reason why I also should have presumed to write you a treatise in several volumes.




          "But I miss you, oddly enough—miss everything I never had of you—your opinions on what interests us both; the delightful discussions of things important, which have never taken place between us. It's odd, isn't it, Mrs. Leeds, that I miss, long for, and even remember so much that has never been?




          "Molly Wycherly wrote to Mrs. Lannis that you were having a gay time in Florida; that Sir Charles Mallison had joined your party; that you'd had luncheons and dinners given you at the Club, at the Inlet, at the Wiers's place, 'Coquina Castle'; and that Jim and Sir Charles had bravely slain many ducks. Which is certainly glory enough to go round. In a friendly little note to me you were good enough to ask what I am doing, and to emphasise your request for an answer by underlining your request.




          "Proud and flattered by your generous interest I hasten to inform you that I am leading the same useful, serious, profitable, purposeful, ambitious, and en[Pg 93]nobling life which I was leading when I first met you. Such a laudable existence makes for one's self-respect; and, happy in that consciousness, undisturbed by journalistic accusations concerning marmosets and vulgarity, I concentrate my entire intellectual efforts upon keeping my job, which is to remain deaf, dumb, and blind, and at the same time be ornamental, resourceful, good-tempered, and amusing to those who are not invariably all of these things at the same time.




          "Is it too much to expect another note from you?


        




        

          "Sincerely yours,"Richard Stanley Quarren."


        




        

          She answered him on the fourth week of her absence.




          "My dear Mr. Quarren:




          "Your letter interested me, but there was all through it an undertone of cynicism which rang false—almost a dissonance to an ear which has heard you strike a truer chord.




          "I do not like what you say of yourself, or of your life. I have talked very seriously with Molly, who adores you; and she evidently thinks you capable of achieving anything you care to undertake. Which is my own opinion—based on twenty-four hours of acquaintance.




          "I have read Mr. Westguard's novel. Everybody here is reading it. I'd like to talk to you about it, some day. Mr. Westguard's intense bitterness confuses me a little, and seems almost to paralyse any critical judgment I may possess. A crusade in fiction has always seemed to me but a sterile effort. To do a thing is fine;[Pg 94] to talk about it in fiction a far less admirable performance—like the small boy, safe in the window, who defies his enemy with out-thrust tongue.




          "When I was young—a somewhat lonely child, with only a very few books to companion me—I pored over Carlyle's 'French Revolution,' and hated Philip Egalité. But that youthful hatred was a little modified because Egalité did actually become personally active. If he had only talked, my hatred would have become contempt for a renegade who did not possess the courage of his convictions. But he voted death to his own caste, facing the tribunal. He talked, but he also acted.




          "I do not mean this as a parallel between Mr. Westguard and the sanguinary French iconoclast. Mr. Westguard, also, has the courage of his convictions; he lives, I understand, the life which he considers a proper one. It is the life which he preaches in 'The Real Thing'—a somewhat solemn, self-respecting, self-supporting existence, devoted to self-development; a life of upright thinking, and the fulfilment of duty, civil and religious, incident to dignified citizenship. Such a life may be a blameless one; I don't know.




          "Also it might even be admirable within its limits if Mr. Westguard did not also appoint himself critic, disciplinarian, and prophet of that particular section of society into which accident of birth has dumped him.




          "Probably there is no section of human society that does not need a wholesome scourging now and then, but somehow, it seems to me, that it could be done less bitterly and with better grace than Mr. Westguard does it in his book. The lash, swung from within, and applied with judgment and discrimination, ought to do a more thorough and convincing piece of work than a[Pg 95] knout allied with the clubs of the proletariat, hitting at every head in sight.




          "Let the prophets and sybils, the augurs and oracles of the Hoi polloi address themselves to them; and let ours talk to us, not about us to the world at large.




          "A renegade from either side makes an unholy alliance, and, with his first shout from the public pulpit, tightens the master knot which he is trying to untie to the glory of God and for the sake of peace and good will on earth. And the result is Donnybrook Fair.




          "I hate to speak this way to you of your friend, and about a man I like and, in a measure, really respect. But this is what I think. And my inclination is to tell you the truth, always.




          "Concerning the artistic value of Mr. Westguard's literary performance, I know little. The simplicity of his language recommends the pages to me. The book is easy to read. Perhaps therein lies his art; I do not know.




          "Now, as I am in an unaccountably serious mood amid all the frivolity of this semi-tropical place, may I not say to you something about yourself? How are you going to silence me?




          "Well, then; you seem to reason illogically. You make little of yourself, yet you offer me your friendship, by implication, every time you write to me. You seek my society mentally. Do you really believe that my mind is so easily satisfied with intellectual rubbish, or that I am flattered by letters from a nobody?




          "What do you suppose there is attractive about you, Mr. Quarren—if you really do amount to as little as you pretend? I've seen handsomer men, monsieur,[Pg 96] wealthier men, more intelligent men; men more experienced, men of far greater talents and attainments.




          "Why do you suppose that I sit here in the Southern sunshine writing to you when there are dozens of men perfectly ready to amuse me?—and qualified to do it, too!




          "For the sake of your beaux-yeux? Non pas!




          "But there is a something which the world recognises as a subtle and nameless sympathy. And it stretches an invisible filament between you and the girl who is writing to you.




          "That tie is not founded on sentiment; I think you know that. And, of things spiritual, you and I have never yet spoken.




          "Therefore I conclude that the tie must be purely intellectual; that mind calls to mind and finds contentment in the far response.




          "So, when you pretend to me that you are of no intellectual account, you pay me a scurvy compliment. Quod erat demonstrandum.




          "With this gentle reproof I seal my long, long letter, and go where the jasmine twineth and the orchestra playeth; for it is tea-time, my friend, and the Park of Peacocks is all a-glitter with plumage. Soft eyes look wealth to eyes that ask again; and all is brazen as a dinner bell!




          "O friend! do you know that since I have been here I might have attained to fortune, had I cared to select any one of several generous gentlemen who have been good enough to thrust that commodity at me?




          "To be asked to marry a man no longer distresses me. I am all over the romantic idea of being sorry for wealthy amateurs who make me a plain business propo[Pg 97]sition, offering to invest a fortune in my good looks. To amateurs, connoisseurs, and collectors, there is no such thing as a fixed market value to anything. An object of art is worth what it can be bought for. I don't yet know how much I am worth. I may yet find out.




          "There are nice men here, odious men, harmless men, colourless men, worthy men, and the ever-present fool. He is really the happiest, I suppose.




          "Then, all in a class by himself, is an Englishman, one Sir Charles Mallison. I don't know what to tell you about him except that I feel exceedingly safe and comfortable when I am with him.




          "He says very little; I say even less. But it is agreeable to be with him.




          "He is middle-aged, and, I imagine, very wise. Perhaps his reticence makes me think so. He and Mr. Wycherly shoot ducks on the lagoon—and politics into each other.




          "I must go. You are not here to persuade me to stay and talk nonsense to you against my better judgment. You're quite helpless, you see. So I'm off.




          "Will you write to me again?


        




        

          "Strelsa Leeds."


        




        

          A week after Quarren had answered her letter O'Hara called his attention to a paragraph in a morning paper which hinted at an engagement between Sir Charles Mallison and Mrs. Leeds.




          Next day's paper denied it on excellent authority; so, naturally, the world at large believed the contrary.




          Southern news also revealed the interesting item that the yacht, Yulan, belonging to Mrs. Sprowl's hatchet-faced nephew, Langly Sprowl, had sailed from[Pg 98] Miami for the West Indies with the owner and Mrs. Leeds and Sir Charles Mallison among the guests.




          The Yulan had not as fragrant a reputation as its exotic name might signify, respectable parties being in the minority aboard her, but Langly Sprowl was Langly Sprowl, and few people declined any invitation of his.




          He was rather a remarkable young man, thin as a blade, with a voracious appetite and no morals. Nor did he care whether anybody else had any. What he wanted he went after with a cold and unsensitive directness that no newspapers had been courageous enough to characterise. He wouldn't have cared if they had.




          Among other things that he had wanted, recently, was another man's wife. The other man being of his own caste made no difference to him; he simply forced him to let his wife divorce him; which, it was understood, that pretty young matron was now doing as rapidly as the laws of Nevada allowed.




          Meanwhile Langly Sprowl had met Strelsa Leeds.


        




        

           


        




        

          The sailing of the Yulan for the West Indies became the topic of dinner and dance gossip; and Quarren heard every interpretation that curiosity and malice could put upon the episode.




          He had been feeling rather cheerful that day; a misguided man from Jersey City had suddenly developed a mania for a country home. Quarren personally conducted him all over Tappan-Zee Park on the Hudson, through mud and slush in a skidding touring car, with the result that the man had become a pioneer and had promised to purchase a building site.




          So Quarren came back to the Legation that after[Pg 99]noon feeling almost buoyant, and discovered Westguard in all kinds of temper, smoking a huge faïence pipe which he always did when angry, and which had become known as "The Weather-breeder."




          "Jetzt geht das Wetter los!" quoted Quarren, dropping into a seat by the fire. "Where is this particular area of low depression centred, Karl?"




          "Over my damn book. The papers insist it's a livre-à-clef; and I am certain the thing is selling on that account! I tell you it's humiliating. I've done my best as honestly as I know how, and not one critic even mentions the philosophy of the thing; all they notice is the mere story and the supposed resemblance between my characters and living people! I'm cursed if I ever——"




          "Oh, shut up!" said Quarren tranquilly. "If you're a novelist you write to amuse people, and you ought to be thankful that you've succeeded."




          "Confound it!" roared Westguard, "I write to instruct people! not to keep 'em from yawning!"




          "Then you've made a jolly fluke of it, that's all—because you have accidentally written a corking good story—good enough and interesting enough to make people stand for the cold chunks of philosophical admonition with which you've spread your sandwich—thinly, Heaven be praised!"




          "I write," said Westguard, furious, "because I've a message to deliv——"


        




        

          "'I write,' said Westguard, furious, 'because I have a message to deliv—'"


        




        

          "Help!" moaned Quarren. "You write because it's in you to do it; because you've nothing more interesting to do; and because it enables you to make a decent and honourable living!"




          "Do those reasons prevent my having a message to deliver?" roared Westguard.[Pg 100]




          "No, they exist in spite of it. You'd write anyway, whether or not you believed you had a message to deliver. You've written some fifteen novels, and fifteen times you have smothered your story with your message. This time, by accident, the story got its second breath, and romped home, with 'Message' a bad second, and that selling plater, 'Philosophy,' left at the post——"




          "Go on!—you irreverent tout!" growled Westguard; "I want my novels read, of course. Any author does. But I wish to Heaven somebody would try to interpret the important lessons which I——"




          "Oh, preciousness and splash! Tell your story as well as you can, and if it's well done there'll be latent lessons enough in it."




          "Are you perhaps instructing me in my own profession?" asked the other, smiling.




          "Heaven knows I'm not venturing——"




          "Heaven knows you are! Also there is something In what you say—" He sat smoking, thoughtfully, eyes narrowing in the fire—"if I only could manage that!—to arrest the public's attention by the rather cheap medium of the story, and then, cleverly, shoot a few moral pills into 'em.... That's one way, of course——"




          "Like the drums of the Salvation Army."




          Westguard looked around at him, suspiciously, but Quarren seemed to be serious enough.




          "I suppose it doesn't matter much how a fellow collects an audience, so that he does collect one."




          "Exactly," nodded Quarren. "Get your people, then keep 'em interested and unsuspecting while you inject 'em full of thinks."[Pg 101]




          Westguard smoked and pondered; but presently his lips became stern and compressed.




          "I don't intend to trifle with my convictions or make any truce or any compromise with 'em," he announced. "I'm afraid that this last story of mine ran away with me."




          "It sure did, old Ironsides. Heaven protected her own this time. And in 'The Real Thing' you have ridden farther out among the people with your Bible and your Sword than you ever have penetrated by brandishing both from the immemorial but immobile battlements of righteousness. Truth is a citadel, old fellow; but its garrison should be raiders, not defenders. And they should ride far afield to carry its message. For few journey to that far citadel; you must go to them. And does it make any difference what vehicle you employ in the cause of Truth—so that the message arrives somewhere before your vehicle breaks down of its own heaviness? Novel or poem, sermon or holy writ—it's all one, Karl, so that they get there with their burden."




          Westguard sat silent a moment, then thumped the table, emphatically.




          "If I had your wasted talents," he said, "I could write anything!"




          "Rot!"




          "As you please. You use your ability rottenly—that's true enough."




          "My ability," mimicked Quarren.




          "Yes, your many, many talents, Rix. God knows why He gave them to you; I don't—for you use them ignobly, when you do not utterly neglect them——"




          "I've a light and superficial talent for entertaining[Pg 102] people; I've nimble legs, and possess a low order of intelligence known as 'tact.' What more have I?"




          "You're the best amateur actor in New York, for example."




          "An amateur," sneered Quarren. "That is to say, a man who has the inclinations, but neither the courage, the self-respect, nor the ambition of the professional.... Well, I admit that. I lack something—courage, I think. I prefer what is easy. And I'm doing it."




          "What's your reward?" said Westguard bluntly.




          "Reward? Oh, I don't know. The inner temple. I have the run of the premises. People like me, trust me, depend upon me more or less. The intrigues and politics of my little world amuse me; now and then I act as ambassador, as envoy of peace, as herald, as secret diplomatic agent.... Reward? Oh, yes—you didn't suppose that my real-estate operations clothed and fed me, did you, Karl?"




          "What does?"




          "Diplomacy," explained Quarren gaily. "A successful embassy is rewarded. How? Why, now and then a pretty woman's husband makes an investment for me at his own risk; now and then, when my office is successfully accomplished, I have my fee as social attorney or arbiter elegantiarum.... There are, perhaps, fewer separations and divorces on account of me; fewer scandals.




          "I am sometimes called into consultation, in extremis; I listen, I advise—sometimes I plan and execute; even take the initiative and interfere—as when a foolish boy at the Cataract Club, last week, locked himself into the bath-room with an automatic revolver and a case of half-drunken fright. I had to be very careful;[Pg 103] I expected to hear that drumming fusillade at any moment.




          "But I talked to him, through the keyhole: and at last he opened the door—to take a shot at me, first."




          Quarren shrugged and lighted a cigarette.




          "Of course," he added, "his father was only too glad to pay his debts. But boys don't always see things in their true proportions. Neither do women."




          Westguard, silent, scowling, pulled at his pipe for a while, then:




          "Why should you play surgeon and nurse in such a loathsome hospital?"




          "Somebody must. I seem better fitted to do it than the next man."




          "Yes," said Westguard with a wry face, "I fancy somebody must do unpleasant things—even among the lepers of Molokai. But I'd prefer real lepers."




          "The social sort are sometimes sicker," laughed Quarren.




          "I don't agree with you.... By the way, it's all off between my aunt and me."




          "I'm sorry, Karl——"




          "I'm not! I don't want her money. She told me to go to the devil, and I said something similar. Do you know what she wants me to do?" he added angrily. "Give up writing, live on an allowance from her, and marry Chrysos Lacy! What do you think of that for a cold-blooded and impertinent proposition! We had a fearful family row," he continued with satisfaction—"my aunt bellowing so that her footmen actually fled, and I doing the cool and haughty, and letting her bellow her bally head off."[Pg 104]




          "You and she have exchanged civilities before," said Quarren, smiling.




          "Yes, but this is really serious. I'm damned if I give up writing."




          "Or marry Chrysos Lacy?"




          "Or that, either. Do you think I want a red-headed wife? And I've never spoken a dozen words to her, either. And I'll pick out my own wife. What does my aunt think I am? I wish I were in love with somebody's parlour-maid. B'jinks! I'd marry her, just to see my aunt's expression——"




          "Oh, stop your fulminations," said Quarren, laughing. "That's the way with you artistic people; you're a passionate pack of pups!"




          "I'm not as passionate as my aunt!" retorted Westguard wrathfully. "Do you consider her artistic? She's a meddlesome, malicious, domineering, insolent, evil old woman, and I told her so."




          Quarren managed to stifle his laughter for a moment, but his sense of the ludicrous was keen, and the scene his fancy evoked sent him off into mirth uncontrollable.




          Westguard eyed him gloomily; ominous clouds poured from "The Weather-breeder."




          "Perhaps it's funny," he said, "but she and I cannot stand each other, and this time it's all off for keeps. I told her if she sent me another check I'd send it back. That settles it, doesn't it?"




          "You're foolish, Karl——"




          "Never mind. If I can't keep myself alive in an untrammelled and self-respecting exercise of my profession—" His voice ended in a gurgling growl. Then, as though the recollections of his injuries at the hands of his aunt still stung him, he reared up in his chair:[Pg 105]




          "Chrysos Lacy," he roared, "is a sweet, innocent girl—not a bale of fashionable merchandise! Besides," he added in a modified tone, "I was rather taken by—by Mrs. Leeds."




          Quarren slowly raised his eyes.




          "I was," insisted Westguard sulkily; "and I proved myself an ass by saying so to my aunt. Why in Heaven's name I was idiot enough to go and tell her, I don't know. Perhaps I had a vague idea that she would be so delighted that she'd give me several tons of helpful advice."




          "Did she?"




          "Did she! She came back at me with Chrysos Lacy, I tell you! And when I merely smiled and attempted to waive away the suggestion, she flew into a passion, called me down, cursed me out—you know her language isn't always in good taste—and then she ordered me to keep away from Mrs. Leeds—as though I ever hung around any woman's skirts! I'm no Squire of Dames. I tell you, Rix, I was mad clear through. So I told her that I'd marry Mrs. Leeds the first chance I got——"




          "Don't talk about her that way," remonstrated Quarren pleasantly.




          "About who? My aunt?"




          "I didn't mean your aunt?"




          "Oh. About Mrs. Leeds. Why not? She's the most attractive woman I ever met——"




          "Very well. But don't talk about marrying her—as though you had merely to suggest it to her. You know, after all, Mrs. Leeds may have ideas of her own."




          "Probably she has," admitted Westguard, sulkily. "I don't imagine she'd care for a man of my sort. Why[Pg 106] do you suppose she went off on that cruise with Langly Sprowl?"




          Quarren said, gravely: "I have no idea what reasons Mrs. Leeds has for doing anything."




          "You correspond."




          "Who said so?"




          "My aunt."




          Quarren flushed up, but said nothing.




          Westguard, oblivious of his annoyance, and enveloped in a spreading cloud of tobacco, went on:




          "Of course if you don't know, I don't. But, by the same token, my aunt was in a towering rage when she heard that Langly had Mrs. Leeds aboard the Yulan."




          "What!" said the other, sharply.




          "She swore like a trooper, and called Langly all kinds of impolite names. Said she'd trim him if he ever tried any of his tricks around Mrs. Leeds——"




          "What tricks? What does she mean by tricks?"




          "Oh, I suppose she meant any of his blackguardly philandering. There isn't a woman living on whom he is afraid to try his hatchet-faced blandishments."




          Quarren dropped back into the depths of his arm-chair. Presently his rigid muscles relaxed. He said coolly:




          "I don't think Langly Sprowl is likely to misunderstand Mrs. Leeds."




          "That depends," said Westguard. "He's a rotten specimen, even if he is my cousin. And he knows I think so."




          A few minutes later O'Hara sauntered in. He had been riding in the Park and his boots and spurs were shockingly muddy.[Pg 107]




          "Who is this Sir Charles Mallison, anyway?" he asked, using the decanter and then squirting his glass full of carbonic. "Is it true that he's goin' to marry that charmin' Mrs. Leeds? I'll break his bally Sassenach head for him! I'll——"




          "The rumour was contradicted in this morning's paper," said Quarren coldly.




          O'Hara drank pensively: "I see that Langly Sprowl is messin' about, too. Mrs. Ledwith had better hurry up out there in Reno—or wherever she's gettin' her divorce. I saw Chet Ledwith ridin' in the Park. Dankmere was with him. Funny he doesn't seem to lose any caste by sellin' his wife to Sprowl."




          "The whole thing is a filthy mess," growled Westguard; "let it alone."




          "Why don't you make a novel about it?" inquired O'Hara.




          "Because, you dub! I don't use real episodes or living people!" roared Westguard; "newspapers and a few chumps to the contrary!"




          "So!—so-o!" said O'Hara, soothingly—"whoa—steady, boy!" And he pretended to rub down Westguard, hissing the while as do grooms when currying.




          "Anybody who tells the truth about social conditions in any section of human society is always regarded as a liar," said Westguard. "Not that I have any desire to do it, but if I should ever write a novel dealing with social conditions in any fashionable set, I'd be disbelieved."




          "You would be if you devoted your attention to fashionable scandals only," said Quarren.




          "Why? Aren't there plenty of scandalous——"[Pg 108]




          "Plenty. But no more than in any other set or coterie; not as many as there are among more ignorant people. Virtue far outbalances vice among us: a novel, properly proportioned, ought to show that. If it doesn't, it's misleading."




          "Supposing," said Westguard, "that I were indecent enough to show up my aunt in fiction. Nobody would believe her possible."




          "I sometimes doubt her even now," observed O'Hara, grinning.




          Quarren said: "Count up the unpleasant characters in your own social vicinity, Karl—just to prove to yourself that there are really very few."




          "There is Langly—and my aunt—and the Lester Calderas—and the Ledwiths——"




          "Go on!"




          Westguard laughed: "I guess that ends the list," he said.




          "It does. Also I dispute the list," said Quarren.




          "Cyrille Caldera is a pippin," remarked O'Hara, sentimentally.




          "What about Mary Ledwith? Is anybody here inclined to sit in judgment?"




          "I," said Westguard grimly.




          "Why?"




          "Divorce is a dirty business."




          "Oh. You'd rather she put up with Chester?—the sort of man who was weak enough to let her go?"




          "Yes!"




          "Get out, you old Roundhead!" said Quarren, laughing. He rose, laid his hand lightly on Westguard's shoulder in passing, and went upstairs to his room, where he wrote a long letter to Strelsa; and then[Pg 109] destroyed it. Then he lay down, covering his boyish head with his arms.




          When Lacy came in he saw him lying on the bed, and thought he was asleep.[Pg 110]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER V


        




        

          Toward the end of March Strelsa, with the Wycherlys, returned to New York, dead tired. She had been flattered, run after, courted from Palm Beach to Havana; the perpetual social activity, the unbroken fever of change and excitement had already made firmer the soft lineaments of the girl's features, had slightly altered the expression of the mouth.




          By daylight the fatigues of pleasure were faintly visible—that unmistakable imprint which may perhaps leave the eyes clear and calm, but which edges the hardened contour of the cheek under them with deeper violet shadow.




          Not that hers was as yet the battered beauty of exhaustion; she had merely lived every minute to the full all winter long, and had overtaxed her capacity; and the fire had consumed something of her freshness.




          Not yet inured, not yet crystallised to that experienced hardness which withstands the fierce flame of living too fast in a world where every minute is demanded and where sleep becomes a forgotten art, the girl was completely tired out, and while she herself did not realise it, her features showed it.




          But nervous exhaustion alone could not account for the subtle change in her expression. Eyes and lips were still sweet, even in repose, but there was now a jaded charm about them—something unspoiled had dis[Pg 111]appeared from them—something of that fearlessness which vanishes after too close and too constant contact with the world of men.




          Evidently her mind was quite as weary as her body, though even to herself she had not admitted fatigue; and a tired mind no longer defends itself. Hers had not; and the defence had been, day by day, imperceptibly weakening. So that things to which once she had been able at will to close her mind, and, mentally deaf, let pass unheard, she had heard, and had even thought about. And the effort to defend her ears and mind became less vigorous, less instinctive—partly through sheer weariness.




          The wisdom of woman and of man, and of what is called the world, the girl was now learning—unconsciously in the beginning and then with a kind of shamed indifference—but the creation of an artificial interest in anything is a subtle matter; and the ceaseless repetition of things unworthy at last awake that ignoble curiosity always latent in man. Because intelligence was born with it; and unwearied intelligence alone completely suppresses it.




          At first she had kept her head fairly level in the whirlwind of adulation. To glimpses of laxity she closed her eyes. Sir Charles was always refreshing to her; but she could see little more of him than of other men—less than she saw of Langly Sprowl, however that happened—and it probably happened through the cleverness of Langly Sprowl.




          Again and again she found herself with him separated from the others—sometimes alone with him on deck—and never quite understood how it came about so constantly.[Pg 112]




          As for Sprowl he made love to her from the first; and he was a trim, carefully groomed and volubly animated young man, full of information, and with a restless, ceaseless range of intelligence which at first dazzled with its false brilliancy.




          But it was only a kind of flash-light intelligence. It seemed to miss, occasionally; some cog, some screw somewhere was either absent or badly adjusted or over-strained.




          At first Strelsa found the young fellow fascinating. He had been everywhere and had seen everything; his mind was kaleidoscopic; his thought shifted, flashed, jerked, leaped like erratic lightning from one subject to another—from Japanese aeroplanes to a scheme for filling in the East River; from a plan to reconcile church and state in France to an idea for indefinitely prolonging human life. He had written several books about all kinds of things. Nobody read them.




          The first time he spoke to her of love was on a magnificent star-set night off Martinique; and she coolly reminded him of the gossip connecting him with a pretty woman in Reno. She could not have done it a month ago.




          He denied it so pleasantly, so frankly, that, astonished, she could scarcely choose but believe him.




          After that he made ardent, headlong love to her at every opportunity, with a flighty recklessness which began by amusing her. At first, also, she found wholesome laughter a good defence; but there was an under-current of intelligent, relentless vigour in his attack which presently sobered her. And she vaguely realised that he was a man who knew what he wanted. A talk with Molly Wycherly sobered her still more; and she[Pg 113] avoided him as politely as she could. But, being her host, it was impossible to keep clear of him. Besides there was about him a certain unwholesome fascination, even for her. No matter how bad a man's record may be, few women doubt their ability to make it a better one.




          "You little goose," said Molly Wycherly, "everybody knows the kind of man he is. Could anything be more brazen than his attentions to you while Mary Ledwith is in Reno?"




          "He says that her being there has nothing to do with him."




          "Then he lies," said Molly, shrugging her shoulders.




          "He doesn't speak as though he were trying to deceive anybody, Molly. He is perfectly frank to me. I can't believe that scandal. Besides he is quite open and manly about his unsavoury reputation; makes no excuses; simply says that there's good in every man, and that there is always one woman in the world who can bring it out——"




          "Oh, mushy! What an out-of-date whine! He's bad all through I tell you——"




          "No man is!" insisted Strelsa.




          "What?"




          "No man is. The great masters of fiction always ascribe at least one virtue to their most infamous creations——"




          "Oh, Strelsa, you talk like a pan of fudge! I tell you that Langly Sprowl is no good at all. I hope you won't have to marry him to find out."




          "I don't intend to.... How inconsistent you are, Molly. You—and everybody else—believe him to be the most magnificent match in——"[Pg 114]




          "If position and wealth is all you care for, yes. I didn't suppose you'd come to that."




          Strelsa said candidly: "I care for both—I don't know how much."




          "As much as that?"




          "No; not enough to marry him. And if he is what you say, it's hopeless of course.... I don't think he is. Be decent, Molly; everybody is very horrid about him, and—and that is always a matter of sympathetic interest to a generous woman. When the whole world condemns a man it makes him interesting!"




          "That's a piffling and emotional thing to say! He may be attractive in an uncanny way, because he's agreeable to look at, amusing, and very dangerous—a perfectly cold-blooded, and I think, slightly unbalanced social marauder. And that's the fact about Langly Sprowl. And I wish we were on land, the Yulan and her owner in—well, in the Erie Basin, perhaps."




          Whether or not Strelsa believed these things, there still remained in her that curious sense of fascination in Sprowl's presence, partly arising, no doubt, from an instinctive sympathy for a young man so universally damned; partly, because she thought that perhaps he really was damned. Therefore, deep in her heart she felt that he must be dangerous; and there is, in that one belief, every element of unwholesome fascination. And a mind fatigued is no longer wholesome.




          Then, too, there was always Sir Charles Mallison to turn to for a refreshing moral bath. Safety of soul lay in his vicinity; she felt confidence in the world wherever he traversed it. With him she relaxed and rested; there was repose for her in his silences; strength[Pg 115] for her when he spoke; and a serene comradeship which no hint of sentiment had ever vexed.




          Perhaps only a few people realised how thoroughly a single winter was equipping Strelsa for the part she seemed destined to play in that narrow world with which she was already identified; and few realised how fast she was learning. Laxity of precept, easy morals, looseness of thought, idle and good-natured acquiescence in social conditions where all standards seemed alike, all ideals merely a matter of personal taste—this was the atmosphere into which she had stepped from two years of Western solitude after a nightmare of violence, cruelty, and depravity unutterable. And naturally it seemed heavenly to her; and each revelation inconsistent with her own fastidious instincts left her less and less surprised, less and less uneasy. And after a while she began to assimilate all that she saw and heard.




          A few unworldly instincts remained in her—gratitude for and quick response to any kindness offered from anybody; an inclination to make friends with stray wanderers into her circle, and to cultivate the socially useless.




          Taking four o'clock tea alone with Mrs. Sprowl the afternoon of her return to town—an honour vouchsafed to few—Strelsa was relating, at that masterful woman's request, her various exotic experiences. Mrs. Sprowl had commanded her attendance early. There were reasons. And now partly vexed, partly in unwilling admiration, the old lady sat smiling and all the while thinking to herself impatiently; "Baby! Fool! Little ninny! Imbecile!" while she listened, fat bejewelled hands folded, small green eyes shining in the expanse of powdered and painted fat.[Pg 116]




          After a while she could endure it no longer, and she said with a wheeze of good-natured disdain:




          "It's like a school-girl's diary—all those rhapsodies over volcanoes, palm trees, and the colour of the Spanish Main. Never mind geography, child; tell me about the men!"


        




        

          "'Never mind geography, child; tell me about the men!'"


        




        

          "Men?" repeated Strelsa, laughingly—"why there were shoals and shoals of them, of every description!"




          "I mean the one man?" insisted Mrs. Sprowl encouragingly.




          "Which, please?"




          "Nonsense! There was one, I suppose."




          "Oh, I don't think so.... Your nephew, Langly, was exceedingly amiable——"




          "He's a plain beast," said his aunt, bluntly. "I didn't mean him."




          "He was very civil to me," insisted Strelsa, colouring.




          "Probably he didn't have a chance to be otherwise. He's a rotter, child. Ask anybody. I know perfectly well what he's been up to. I'm sorry you went on the Yulan. He had no business to ask you—or any other nice girl—or anybody at all until that Reno scandal is officially made respectable. If it were not for his money—" She stopped a moment, adding cynically—"and if it were not for mine—certain people wouldn't be tolerated anywhere, I suppose.... How did you like Sir Charles?"




          "Oh, he is charming!" she said warmly.




          "You like him?"




          "I almost adore him."




          "Why not adore him entirely?"




          [Pg 117]




          Strelsa laughed frankly: "He hasn't asked me to, for one reason. Besides——"




          "No doubt he'll do it."




          The girl shook her head, still smiling:




          "You don't understand at all. There isn't the slightest sentiment between us. He's only thoroughly nice and agreeable, and he and I are most companionable. I hope nobody will be silly enough to hint anything of that sort to him. It would embarrass him dreadfully."




          Mrs. Sprowl's smile was blandly tolerant:




          "The man's in love with you. Didn't you know it?"




          "But you are mistaken, dear Mrs. Sprowl. If it were true I would know it, I think."




          "Nonsense! He told me so."




          "Oh," said Strelsa in amazed consternation. She added: "If it is so I'd rather not speak of it, please."




          Mrs. Sprowl eyed her with shifty but keen intelligence. "Little idiot," she thought; but her smile remained bland and calmly patronising.




          For a second or two longer she studied the girl cautiously, trying to make up her mind whether there was really any character in Strelsa's soft beauty—anything firmer than material fastidiousness; anything more real than a natural and dainty reticence. Mrs. Sprowl could ride rough-shod over such details. But she was too wise to ride if there was any chance of a check from higher sources.




          "If you married him it would be very gratifying to me," she said pleasantly. "Come; let's discuss the matter like sensible women. Shall we?"




          Many people would not have disregarded such a[Pg 118] wish. Strelsa flushed and lifted her purple-gray eyes to meet the little green ones scanning her slyly.




          "I am sorry," she said, "but I couldn't discuss such a thing, you see. Don't you see I can't, dear Mrs. Sprowl?"




          "Pooh! Rubbish! Anybody can discuss anything," rejoined the old lady with impersonal and boisterous informality. "I'm fond of you. Everybody knows it. I'm fond of Sir Charles. He's a fine figure of a man. You match him in everything, except wealth. It's an ideal marriage——"




          "Please don't!—I simply cannot——"




          "Ideal," repeated Mrs. Sprowl loudly—"an ideal marriage——"




          "But when there is no love——"




          "Plenty! Loads of it! He's mad about you—crazy!—--"




          "I—meant—on my part——"




          "Good God!" shouted the old lady, beating the air with pudgy hands—"isn't it luck enough to have love on one side? What does the present generation want! I tell you it's ideal, perfect. He's a good man as men go, and a devilish handsome——"




          "I know—but——"




          "And he's got money!" shouted the old lady—"plenty of it I tell you! And he has the entrée everywhere on the Continent—in England—everywhere!—which Dankmere has not!—if you're considering that little whelp!"




          Stunned, shrinking from the dreadful asthmatic noises in Mrs. Sprowl's voice, Strelsa sat dumb, wincing under the blows of sound, not knowing how to escape.




          "I'm fond of you!" shrieked the old lady—"I can[Pg 119] be of use to you and I want to be. That's why I asked you to tea! I want to make you happy—and Sir Charles, too! What the devil do you suppose there is in it for me except to oblige hi—you both?"




          "Th-thank you, but——"




          "I'll bet a shilling that Molly Wycherly let you go about with any little spindle-shanked pill who came hanging around!—And I told her what were my wishes——"




          "Please—oh, please, Mrs. Sprowl——"




          "Yes, I did! It's a good match! I want you to consider it!—I insist that——"




          "Mrs. Sprowl!" exclaimed Strelsa, pink with confusion and resentment, "I am obliged to you for the interest you display, but it is a matter——"




          "What!"




          "I am really—grateful—but——"




          "Answer me, child. Has that cursed nephew of mine made any impression on you? Answer me!"




          "Not the kind you evidently mean!" said Strelsa, helplessly.




          "Is there anybody else?"




          The outrageous question silenced the girl for a moment. Angry, she still tried to be gentle; tried to remember the age, and the excellent intentions of this excited old lady; and she answered in a low voice:




          "I care for no man in particular, unless it be Sir Charles—and——"




          "And who?"




          "Mr. Quarren, I think," she said.




          Mrs. Sprowl's jowl grew purple with fury:




          "You—has that boy had the impudence—damn him——"[Pg 120]




          Strelsa sprang to her feet.




          "I really cannot remain—" she said with decision, but the old lady only bawled:




          "Sit down! Sit down!"




          "I will not!"




          "Sit down!" she roared in a passion. "What the devil——"




          Strelsa, a little pale, started to pass her—then halted, astounded: for the old lady had burst into a passion of choking gasps. Whether the terrible sounds she made were due to impotent rage or asthma, Strelsa, confused, shocked, embarrassed, but still angry, had no notion; and while Mrs. Sprowl coughed fatly, she stood still, catching muffled fragments of reproaches directed at people who flouted friendship; who had no consideration for age, and no gratitude, no tenderness, no pity.




          "I—I am grateful," faltered Strelsa, "only I cannot——"




          "I wanted to be a mother to you! I've tried to be," wheezed the old lady in a fresh paroxysm; and beat the air.




          For one swift instant the girl remembered what her real mother had been to her; and her heart hardened.




          "I care only for your friendship, Mrs. Sprowl; I do not wish you to do anything for me; can we not be friends on that basis?"




          Mrs. Sprowl swabbed her inflamed eyes and peered around the corner of the handkerchief.




          "Come here, my dear," she said.




          Strelsa went, slowly; and Mrs. Sprowl enveloped her like a fleshy squid, panting.




          "I only wanted to be good to you, Strelsa. I'm just an old fool I suppose——"[Pg 121]




          "Oh, please don't——"




          "That's all I am, child, just a sentimental old fool. The poor man's adoration of you touched my heart—and you do like him a little, don't you?"




          "Very much.... Thank you for—for wishing happiness to me. I really don't mean to be ungrateful; I have a horror of ingratitude. It's only that—the idea never occurred to me; and I am incapable of doing such a thing for material reasons, unless—I also really cared for a man——"




          "Of course, child. Maybe you will care for him some day. I won't interfere any more.... Only—don't lose your heart to any of these young jackals fawning around your skirts. Every set is full of 'em. They're nothing but the capering chorus in this comic opera.... And—don't be angry—but I am an older and wiser woman than you, and I am fond of you, and it's my duty to tell you that any of the lesser breed—take young Quarren for example—are of no real account, even in the society which they amuse."




          "I would scarcely class Mr. Quarren with the sort you mention——"




          "Why not? He's of no importance."




          "Because he is kind, considerate, and unusually intelligent and interesting; and he is very capable of succeeding in whatever he undertakes," said Strelsa, slowly.




          "Ricky is a nice boy; but what does he undertake?" asked Mrs. Sprowl with good-natured contempt. "He undertakes the duties, obligations, and details of a useful man in the greater household, which make him acceptable to us; and I'm bound to say that he does 'em very well. But outside of that he's a nobody. And I'll tell you just what he'll turn into; shall I? Society's[Pg 122] third chief bottlewasher in succession. We had one, who evolved us. He's dead. We have another. He's still talking. When he ultimately evaporates into infinity Ricky will be his natural successor. Do you want that kind of a husband?"




          "Did you suppose——"




          "Don't get angry, Strelsa? I didn't suppose anything. Ricky, like every other man, dangles his good-looking, good-humoured self in your vicinity. You're inclined to notice him. All I mean is that he isn't worth your pains.... Now you won't be offended by a plain-spoken old woman who wishes only your happiness, will you, my child?"




          "No," said Strelsa, wearily, beginning to feel the fatigue of the scene.




          She took her leave a few moments afterward, very unhappy because two of the pleasantest incidents in her life had been badly, if not hopelessly, marred. But Langly Sprowl was not one of them.


        




        

           


        




        

          That hatchet-faced and immaculate gentleman, divining possibly that Strelsa might be with his aunt, arrived shortly after her departure; learned of it from a servant, and was turning on his heel without even asking for Mrs. Sprowl, when the thought occurred to him that possibly she might know Strelsa's destination.




          When a servant announced him he found his aunt quite herself, grim, ready for trouble, her small green eyes fairly snapping.




          They indulged in no formalities, being alone together, and caring nothing for servants' opinions. Their greeting was perfunctory; their inquiries civil. Then there ensued a short silence.[Pg 123]




          "Which way did Mrs. Leeds go?" he asked, busily twisting his long moustache.




          "None of your business," rejoined his aunt.




          He looked up in slight surprise, recognised a condition of things which, on second thought, surprised him still more. Because his aunt had never before noticed his affairs—had not even commented on the Ledwith matter to him. He had always felt that she disliked him too thoroughly to care.




          "I don't think I understood you," he said, watching her out of shifting eyes which protruded a trifle.




          "I think you will understand me before I've done with you," returned his aunt, grimly. "It's a perfectly plain matter; you've the rest of the female community to chase if you choose. Go and chase 'em for all I care—hunt from here to Reno if you like!—but I have other plans for Strelsa Leeds. Do you understand? I've put my private mark on her. There's no room for yours."




          Langly's gaze which had not met hers—and never met anybody's for more than a fraction of a second—shifted. He continued his attentions to his moustache; his eyes roved; he looked at but did not see a hundred things in a second.




          "You don't know where she's gone?" he inquired with characteristic pertinacity and an indifference to what she had said, absolutely stony.




          "Do you mean trouble for that girl?"




          "I do not."




          "What do you mean?"




          "Nothing."




          "Do you want to marry her?"




          "I said that I was considering nothing in particular. We are friends."[Pg 124]




          "Keep away from her! Do you understand?"




          "I really don't know whether I do or not. I suppose you mean Sir Charles."




          Mrs. Sprowl turned red:




          "Suppose what you like, you cold-blooded cad! But by God!—if you annoy that child I'll empty the family wash all over the sidewalk! And let the public pick it over!"




          He rested his pale, protuberant eyes on her for a brief second:




          "Will any of your finery figure in it? Any relics or rags once belonging to the late parent of Sir Charles?"




          Her features were livid; her lips twisted, tortured under the flood of injuries which choked her. Not a word came. Exhausted for a moment she sat there grasping the gilded arms of her chair, livid as the dead save for the hell blazing in her tiny green eyes.




          "I fancy that settles the laundry question," he said, while his restless glance ceaselessly swept the splendid room and his lean, sunburnt hand steadily caressed his moustache. Then, as though he had forgotten something, he rose and walked out. A footman invested him with hat and overcoat. A moment later the great doors clicked.




          In the silence of the huge house there was not a sound except the whispers of servants; and these ceased presently.




          All alone, amid the lighted magnificence of the vast room sat the old woman hunched in her chair, bloodless, motionless as a mass of dead flesh. Even the spark in her eyes was gone, the lids closed, the gross lower lip pendulous. Later two maids, being summoned, accom[Pg 125]panied her to her boudoir, and were dismissed. Her social secretary, a pretty girl, came and left with instructions to cancel invitations for the evening.




          A maid arrived with a choice of headache remedies; then, with the aid of another, disrobed her mistress and got her into bed.




          Their offices accomplished, they were ordered to withdraw but to leave one light burning. It glimmered over an old-fashioned photograph on the wall—the portrait of a British officer taken in the days when whiskers, "pill-box," and frogged frock-tunic were cultivated in Her British Majesty's Service.




          From where she lay she looked at him; and Sir Weyward Mallison stared back at her through his monocle.


        




        

           


        




        

          Strelsa at home, unpinning her hat before the mirror, received word over the telephone that Mrs. Sprowl, being indisposed, regretfully recalled the invitations for the evening.




          The girl's first sensation was relief, then self-reproach, quite forgetting that if Mrs. Sprowl's violent emotions had made that redoubtable old woman ill, they had also thoroughly fatigued the victim of her ill-temper and made her very miserable.




          She wrote a perfunctory note of regret and civil inquiry and dispatched it, then surrendered herself to the ministrations of her maid.




          The luxury of dining alone for the first time in months, appealed to her. She decided that she was not to be at home to anybody.




          Langly Sprowl called about six, and was sent away. Strelsa, curled up on a divan, could hear the staccato racket that his powerful racing-car made in the street[Pg 126] outside. The informality of her recent host aboard the Yulan did not entirely please her. She listened to his departure with quiet satisfaction.


        




        

          "Strelsa, curled upon a divan ... listened to his departure with quiet satisfaction."


        




        

          Although it was not her day, several people came and went. Flowers from various smitten youths arrived; orchids from Sprowl; nothing from Quarren. Then for nearly two hours she slept where she lay and awakened laughing aloud at something Quarren had been saying in her dream. But what it was she could not recollect.




          At eight her maid came and hooked her into a comfortable and beloved second-year gown; dinner was announced; she descended the stairway in solitary state, still smiling to herself at Quarren's forgotten remark, and passed by the library just as the telephone rang there.




          It may have been a flash of clairvoyance—afterward she wondered exactly what it was that made her say to her maid very confidently:




          "That is Mr. Quarren. I'll speak to him."




          It was Mr. Quarren. The amusing coincidence of her dream and her clairvoyance still lingering in her mind, she went leisurely to the telephone and said:




          "I don't understand how I knew it was you. And I'm not sure why I came to the 'phone, because I'm not at home to anybody. But what was it you said to me just now?"




          "When?"




          "A few minutes ago while I was asleep?"




          "About eight o'clock?"




          She laughed: "It happened to be a few minutes before eight. How did you know that? I believe you did speak to me in my dream. Did you?"




          [Pg 127]




          "I did."




          "Really?"




          "I said something aloud to you about eight o'clock."




          "How odd! Did you know I was asleep? But you couldn't——"




          "No, of course not. I was merely thinking of you."




          "You were—you happened to be thinking of me? And you said something aloud about me?"




          "About you—and to you."




          "How delightfully interesting! What was it, please?"




          "Oh, I was only talking nonsense."




          "Won't it bear repetition?"




          "I'm afraid not."




          "Mr. Quarren! How maddening! I'm dying with curiosity. I dreamed that you said something very amusing to me and I awoke, laughing; but now I simply cannot recollect what it was you said."




          "I'll tell you some day."




          "Soon? Would you tell me this evening?"




          "How can I?"




          "That's true. I'm not at home to anybody. So you can't drop in, can you?"




          "You are not logical; I could drop in because I'm not anybody——"




          "What!"




          "I'm not anybody in particular——"




          "You know if you begin to talk that way, after all these days, I'll ring off in a rage. You are the only man in the world to whom I'm at home even over the telephone, and if that doesn't settle your status with me, what does?... Are you well, Mr. Quarren?"[Pg 128]




          "Thank you, perfectly. I called you up to ask you about yourself."




          "I'm tired, somehow."




          "Oh, we are all that. Nothing more serious threatens you than impending slumber?"




          "I said I was tired, not sleepy. I'm wide awake but horribly lazy—and inclined to slump. Where are you; at the Legation?"




          "At the Founders' Club—foundered."




          "What are you doing there?"




          "Absolutely nothing. Reading the Evening Post."




          "You are dining out I suppose?"




          "No."




          She reflected until he spoke again, asking if she was still there.




          "Oh, yes; I'm trying to think whether I want you to come around and share a solitary dinner with me. Do I want you?"




          "Just a little—don't you?"




          "Do you want to come?"




          "Yes."




          "Very much?"




          "I can't tell you how much—over the telephone."




          "That sounds both humble and dangerous. Which do you mean to be?"




          "Humble—and very, very grateful, dear lady. May I come?"




          "I—don't know. Dinner was announced a quarter of an hour ago."




          "It won't take me three minutes——"




          "If it takes you more you'll ring my door-bell in vain, young man."




          "I'll start now! Good——"


        




        

          "'Do you remember our first toast?' he asked, smiling."


        




        

          [Pg 129]




          "Wait! I haven't decided. Really I'm simply stupid with the accumulated fatigues of two months' frivolity. Do you mind my being stupid?"




          "You know I don't——"




          "Shame on you! That was not the answer. Think out the right one on your way over. À bien tôt!"




          She had been in the drawing-room only a few moments, looking at the huge white orchids that Langly Sprowl had sent and which her butler was arranging, when Quarren was announced; and she partly turned from the orchids, extending her hand behind her in a greeting more confident and intimate than she had ever before given him.




          "Look at these strange, pansy-shaped Brazilian flowers," she said. "Kindly observe that they are actually growing out of that ball of moss and fibre."




          She had retained his hand for a fraction of a second longer than conventional acquaintance required, giving it a frank and friendly pressure. Now, loosing it, she found her own fingers retained, and drew them away with a little laugh of self-consciousness.




          "Sentiment before dinner implies that you'll have no room for it after dinner. Here is your cocktail."




          "Do you remember our first toast?" he asked, smiling.




          "No."




          "The toast to friendship?"




          "Yes; I remember it."




          She touched her lips to her glass, not looking at him. He watched her. After a moment she raised her eyes, met his gaze, returned it with one quite as audacious:




          "I am drinking that same toast again—after many days," she said.[Pg 130]




          "With all that it entails?"




          She nodded.




          "Its chances, hazards, consequences?"




          She laughed, then, looking at him, deliberately sipped from her glass, the defiant smile in her eyes still daring him and Chance and Destiny together.




          When he took her out she was saying: "I really can't account for my mood to-night. I believe that seeing you again is reviving me. I was beastly stupid."




          "My soporific society ought to calm, not exhilarate you."




          "It never did, particularly. What a long time it is since we have seen each other. I am glad you came."




          Seated, she asked the butler to remove the flowers which interrupted her view of Quarren.




          "You haven't said anything about my personal appearance," she observed. "Am I very much battered by my merry bouts with pleasure?"




          "Not much."




          "You wretch! Do you mean to say that I am marked at all?"




          "You look rather tired, Mrs. Leeds."




          "I know I do. By daylight it's particularly visible.... But—do you mind?"




          Her charming head was bent over her grapefruit: she lifted her gray eyes under level brows, looking across the table at him.




          "I mind anything that concerns you," he said.




          "I mean—are you disappointed because I'm growing old and haggard?"




          "I think you are even more beautiful than you were."




          She laughed gaily and continued her dinner. "I[Pg 131] had to drag that out of you, poor boy. But you see I'm uneasy; because imprudence is stamping the horrid imprint of maturity on me very rapidly; and I'm beginning to keep a more jealous eye on my suitors. You were one. Do you deny your guilt?"




          "I do not."




          "Then I shall never release you. I intend to let no guilty man escape. Am I very much changed, Mr. Quarren?" she said a trifle wistfully.




          He did not answer immediately. After a few moments she glanced at him again and met his gaze.




          "Well?" she prompted him, laughing; "are you not neglecting your manners as a declared suitor?"




          "You have changed."




          "What a perfect pill you are!" she exclaimed, vexed—"you're casting yourself for the rôle of the honest friend—and I simply hate it! Young sir, do you not understand that I've breakfasted, lunched and dined too long on flattery to endure anything more wholesome? If you can't lie to me like a gentleman and a suitor your usefulness in my entourage is ended."




          He said: "Do you want me to talk shop with you? I get rather tired of my trade, sometimes. It's my trade to lie, you know."




          She looked up, quickly, but he was smiling.




          They remained rather silent after that. Coffee was served at table; she lighted a cigarette for him and, later, one for herself, strolling off into the drawing-room with it between her fingers, one hand resting lightly on her hip.




          She seemed to have an inclination to wander about or linger before the marble fireplace and blow delicate rings of smoke at her own reflection in the mirror.[Pg 132]




          He stood a little distance behind her, watching her, and she nodded affably to him in the glass:




          "I'm quite changed; you are right. I'm not as nice as I was when I first knew you.... I'm not as contented; I'm restless—I wasn't then.... Amusement is becoming a necessity to me; and I'm not particular about the kind—as long as it does amuse me. Tell me something exciting."




          "A cradle song is what you require."




          "How impudent of you. I've a mind to punish you by retiring to that same cradle. I'm dreadfully cross, too. Do you realise that?"




          "I realise how tired you are."




          "And—I'll never again be rested," she said thoughtfully, looking at her mirrored self. "I seem to understand that, now, for the first time.... Something in me will always remain a little tired. I wonder what. Do you know?"




          "Conscience?" he suggested, laughing.




          "Do you think so? I thought it was my heart."




          "Have you acquired one?"




          She laughed, too, then glanced at him askance in the glass, and turned around toward him, still smiling.




          "I believe I didn't have any heart when I first knew you. Did I?"




          "I believe not," he said lightly. "Has one germinated?"




          "I really don't know. What do you think?"




          He took her cigarette from her and tossed it, with his own, into the fire. She seated herself on a sofa and bent toward the blaze, her dimpled elbows denting her silken knees, her chin balanced between forefinger and thumb.[Pg 133]




          Presently she said, not looking at him: "Somehow, I've changed. I'm not the woman you knew. I'm beginning to realise it. It seems absurd: it was only a few weeks ago. But the world has whirled very swiftly. Each day was a little lifetime in itself; a week a century condensed; Time became only a concentrated essence, one drop of which contained eons of experience.... I wonder whether my silly head was turned a little.... People said too much to me: there were too many of them—and they came too near.... And do you know—looking back at it now as I sit here talking to you—I—it seems absurd—but I believe that I was really a trifle lonely at times."




          She interlaced her fingers and rested her chin on the back of them.




          "I thought of you on various occasions," she added.




          He was leaning against the mantel, one foot on the fender.




          Her eyes rested on that foot, then lifted slowly until they remained fixed on his face which was shadowed by his hand as though to shield his eyes from the bracket light.




          For a time she sat motionless, considering him, interested in his silence and abstraction—in the set of his shoulders, and the unconscious grace of him. Light, touching his short blond hair, made it glossy like a boy's where his hand had disarranged it above the forehead. Certainly it was very pleasant to see him again—agreeable to be with him—not exactly restful, perhaps, but distinctly agreeable—for even in the frequent silences that had crept in between them there was no invitation to repose of mind. On the contrary, she was perfectly conscious of a reserve force now awaking—of [Pg 134]a growing sense of freshness within her; of physical renewal, of unsuspected latent vigour.




          "Are you attempting to go to sleep, Mr. Quarren?" she inquired at last.




          He dropped his hand, smiling: she made an instinctive move—scarcely an invitation, scarcely even perceptible. But he came over and seated himself on the arm of the lounge beside her.




          "Your letters," he said, "did a lot for me."




          "I wrote very few.... Did they really interest you?"




          "A lot."




          "How?"




          "They helped that lame old gaffer, Time, to limp along toward the back door of Eternity."




          "How do you mean?"




          "Otherwise he would never have stirred a step—until to-night."




          "That is very gallant of you, Mr. Quarren—but a little sentimental—isn't it?"




          "Do you think so?"




          "I don't know. I'm a poor judge of real sentiment—being unaccustomed to it."




          "How many men made you declarations?"




          "Oh; is that real sentiment? I thought it was merely love."




          He looked at her. "Don't," he said. "You mustn't harden. Don't become like the rest."




          She said, amused, or pretending to be: "You are clever; I have grown hard. To-day I can survey, unmoved, many, many things which I could not even look at yesterday. But it makes life more interesting. Don't you think so?"[Pg 135]




          "Do you, Mrs. Leeds?"




          "I think so.... A woman might as well know the worst truths about life—and about men."




          "Not about men."




          "Do you prefer her to remain a dupe?"




          "Is anybody happy unless life dupes them?"




          "By 'life' you mean 'men.' You have the seraglio point of view. You probably prefer your women screened and veiled."




          "We are all born veiled. God knows why we ever tear the film."




          "Mr. Quarren—are you becoming misanthropic?" she exclaimed, laughing. But under his marred eyes of a boy she saw shadows, and the pale induration already stamped on the flesh over the cheek-bones.




          "What have you been doing with yourself all these weeks?" she asked, curiously.




          "Working at my trade."




          "You seem thinner."




          "Fewer crumbs have fallen from the banquet, perhaps. I keep Lent when I must."




          "You are beginning to speak in a way that you know I dislike—aren't you?" she asked, turning around in her seat to face him.




          He laughed.




          "You make me very angry," she said; "I like you—I'm quite happy with you—and suddenly you try to tell me that my friendship is lavished on an unworthy man; that my taste is low, and that you're a kind of a social jackal—an upper servant——




          "I feed on what the pack leaves—and I wash their fragile plates for them," he said lightly.




          "What else?" she asked, furious.[Pg 136]




          "I take out the unfledged for a social airing; I exercise the mature; I smooth the plumage of the aged; I apply first aid to the socially injured; lick the hands that feed me, as in duty bound; tell my brother jackals which hands to lick and which to snap at; curl up and go to sleep in sunny boudoirs without being put out into the backyard; and give first-class vaudeville performances at a moment's notice, acting as manager, principals, chorus, prompter, and carpenter."




          He laughed so gaily into her unsmiling eyes that suddenly she lost control of herself and her fingers closed tight.




          "What are you saying!" she said, fiercely. "Are you telling me that this is the kind of a man I care enough for to write to—to think about—think about a great deal—care enough about to dine with in my own house when I denied myself to everybody else! Is that all you are after all? And am I finding my level by liking you?"




          He said, slowly: "I could have been anything—I could be yet—if you——"




          "If you are not anything for your own sake you will never be for anybody's!" she retorted.... "I refuse to believe that you are what you say, anyway. It hurts—it hurts——"




          "It only hurts me, Mrs. Leeds——"




          "It hurts me! I do like you. I was glad to see you—you don't know how glad. Your letters to me were—were interesting. You have always been interesting, from the very first—more so than many men—more than most men. And now you admit to me what kind of a man you really are. If I believe it, what am I to think of myself? Can you tell me?"[Pg 137]




          Flushed, exasperated by she knew not what, and more and more in earnest every moment, she leaned forward looking at him, her right hand tightening on the arm of the sofa, the other clenched over her twisted handkerchief.




          "I could stand anything!—my friendship for you could stand almost anything except what you pretend you are—and what other malicious tongues will say if you continue to repeat it!—And it has been said already about you! Do you know that? People do say that of you. People even say so to me—tell me you are worthless—warn me against—against——"




          "What?"




          "Caring—taking you seriously! And it's because you deliberately exhibit disrespect for yourself! A man—any man is what he chooses to be, and people always believe him what he pretends to be. Is there any harm in pretending to dignity and worth when—when you can be the peer of any man? What's the use of inviting contempt? This very day a woman spoke of you with contempt. I denied what she said.... I'd rather they'd say anything else about you—that you had vices—a vigorous, wilful, unmanageable man's vices!—than to say that of you!"




          "What?"




          "That you amount to nothing."




          "Do you care what they say, Mrs. Leeds?"




          "Of course! It strikes at my own self-respect!"




          "Do you care—otherwise?"




          "I care—as a friend, naturally——"




          "Otherwise still?"




          "No!"




          "Could you ever care?"[Pg 138]




          "No," she said, nervously.




          She sat breathing faster and more irregularly, watching him. He looked up and smiled at her, rested so, a moment, then rose to take his leave.




          She stretched out one arm toward the electric bell, but her fingers seemed to miss it, and remained resting against the silk-hung wall.




          "Are you going?" she asked.




          "Yes."




          "Must you?"




          "I think I'd better."




          "Very well."




          He waited, but she did not touch the bell button. She seemed to be waiting for him to go; so he offered his hand, pleasantly, and turned away toward the hall. And, rising leisurely, she descended the stairs with him in silence.




          "Good-night," he said again.




          "Good-night. I am sorry you are going."




          "Did you wish me to remain a little longer?"




          "I—don't know what I wish...."




          Her cheeks were deeply flushed; the hand he took into his again seemed burning.




          "It's fearfully hot in here," she said. "Please muffle up warmly because it's bitter weather out doors"—and she lifted the other hand as though unconsciously and passed her finger tips over his fur collar.




          "Do you feel feverish?"




          "A little. Do you notice how warm my hand is?"




          "You haven't caught malaria in the tropics, have you?"




          "No, you funny man. I'm never ill. But it's odd how burning hot I seem to be——"[Pg 139]




          She looked down at her fingers which still lay loosely across his.




          They were silent for a while. And, little by little it seemed to her as though within her a curious stillness was growing, responsive to the quiet around her—a serenity stealing over her, invading her mind like a delicate mist—a dreamy mental lethargy, soothing, obscuring sense and thought.




          Vaguely she was aware of their contact. He neither spoke nor stirred; and her palm burned softly, meltingly against his.




          At last he lifted her hand and laid his lips to it in silence. Small head lowered, she dreamily endured his touch—a slight caress over her forehead—the very ghost of contact; suffered his cheek against hers, closer, never stirring.




          Thought drifted, almost dormant, lulled by infinite and rhythmical currents which seemed to set her body swaying, gently; and, listless, non-resistant, conscious of the charm of it, she gradually yielded to the sorcery.




          Then, like a shaft of sunlight slanting through a dream and tearing its fabric into tatters, his kiss on her lips awoke her.




          She strove to turn her mouth from his—twisted away from him, straining, tearing her body from his arms; and leaned back against the stair-rail, gray eyes expressionless as though dazed. He would have spoken, but she shook her head and closed both ears with her hands; nor would she even look at him, now.




          Sight and hearing sealed against him; pale, expressionless, she stood there awaiting his departure. And presently he opened the iron and glass door; a flurry[Pg 140] of icy air swept her; she heard the metallic snap of the spring lock, and opened her heavy eyes.




          Deadly tired she turned and ascended the stairs to her bedroom and locked the door against her maid.




          Thought dragged, then halted with her steps as she dropped onto the seat before the dresser and took her throbbing head in her hands. Cheeks and lips grew hotter; she was aware of strange senses dawning; of strange nerves signalling; stranger responses—of a subtle fragrance in her breath so strange that she became conscious of it.




          She straightened up staring at her flushed reflection in the glass while through and through her shot new pulses, and every breath grew tremulously sweet to the verge of pain as she recoiled dismayed from the unknown.




          Unknown still!—for she crouched there shrinking from the revelation—from the restless wonder of the awakening, wilfully deaf, blind, ignorant, defying her other self with pallid flashes of self-contempt.




          Then fear came—fear of him, fear of herself, defiance of him, and defiance of this other self, glimpsed only as yet, and yet already dreaded with every instinct. But it was a losing battle. Truth is very patient. And at last she looked Truth in the eyes.




          So, after all, she was what she had understood others were or must one day become. Unawakened, pure in her inherent contempt for the lesser passion; incredulous that it could ever touch her; out of nothing had sprung the lower menace, full armed, threatening her—out of a moment's lassitude, a touch of a man's hand, and his lips on hers! And now all her life was already behind her—childhood, girlhood, wifehood—all, all[Pg 141] behind her now; and she, a stranger even to herself, alone on an unknown road; an unknown world before her.




          With every instinct inherent and self-inculcated, instincts of modesty, of reticence, of self-control, of pride, she quivered under this fierce humiliation born of self-knowledge—knowledge scornfully admitted and defied with every breath—but no longer denied.




          She was as others were—fashioned of that same and common clay, capable of the lesser emotions, shamefully and incredibly conscious of them—so keenly, so incomprehensibly, that, at one unthinkable instant, they had obscured and were actually threatening to obliterate the things of the mind.




          Was this the evolution that her winter's idleness and gaiety and the fatigues of pleasure had been so subtly preparing for her? Was that strange moment, at the door, the moment that man's enemy had been awaiting, to find her unprepared?




          Wretched, humiliated, she bowed her head above the flowers and silver on her dresser—the fairest among the Philistines who had so long unconsciously thanked God that she was not like other women in the homes of Gath and in the sinful streets of Ascalon.[Pg 142]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER VI


        




        

          Strelsa was no longer at home to Quarren, even over the telephone. He called her up two or three times in as many days, ventured to present himself at her house twice without being received, and finally wrote her a note. But at the end of the month the note still remained unanswered.




          However, there was news of her, sometimes involving her with Langly Sprowl, but more often with Sir Charles Mallison. Also, had Quarren not dropped out of everything so completely, he might easily have met her dozens of times in dozens of places. But for a month now he had returned every day from his office to his room in the Legation, and even the members of that important diplomatic body found his door locked, after dinner, though his light sometimes brightened the transom until morning.




          Westguard, after the final rupture with his aunt, had become a soured hermit—sourer because of the low motives of the public which was buying his book by the thousands and reading it for the story, exclusively.




          His aunt had cast him off; to him she was the overfed embodiment of society, so it pleased him to consider the rupture as one between society and himself. It tasted of martyrdom, and now his own public had vulgarly gone back on him according to his ideals: nobody[Pg 143] cared for his economics, his social evils, his moral philosophy; only what he considered the unworthy part of his book was eagerly absorbed and discussed. The proletariat had grossly betrayed him; a hermit's exemplary but embittered career was apparently all that remained for his declining years.




          So, after dinner, he, too, retired to seclusion behind bolted doors, pondering darkly on a philosophic novel which should be no novel at all but a dignified and crushing rebuke to mankind—a solid slice of moral cake thickly frosted with social economics, heavy with ethical plums, and without any story to it whatever.




          Meanwhile his book had passed into the abhorred class of best sellers.




          As for Lacy and O'Hara, both had remarked Quarren's abrupt retirement and his absence from that section of the social puddle which he was accustomed to embellish and splash in. O'Hara, inclining more toward sporting circles, noticed Quarren's absence less; but Lacy, after the first week, demanded an explanation at the dinner-table.




          "You spoiled a party for Mrs. Lannis," he said—"and Winnifred Miller was almost in tears over the charity tableaux——"




          "I wrote them both in plenty of time, Jack."




          "Yes. But who is there to take your place? Whatever you touch is successful. Barent Van Dyne made a dub of himself."




          "They must break in another pup," said Quarren, amused.




          "You mean that you're chucking the whole bally thing for keeps?"




          "Practically."[Pg 144]




          "Why?" asked O'Hara, looking up blankly.




          "Oh," said Quarren laughing, "I'm curious to find out what business I really am in. Until this week I've never had time to discover that I was trying to be a broker in real estate. And I've just found out that I've been one for almost three years, and never knew it."




          "One's own company is the best," growled Westguard. "The monkey people sicken you and the public make you ill. Solitude is the only remedy."




          "Not for me," said Quarren; "I could breakfast, lunch, and dine with and on the public; and I'm laying plans to do it."




          "They'll turn your stomach——"




          "Oh, dry up, Karl!" said O'Hara; "there's a medium between extremes where you can get a good sportin' chance at anythin'—horse, dog, girl—anythin' you fancy. You'd like some of my friends, now, Ricky!—they're a good sort, all game, all jolly, all interestin' as hell——"




          "I don't want to meet any cock-fighters," growled Westguard.




          "They're all right, too—but there are all kinds of interestin' people in my circles—writers like Karl, huntin' people, a professional here and there—and then there's that fascinatin' Mrs. Wyland-Baily, the best trap-shot——"




          "Trap-shot," repeated Westguard in disgust, and took his cigar and himself into seclusion.




          Quarren also pushed back his chair, preparing to rise.




          "Doin' anythin'?" inquired O'Hara, desiring to be kind. "Young Calahan and the Harlem Mutt have it[Pg 145] out at the Cataract Club to-night," he added persuasively.




          "Another time, thanks," said Quarren: "I've letters to write."


        




        

           


        




        

          He wrote them—all the business letters he could think of, concentrating his thoughts as much as possible. Afterward he lay down on the lounge with a book, and remained there for an hour, although he changed books every few minutes. This was becoming a bad habit. But it was difficult reading although it ranged from Kipling to the Book of Common Prayer; and at last he gave it up and, turning over buried his head in the cushions.




          This wouldn't do either: he racked his brain for further employment, found excuses for other business letters, wrote them, then attacked a pile of social matters—notes and letters heretofore deliberately neglected to the ragged edge of decency.




          He replied to them all, and invariably in the negative.




          It gave him something to do to go out to the nearest lamp post and mail his letters. But when again he came back into his room the silence there left him hesitating on his threshold.




          But he went in and locked his door, and kept his back turned to the desk where pen and ink were tempting him as usual, and almost beyond endurance now. And at last he weakened, and wrote to her once more:


        




        

           


        




        

          "My dear Mrs. Leeds—




          "I feel sure that your failure to answer my note of last week was unintentional.[Pg 146]




          "Some day, when you have a moment, would you write me a line saying that you will be at home to me?


        




        

          "Very sincerely yours,"Richard Stanley Quarren."


        




        

          He took this note to the nearest District Messenger Office; then returned to his room.




          After an interminable time the messenger reported for the signature. Mrs. Leeds was not at home and he had left the note as directed.


        




        

           


        




        

          The night was a white one. He did not feel very well when he sat scanning the morning paper over his coffee. Recently he had formed the custom of reading two columns only in the paper—Real Estate News and Society. In the latter column Strelsa usually figured.




          She figured as usual this morning; and he read the fulsome stuff attentively. Also there was a flourish concerning an annual event at the Santa Regina.




          And Quarren read this very carefully; and made up his mind as he finished the paragraph.




          The conclusion he came to over his coffee and newspaper materialised that afternoon at a Charity Bazaar, where, as he intended, he met Strelsa Leeds face to face. She said, coolly amiable:




          "Have you been away? One never sees you these days."




          "I have been nowhere," he said, pleasantly.




          She shook her pretty head in reproof:




          "Is it good policy for a young man to drop out of sight? Our world forgets over-night."




          He laughed: "Something similar has been intimated[Pg 147] to me by others—but less gently. I'm afraid I've offended some people."




          "Oh, so you have already been disciplined?"




          "Verbally trounced, admonished, and still smarting under the displeasure of the powers that reign. They seem to resent my Sunday out—yet even their other domestics have that. And it's the first I've taken in three years. I think I'll have to give notice to my Missus."




          "The spectre of servitude still seems to obsess your humour," she observed indifferently.




          "I am that spectre, Mrs. Leeds."




          "You certainly look pallid enough for any disembodied rôle. You have not been ill, by any chance?"—carelessly.




          "Not at all, thank you. Rude health and I continue to link arms."




          "Then it is not by chance that you absent yourself from the various festivities where your part is usually supposed to be a leading one?"




          "All cooks eventually develop a distaste for their own concoctions," he explained gravely.




          She lifted her eyebrows: "Yet you are here this afternoon."




          "Oh, yes. Charity has not yet palled on my palate—perhaps because I need so much myself."




          "I have never considered you an object of charity."




          "Then I must draw your kind attention to my pitiable case by doing a little begging.... Could I ask your forgiveness, for example? And perhaps obtain it?"




          Her face flushed. "I have nothing to forgive you, Mr. Quarren," she said with decision.[Pg 148]




          "Do you mean that?"




          "Certainly."




          "I scarcely know how to take your—generosity."




          "I offer none. There is no occasion for generosity or for the exercise of any virtue, cardinal or otherwise. You have not offended me, nor I you—I trust.... Have I?"




          "No," he said.




          Men came up to speak to her; one or two women nodded to her from nearby groups which presently mingled, definitely separating her from Quarren unless either he or she chose to evade the natural trend of things. Neither made the effort. Then Sir Charles Mallison joined her, and Quarren, smilingly accepting that gentleman's advent as his own congé, took his leave of Strelsa and went his way—which chanced, also, to be the way of Mrs. Lester Caldera, very fetching in lilac gown and hat.




          Susanne Lannis, lips slightly curling, looked after them, touching Strelsa's elbow:




          "Cyrille simply cannot let Ricky alone," she said. "The bill-posters will find a fence for her if she doesn't come to her senses."




          "Who?" asked Strelsa, as one or two people laughed guardedly.




          "Why, Cyrille Caldera. Elle s'affiche, ma chère!"




          "Mrs. Caldera!" repeated the girl, surprised.




          "And Ricky! Are you blind, Strelsa? It's been on for two weeks or more. And she'd better not play too confidently with Ricky. You can usually forecast what a wild animal will do, never how a trained one is going to behave."




          "Such scandal!" laughed Chrysos Lacy. "How[Pg 149] many of us can afford to turn our backs to the rest of the cage even for an instant? Sir Charles, I simply don't dare to go away. Otherwise I'd purchase several of those glittering articles yonder—whatever they are. Do you happen to know?"




          "Automatic revolvers. The cartridges are charged with Japanese perfumes. Did you never see one?" he asked, turning to Strelsa. But she was not listening; and he transferred his attention to Chrysos.




          Several people moved forward to examine the pretty and apparently deadly little weapons; Sir Charles was called upon to explain the Japanese game of perfumes, and everybody began to purchase the paraphernalia, pistols, cartridges, targets, and counters.




          Sir Charles came back, presently, to where Strelsa still stood, listlessly examining laces.




          "All kinds of poor people have blinded themselves making these pretty things," she said, as Sir Charles came up beside her. "My only apparent usefulness is to buy them, I suppose."




          He offered her one of the automatic pistols.




          "It's loaded," he cautioned her, solemnly.




          "What an odd gift!" she said, surprised, taking it gingerly into her gloved hand. "Is it really for me? And why?"




          "Are you timid about firearms?" he asked, jestingly.




          "No.... I don't know anything about them—except to keep my finger away from the trigger. I know enough to do that."




          He supposed that she also was jesting, and her fastidious handling of the weapon amused him. And when she asked him if it was safe to carry in her muff, he[Pg 150] assured her very gravely that she might venture to do so. "Turn it loose on the first burglar," he added, "and his regeneration will begin in all the forty-nine odours of sanctity."




          Strelsa smiled without comprehending. Cyrille Caldera was standing just beyond them, apparently interested in antique jewellery, trying the effect of various linked gems against her lilac gown, and inviting Quarren's opinion of the results. Their backs were turned; Ricky's blond head seemed to come unreasonably close to Cyrille's at moments. Once Mrs. Caldera thoughtlessly laid a pretty hand on his arm as though in emphasis. Their unheard conversation was evidently amusing them.




          Strelsa's smile remained unaltered; people were coming constantly to pay their respects to her; and they lingered, attracted and amused by her unusual gaiety, charm, and wit.




          Her mind seemed suddenly to have become crystal clear; her gay retorts to lively badinage, and her laughing epigrams were deliciously spontaneous. A slight exhilaration, without apparent reason, was transforming her, swiftly, into an incarnation entirely unknown even to herself.




          Conscious of a wonderful mood never before experienced, perfectly aware of her unusual brilliancy and beauty, surprised and interested in the sudden revelation of powers within her still unexercised, she felt herself, for the first time in her life, in contact with things heretofore impalpable—and, in spirit, with delicate fingers, she gathered up instinctively those intangible threads with which man is guided as surely as though driven in chains of steel.[Pg 151]




          And all the while she was aware of Quarren's boyish head bending almost too near to Cyrille Caldera's over the trays of antique jewels; and all the while she was conscious of the transfiguration in process—that not only a new self was being evolved for her out of the débris of the old, but that the world itself was changing around her—and a new Heaven and a new earth were being born—and a new hell.




          That evening she fought it out with herself with a sort of deadly intelligence. Alone in her room, seated, and facing her mirrored gaze unflinchingly, she stated her case, minutely, to herself from beginning to end; then called the only witness for the prosecution—herself—and questioned that witness without mercy.




          Did she care for Quarren? Apparently. How much? A great deal. Was she in love with him? She could not answer. Wherein did he differ from other men she knew—Sir Charles, for example? She only knew that he was different. Perhaps he was nobler? No. More intelligent? No. Kinder? No. More admirable? No. More gentle, more sincere, less selfish? No. Did he, as a man, compare favorably with other men—Sir Charles for example? The comparison was not in Quarren's favor.




          Wherein, then, lay her interest in him? She could not answer. Was she perhaps sorry for him? Very. Why? Because she believed him capable of better things. Then the basis of her regard for him was founded on pity. No; because from the beginning—even before he had unmasked—she had been sensible of an interest in him different from any interest she had ever before felt for any man.




          This uncompromisingly honest answer silenced her[Pg 152] mentally for some moments; then she lifted her resolute gray eyes to the eyes of the mirrored witness:




          If that is true, then the attraction was partly physical? She could not answer. Pressed for a statement she admitted that it might be that.




          Then the basis of her regard for him was ignoble? She found pleasure in his intellectual attractions. But the basis had not been intellectual? No. It had been material? Yes. And she had never forgotten the light pressure of that masked Harlequin's spangled arm around her while she desperately counted out the seconds of that magic minute forfeited to him? No; she had never forgotten. It was a sensation totally unknown to her before that moment? Yes. Had she experienced it since that time? Yes. When? When he first told her that he loved her. And afterward? Yes. When?




          In the cheeks of the mirrored witness a faint fire began to burn: her own face grew pink: but she answered, looking the shadowy witness steadily in the eyes:




          "When he took my hand at the door—and during—whatever happened—afterward."




          And she excused the witness and turned her back to the looking-glass.




          The only witness for the defence was the accused—unless her own heart were permitted to testify. Or—and there seemed to be some slight confusion here—was Quarren on trial? Or was she herself?




          This threatened to become a serious question; she strove to think clearly, to reason; but only evoked the pale, amused face of Quarren from inner and chaotic consciousness until the visualisation remained fixed, de[Pg 153]fying obliteration. And she accepted the mental spectre for the witness box.




          "Ricky," she said, "do you really love me?"




          But the clear-cut, amused face seemed to mock her question with the smile she knew so well—so well, alas!




          "Why are you unworthy?" she said again—"you who surely are equipped for a nobler life. What is it in you that I have responded to? If a woman is so colourless as to respond merely to love in the abstract, she is worth nothing better, nothing higher, than what she has evoked. For you are no better than other men, Ricky; indeed you are less admirable than many; and to compare you to Sir Charles is not advantageous to you, poor boy—poor boy."




          In vain she strove to visualise Sir Charles; she could not. All she could do was to mentally enumerate his qualities; and she did so, the amused face of Quarren looking on at her from out of empty space.




          "Ricky, Ricky," she said, "am I no better than that?—am I fit only for such a response?—to find the contact of your hand so wonderful?—to thrill with the consciousness of your nearness—to let my senses drift, contented merely by your touch—yielding to the charm of it—suffering even your lips' embrace——"




          She shuddered slightly, drawing one hand across her eyes, then sitting straight, she faced his smiling phantom, resolute to end it now forever.




          "If I am such a woman," she said, "and you are the kind of man I know you to be—then is it time for me to fast and pray, lest I enter into temptation.... Into the one temptation I have never before known, Ricky—and which, in my complacency and pride I never dreamed that I should encounter.[Pg 154]




          "And it is coming to that!... A girl must be honest with herself or all life is only the same smiling lie. I'm ashamed to be honest, Ricky; but I must be. You are not very much of a man—otherwise I might find some reason for caring: and now there is none; and yet—I care—God knows why—or what it is in you that I care for!—But I do—I am beginning to care—and I don't know why; I—don't—know why——".




          She dropped her face in her hands, sitting there bowed low over her knees. And there, hour after hour she fought it out with herself and with the amused spectre ever at her elbow—so close at moments that some unaroused nerve fell a-trembling in its sleep, threatening to awaken those quiet senses that she already feared for their unknown powers.


        




        

           


        




        

          The season was approaching its end, still kicking now and then spasmodically, but pretty nearly done for. No particularly painful incidents marked its demise except the continued absence of Quarren from social purlieus accustomed to his gay presence and adroit executive abilities.




          After several demoralised cotillions had withstood the shock of his absence, and a dozen or more functions had become temporarily disorganised because he declined to occupy himself with their success; and after a number of hostesses had filled in his place at dinner, at theatres, at week-ends, on yachts and coaches; and after an unprecedented defiance of two summonses to the hazardous presence of Mrs. Sprowl, he obeyed a third subpœna, and presented himself with an air of cheerful confidence that instantly enraged her.[Pg 155]




          The old lady lay abed with nothing more compromising than a toothache; Quarren was conducted to the inner shrine; she glared at him hideously from her pillows; and for one moment he felt seriously inclined to run.




          "Where have you been?" she wheezed.




          "Nowhere in particu——"




          "I know damn well you've been nowhere," she burst out. "Molly Wycherly's dance went to pieces because she was fool enough to trust things to you. Do you know who led? That great oaf, Barent Van Dyne! He led like a trick elephant, too!"




          Quarren looked politely distressed.




          "And there are a dozen hostesses perfectly furious with you," continued the old lady, pounding the pillows with a fat arm—"parties of all sorts spoiled, idiocies committed, dinners either commonplace or blank failures—what the devil possesses you to behave this way?"




          "I'm tired," he said, politely.




          "What!"




          He smiled:




          "Oh, the place suits, Mrs. Sprowl; I haven't any complaint; and the work and wages are easy; and it's comfortable below-stairs. But—I'm just tired."




          "What are you talking about?"




          "I'm talking about my employers, and I'm talking like the social upper-servant that I am—or was. I'm merely giving a respectable warning; that is the airy purport of my discourse, Mrs. Sprowl."




          "Do you know what you're saying?"




          "Yes, I think so," he said, wearily.[Pg 156]




          "Well, then, what the devil are you saying?"




          "Merely that I've dropped out of service to engage in trade."




          "You can't!" she yelled, sitting up in bed so suddenly that her unquiet tooth took the opportunity to assert itself.




          She clapped a pudgy hand to her cheek, squinting furiously at Quarren:




          "You can't drop out," she shouted. "Don't you ever want to amount to anything?"




          "Yes, I do. That's why I'm doing it."




          "Don't act like a fool! Haven't you any ambition?"




          "That also is why," he said pleasantly. "I am ambitious to be out of livery and see what my own kind will do to me."




          "Well, you'll see!" she threatened—"you'll see what we'll do to you——"




          "You're not my kind. I always supposed you were, but you all knew better from the day I took service with you——"




          "Ricky!"




          "It is perfectly true, Mrs. Sprowl. My admittance included a livery and the perennial prerogative of amusing people. But I had no money, no family affiliations with the very amiable people who found me useful. Only, in common with them, I had the inherent taste for idleness and the genius for making it endurable to you all. So you welcomed me very warmly; and you have been very kind to me.... But, somewhere or other—in some forgotten corner of me—an odd and old-fashioned idea awoke the other day.... I think perhaps it awoke when you reminded me that to serve[Pg 157] you was one thing and to marry among you something very different."




          "Ricky! Do you want to drive me to the yelling verge of distraction? I didn't say or intimate or dream any such thing! You know perfectly well you're not only with us but of us. Nobody ever imagined otherwise. But you can't marry any girl you pick out. Sometimes she won't; sometimes her family won't. It's the same everywhere. You have no money. Of course I intend that you shall eventually marry money—What the devil are you laughing at?"




          "I beg your pardon——"




          "I said that you would marry well. Was that funny? I also said, once—and I repeat it now, that I have my own plans for one or two girls—Strelsa Leeds included. I merely asked you to respect my wishes in that single matter; and bang! you go off and blow up and maroon yourself and sulk until nobody knows what's the matter with you. Don't be a fool. Everybody likes you; every girl can't love you—but I'll bet many of 'em do.... Pick one out and come to me—if that's your trouble. Go ahead and pick out what you fancy; and ten to one it will be all right, and between you and me we'll land the little lady!"




          "You're tremendously kind——"




          "I know I am. I'm always doing kindnesses—and nobody likes me, and they'd bite my head off, every one of 'em—if they weren't afraid it would disagree with them," she added grimly.




          Quarren rose and came over to the bedside.




          "Good-bye, Mrs. Sprowl," he said. "And—I like you—somehow—I really do."




          "The devil you do," said the old lady.[Pg 158]




          "It's a curious fact," he insisted, smiling.




          "Get out with you, Ricky! And I want you to come——"




          "No—please."




          "What?"




          "No."




          "Why?"




          "I want to see some real people again. I've forgotten what they resemble."




          "That's a damned insolent remark!" she gasped.




          "Not meant to be. You are real enough, Heaven knows. But," and his smile faded—"I've taken a month off to think it out. And, do you know, thinking being an unaccustomed luxury, I've enjoyed it. Imagine my delight and surprise, Mrs. Sprowl, when I discovered that my leisurely reflections resulted in the discovery that I had a mind—a real one—capable of reason and conclusions. And so when I actually came to a conclusion my joy knew no bounds——"




          "Ricky! Stop those mental athletics! Do you hear? I've a toothache and a backache and I can't stand 'em!"




          Quarren was laughing now; and presently a grim concession to humour relaxed the old lady's lips till her fat face creased.




          "All right," she said; "go and play with the ragged boy around the corner, my son. Then when you're ready come home and get your face washed."




          "May I come occasionally to chat with you?"




          "As though you'd do that if you didn't have to!" she exclaimed incredulously.




          "I think you know better."




          "No, I don't!" she snapped. "I know men and[Pg 159] women; that's all I know. And as you're one of the two species I don't expect anything celestial from you.... And you'd better go, now."




          She turned over on her pillow with a grunt: Quarren laughed, lifted one of her pudgy and heavily ringed hands from the coverlet, and, still smiling, touched the largest diamond with his lips.




          "I think," he said, "that you are one of the very few I really like in your funny unreal world.... You're so humanly bad."




          "What!" she shouted, floundering to a sitting posture.




          But, looking back at her from the door, he found her grinning.[Pg 160]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER VII


        




        

          Premonitions of spring started the annual social exodus; because in the streets of Ascalon and in the busy ways of Gath spring becomes summer over night and all Philistia is smitten by the sun.




          And all the meanness and shabbiness and effrontery of the monstrous city, all its civic pretence and tarnished ostentation are suddenly revealed when the summer sun blazes over Ascalon. Wherefore the daintier among the Philistines flee—idler, courtier, dangler and squire of dames—not to return until the first snow-flakes fall and the gray veil of November descends once more over the sorry sham of Ascalon.




          Out of the inner temple, his ears still ringing with the noise of the drones, Quarren had gone forth. And already, far away in the outer sunshine, he could see real people at work and at play, millions and millions of them—and a real sky overhead edging far horizons.




          He began real life once more in a bad way, financially; his money being hopelessly locked up in Tappan-Zee Park, a wooded and worthless tract of unimproved land along the Hudson which Quarren had supposed Lester Caldera was to finance for him.




          Recently, however, that suave young man had smilingly denied making any such promise to anybody; which surprised and disconcerted Quarren who had no money with which to build sewers, roads, and electric[Pg 161] plants. And he began to realise how carelessly he had drifted into the enterprise—how carelessly he had drifted into everything and past everything for the last five years.




          After a hunt for a capitalist among and outside his circle of friends and acquaintances he began to appreciate his own lunacy even more thoroughly.




          Then Lester Caldera, good-naturedly, offered to take the property off his hands for less than a third of what he paid Sprowl for it; and as Quarren's adjoining options were rapidly expiring he was forced to accept. Which put the boy almost entirely out of business; so he closed his handsome office downtown and opened another in the front parlour of an old and rather dingy brown-stone house on the east side of Lexington Avenue near Fiftieth Street and hung out his sign once more over the busy streets of Ascalon.
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          Also he gave up his quarters at the Irish Legation to the unfeigned grief of the diplomats domiciled there, and established himself in the back parlour and extension of the Lexington Avenue house, ready at all moments now for business or for sleep. Neither bothered him excessively.




          He wrote no more notes to Strelsa Leeds—that is, he posted no more, however many he may have composed. Rumours from the inner temple concerning her and Langly Sprowl and Sir Charles Mallison drifted out into the real world every day or so. But he[Pg 162] never went back to the temple to verify them. That life was ended for him. Sometimes, sitting alone at his desk, he fancied that he could almost hear the far laughter of the temple revels, and the humming of the drones. But the roar of the street-car, rushing, grinding through the steel-ribbed streets of Ascalon always drowned it, and its far seen phantom glitter became a burning reality where the mid-day sun struck the office sign outside his open window.




          Fate, the ugly jade, was making faces at him, all kinds of faces. Just now she wore the gaunt mask of poverty, but Quarren continued to ignore her, because to him, there was no real menace in her skinny grin, no real tragedy in what she threatened.




          Real tragedy lay in something very different—perhaps in manhood awaking from ignoble lethargy to learn its own degeneracy in a young girl's scornful eyes.




          All day long he sat in his office attending to the trivial business that came into it—not enough so far to give him a living.




          In the still spring evenings he retired to his quarters in the back parlour, bathed, dressed, looking out at the cats on the back fences. Then he went forth to dine either at the Legation or with some one of the few friends he had cared to retain in that magic-lantern world which he at last had found uninhabitable—a world in which few virile men remain very long—fewer and fewer as the years pass on. For the gilding on the temple dome is peeling off; and the laughter is dying out, and the hum of the drones sounds drowsy like unreal voices heard in summer dreams.




          "It is the passing of an imbecile society," declaimed[Pg 163] Westguard—"the dying sounds of its meaningless noise—the first omens of a silence which foretells annihilation. Out of chaos will gradually emerge the elements of a real society—the splendid social and intellectual brotherhood of the future——"




          "See my forthcoming novel," added Lacy, "$1.35 net, for sale at all booksellers or sent post-paid on receipt of——"




          "You little fashionable fop!" growled Westguard—"there's a winter coming for all butterflies!"




          "I've seen 'em dancing over the snow on a mild and sunny day," retorted Lacy. "Karl, my son, the nobly despairing writer with a grouch never yet convinced anybody."




          "I don't despair," retorted Westguard. "This country is getting what it wants and what it deserves, ladled out to it in unappetising gobs. Year after year great incoming waves of ignorance sweep us from ocean to ocean; but I don't forget that those very waves also carry a constantly growing and enlightened class higher and higher toward permanent solidity.




          "Every annual wave pushes the flotsam of the year before toward the solid land. The acquaintance with sordid things is the first real impulse toward education. Some day there will be no squalor in the land—neither the physical conditions in our slums nor the arid intellectual deserts within the social frontiers."




          "But the waves will accomplish that—not your very worthy novels," said Lacy, impudently.




          "If you call me 'worthy' I'll bat you on the head," roared Westguard, sitting up on the sofa where he had been sprawling; and laughter, loud and long, rattled the windows in the Irish Legation.[Pg 164]




          The May night was hot; a sickly breeze stirred the curtains at the open windows of Westguard's living room where the Legation was entertaining informally.




          Quarren, Lacy, O'Hara, and Sir Charles Mallison sat by the window playing poker; the Earl of Dankmere, perched on the piano-stool, was mournfully rattling off a string of melodies acquired along Broadway; Westguard himself, flat on his back, occupied a leather lounge and dispensed philosophy when permitted.




          "You know," said Lacy, dealing rapidly, "you're only a tin-horn philosopher, Karl, but you really could write a good story if you tried. Get your people into action. That's the game."




          O'Hara nodded. "Interestin' people, in books and outside, are always doin' things, not talkin'," he said—"like Sir Charles quietly drawin' four cards to a kicker and sayin' nothin'."




          "—Like old Dankmere, yonder, playing 'Madame Sherry' and not trying to tell us why human beings enjoy certain sounds known as harmonies, but just keeping busy beating the box——"




          "—Like a pretty woman who is contented to be as attractive and cunnin' as she can be, and not stoppin' to explain the anatomy of romantic love and personal beauty," added O'Hara.




          "—Like——"




          "For Heaven's sake give me a stack of chips and shut up!" shouted Westguard, jumping to his feet and striding to the table. "Everybody on earth is competent to write a book except an author, but I defy anybody to play my poker hands for me! Come on, Dankmere! Let's clean out this complacent crowd!"




          Lord Dankmere complied, and seated himself at the[Pg 165] table, anxiously remarking to Quarren that he had come to America to acquire capital, not to spend it. Sir Charles laughed and dealt; Westguard drew five cards, attempted to bluff Quarren's full hand, and was scandalously routed.




          Again the cards were dealt and O'Hara bet the limit; and the Earl of Dankmere came back with an agonised burst of chips that scared out Lacy and Sir Charles and left Quarren thinking.




          When finally the dust of combat blew clear of the scene Dankmere's stacks were nearly gone, and Quarren's had become symmetrical sky-scrapers.




          Lacy said to Dankmere: "Now that you've learned how to get poor quickly you're better prepared for the study of riches and how to acquire 'em. Kindly pass the buck unless your misfortunes have paralysed you."




          "The whole country," said his lordship, "is nothing but one gigantic poker game. I sail on the next steamer. I'm bluffed out."




          "Poor old Dankmere," purred Lacy, "won't the ladies love you?"




          "Their demonstrations," said the Earl, "are not keeping me awake nights."




          "Something keeps Quarren awake nights, judging by his transom light. Is it love, Ricky?"




          A slight colour mounted to Quarren's thin cheeks, but he answered carelessly: "I read late sometimes.... How many cards do you want?"




          Sir Charles Mallison turned his head after a moment and looked at Quarren; and meeting his eye, said pleasantly: "I only want one card, Quarren. Please give me the right one."




          "Which?"[Pg 166]




          "The Queen of Hearts."




          "Dealer draws one also," said the young fellow.




          Sir Charles laid down his hand with a smile:




          "Did you fill?" he asked Quarren as everybody else remained out.




          "I don't mind showing," said Quarren sorting out his cards, faces up.




          "Which end?" inquired O'Hara.




          "An interior." And he touched the Queen of Hearts, carelessly.




          "Crazy playing and lunatic's luck," commented Lacy. "Dankmere, and you, too, Sir Charles, you'd better cut and run for home as fast as your little legs can toddle. Quarren is on the loose."




          Sir Charles laughed, glanced at Quarren, then turned to Dankmere.




          "It's none of my business," he said, "but if you really are in the devilish financial straits you pretend to be, why don't you square up things and go into trade?"




          "Square things?" repeated the little Earl mournfully; "will somebody tell me how? Haven't I been trying out everything? Didn't I back a musical comedy of sorts? Didn't I even do a turn in it myself?"




          "That's what probably smashed it," observed O'Hara.




          "He did it very well," laughed Sir Charles.




          "Dankmere ought to have filled his show full of flossy flappers," insisted Lacy. "Who wants to see an Earl dance and sing? Next time I'll manage the company for you, Dankmere——"




          "There'll be no next time," said Dankmere, scanning his cards. "I'm done for," he added, dramatically, letting his own ante go.[Pg 167]




          "You've lost your nerve," said Quarren, smiling.




          "And everything else, my boy!"




          "What's the matter with the heiresses, anyway?" inquired O'Hara sympathetically.




          "The matter is that I don't want the sort that want me. Somebody's ruined the business in the States. I suppose I might possibly induce a Broadway show-girl——"




          The little Earl got up and began to wander around, hands in his pockets, repeating:




          "I'd make a pretty good actor, in spite of what O'Hara said. It's the only thing I like anyway. I can improvise songs, too. Listen to this impromptu, you fellows":




          And he bent over the piano, still standing, and beat out a jingling accompaniment:


        




        

          "I sigh for the maiden I never have seen,I'll make her my countess whatever she's been—Typewriter, manicure, heiress or queen,Aged fifty or thirty or lovely eighteen,Redundant and squatty, or scraggy and lean,Generous spendthrift or miserly mean—I sigh for the maiden I never have seenProvided she's padded with wads of Long Green!"


        




        

          Still singing the air he picked up a silk hat and walking-stick and began to dance, rather lightly and gracefully, his sunken, heavy-lidded eyes fixed nonchalantly on space—his nimble little feet making no sound on the floor as he swung, swayed, and capered under the electric light timing his agile steps to his own singing.




          Loud applause greeted him; much hand-clapping[Pg 168] and cries of "Good old Dankmere! Three cheers for the British peerage!"




          Sir Charles looked slightly bored, sitting back in his chair and waiting for the game to recommence. Which it did with the return of the Earl who had now relieved both his intellect and his legs of an accumulated and Terpischorean incubus.




          "If I was a bigger ass than I am," said the Earl, "I'd go into vaudeville and let my creditors howl."




          "Did they really send you over here?" asked O'Hara, knowing that his lordship made no bones about it.




          "They certainly did. And a fine mess I've made of it, haven't I? No decent girl wants me—though why, I don't know, because I'm decent enough as men go. But your newspapers make fun of me and my title—and I might as well cut away to Dankmere Tarns and let 'em pick my carcass clean."




          "What's Dankmere Tarns?" asked O'Hara.




          "Mine, except the mortgages on it."




          "Entailed?"




          "Naturally."




          "Kept up?"




          "No, shut up."




          "What sort of a gallery is that of yours at Dankmere Tarns?" inquired Sir Charles, turning around.




          "How the devil do I know," replied his lordship fretfully. "I don't know anything about pictures."




          "Are there not some very valuable ones there?"




          "There are a lot of very dirty ones."




          "Don't you know their value?"




          "No, I don't. But I fancy the good ones were sold off long ago—twenty years ago I believe. There was[Pg 169] a sale—a lot of rubbish of sorts. I took it for granted that Lister's people cleaned out everything worth taking."




          "When you go back," said Sir Charles, "inspect that rubbish again. Perhaps Lister's people overlooked enough to get you out of your financial difficulties. Pictures that sold for £100 twenty years ago might bring £1,000 to-day. It's merely a suggestion, Dankmere—if you'll pardon it."




          "And a good one," added O'Hara. "I know a lot of interestin' people and they tell me that you can sell any rotten old picture over here for any amount of money. Sting 'em, Dankmere. Get to 'em!"




          "You might send for some of your pictures," said Lacy, "and have a shot at the auction-mad amateur. He's too easy."




          "And pay duty and storage and gallery hire and auction fees!—no, thanks," replied the little Earl, cautiously. "I've burnt my bally fingers too often in schemes."




          "I've a back room behind my office," said Quarren. "You can store them there if you like, without charge."




          "Besides, if they're genuine, there will be no duty to pay," explained Sir Charles.




          Dankmere sucked on his cigar but made no comment; and the game went on, disastrously for him.




          Quarren said casually to Sir Charles:




          "I suppose you will be off to Newport, soon."




          "To-morrow. When do you leave town?"




          "I expect to remain in town nearly all summer."




          "Isn't that rather hard?"




          "No; it doesn't matter much," said the boy indifferently.[Pg 170]




          "Many people are already on the wing," observed Lacy.




          "The Calderas have gone, I hear, and the Vernons and Mrs. Sprowl," added O'Hara.




          "I suppose the Wycherlys will open Witch-Hollow in June," said Quarren carelessly.




          "Yes. Are you asked?"




          "No."




          "Doubtless you will be," said Sir Charles. "Jim Wycherly is mad about aviation and several men are going to send their biplanes up and try 'em out."




          "I'm goin'," announced O'Hara.




          Quarren drew one card, and filled his house. Sir Charles laid aside his useless hand with a smile and turned to Quarren:




          "Mrs. Leeds has spoken so often and so pleasantly of you that I have been rather hoping I might some day have the opportunity of knowing you better. I am very glad that the Legation asked me to-night."




          Quarren remained absolutely still for a few moments. Then he said:




          "Mrs. Leeds is very generous in her estimate of me."




          "She is a woman of rare qualities."




          "Of unusual qualities and rare charm," said Quarren coolly.... "I think, Karl, that I'll make it ten more to draw cards. Are you all staying in?"


        




        

           


        




        

          Before the party broke up—and it was an early one—Lord Dankmere turned to Quarren.




          "I'll drop in at your office, if I may, some morning," he said. "May I?"




          "It will give me both pleasure and diversion," said Quarren laughing. "There is not enough business in[Pg 171] my office to afford me either. Also you are welcome to send for those pictures and store them in my back parlour until you can find a purchaser."




          "It's an idea, isn't it?" mused his lordship. "Now I don't suppose you happen to know anything about such rubbish, do you?—pictures and that sort. What?"




          "Why—yes—I do, in a way."




          "The devil you do! But then I've always been told that you know something about everything——"




          "Very, very little," said Quarren, laughing. "In an ignorant world smatterings are reverenced. But the fashionable Philistine of yesterday, who used to boast of his ignorance regarding things artistic and intellectual, is becoming a little ashamed of his ignorance——"




          Dankmere, reddening, said bluntly:




          "That applies to me; doesn't it?"




          "I beg your pardon!—I didn't mean it that way——"




          "You're right, anyway. I'm damnably ignorant.... See here, Quarren, if I send over for some of those pictures of mine, will you give me your opinion like a good fellow before I make a bally ass of myself by offering probable trash to educated people?"




          "I'll tell you all I know about your pictures, if that is what you mean," said Quarren, much amused.




          They shook hands as Sir Charles came up to make his adieux.




          "Good-bye," he said to Quarren. "I'm off to Newport to-morrow. And—I—I promised to ask you to come with me."




          "Where?"[Pg 172]




          "Mrs. Sprowl told me to bring you. You know how informal she is."




          Quarren, surprised, glanced sharply at Sir Charles. "I don't believe she really wants me," he said.




          "If she didn't she wouldn't have made me promise to bring you. She's that sort, you know. Won't you come? I am sure that Mrs. Leeds, also, would be glad to see you."




          Quarren looked him coolly and unpleasantly in the eyes.




          "Do you really believe that?" he asked, almost insolently.




          Sir Charles reddened:




          "She asked me to say so to you. I heard from her this morning; and I have fulfilled her request."




          "Thank her for me," returned Quarren, level-eyed and very white.




          "Which means?" insisted Sir Charles quietly.




          "Absolutely nothing," said Quarren in a voice which makes enemies.


        




        

           


        




        

          The following day Sir Charles left for Newport where Mrs. Sprowl had opened "Skyland," her villa of pink Tennessee marble, to a lively party of young people of which Strelsa Leeds made one. And once more, according to the newspapers, her engagement to Sir Charles was expected to be announced at any moment.




          When Quarren picked up the newspapers from his office desk next morning he found the whole story there—a story to which he had become accustomed.




          But the next day, the papers repeated the news. And it remained, for the first time, uncontradicted by[Pg 173] anybody. All that morning he sat at his desk staring at her picture, reproduced in half-tones on the first page of every newspaper in town—stared at it, and at the neighbouring likeness of Sir Charles in the uniform of his late regiment; read once more of Strelsa's first marriage with all its sequence of misery and degradation; read fulsome columns celebrating her beauty, her popularity, her expected engagement to one of the wealthiest Englishmen in the world.


        




        

          "Once more, according to the newspapers, her engagement to Sir Charles was expected to be announced."


        




        

          He read, also, all about Sir Charles Mallison, V.C.—the long record of his military service, his wealth and the dignified simplicity of his life. He read about his immense popularity in England, his vast but unostentatious charities, his political and social status.




          To Quarren it all meant nothing more definite than a stupid sequence of printed words; and he dropped his blond head into both hands and gazed out into the sunshine. And presently he remembered the golden dancer laughing at him from under her dainty mask—years and years ago: and then he thought of the woman whose smooth young hands once seemed to melt so sweetly against his—thought of her gray eyes tinged with violet, and her hair and mouth and throat—and her cheek faintly fragrant against his—a moment's miracle—and then, the end——




          He made a quick, aimless movement as though impatiently escaping sudden pain; cleared his sun-dazzled eyes and began, half blindly, to turn over his morning's letters—circulars, bills, business matters—and suddenly came upon a letter from her.




          For a while he merely gazed at it, incredulous of its reality.[Pg 174]




          Then he opened the envelope very deliberately and still, scarcely convinced, unfolded the scented sheaf of note-paper:




          "Dear Mr. Quarren,




          "At Mrs. Sprowl's suggestion I wrote to Sir Charles asking him to be kind enough to bring you with him when he came to 'Skyland.'




          "Somehow, I am afraid that my informality may have offended you; and if this is so, I am sorry. We have been such good friends that I supposed I might venture to send you such a message.




          "But perhaps I ought to have written it to you instead—I don't know. Lately it seems as though many things that I have done have been entirely misunderstood.




          "It's gray weather here, and the sea looks as though it were bad-tempered; and I've been rather discontented, too, this morning——




          "I don't really mean that. There is a very jolly party here.... I believe that I'm growing a little tired of parties.




          "Molly has asked me to Witch-Hollow for a quiet week in June, and I'm going. She would ask you if I suggested it. Shall I? Because, since we last met, once or twice the thought has occurred to me that perhaps an explanation was overdue. Not that I should make any to you if you and I meet at Witch-Hollow. There isn't any to make—except by my saying that I hope to see you again. Will you be content with that admission of guilt?




          "I meant to speak to you again that day at the Charity affair, only there were so many people bother[Pg 175]ing—and you seemed to be so delightfully preoccupied with that pretty Cyrille Caldera. I really had no decent opportunity to speak to you again without making her my mortal enemy—and you, too, perhaps.




          "May I dare to be a little friendly now and say that I would like to see you? Somehow I feel that even still I may venture to talk to you on a different plane and footing from any which exists between other men and me. You were once so friendly, so kind, so nice to me. You have been nice—always. And if I seem to have acquired any of the hardness, any of the cynical veneer, any of the fashionable scepticism and unbelief which, perhaps, no woman entirely escapes in my environment, it all softens and relaxes and fades and seems to slip away as soon as I begin to talk to you—even on this note-paper. Which is only one way of saying, 'Please be my friend again!'




          "I sometimes hear about you from others. I am impressively informed that you have given up all frivolous social activity and are now most industriously devoting yourself to your real-estate business. And I am wondering whether this rather bewildering volte-face is to be permanent.




          "Because I see no reason for anybody going to extremes. Between the hermit's cell and the Palace of Delights there is a quiet and happy country. Don't you know that?




          "Would you care to write to me and tell me a little about yourself? Do you think it odd or capricious of me to write to you? And are you perhaps irritated because of my manners which must have seemed to you discourteous—perhaps rude?




          "I know of course that you called on me; that you[Pg 176] telephoned; that you wrote to me; and that I made no response.




          "And I am going to make no explanation. Can your friendship, or what may remain of it, stand the strain?




          "If it can, please write to me. And forgive me whatever injustice I have seemed to do you. I ask it because, although you may not believe it, my regard for you has never become less since the night that a Harlequin and a golden dancer met in the noisy halls of old King Carnival.... Only, the girl who writes you this was younger and happier then than I think she ever will be again.


        




        

          "Your friend—if you wish—"Strelsa Leeds."


        




        

          He wrote her by return mail:




          "My dear Mrs. Leeds,




          "When a man has made up his mind to drown without any more fuss, it hurts him to be hauled out and resuscitated and told that he is still alive.




          "If you mean, ultimately, to let me drown, do it now. I've been too miserable over you. Also, I was insulting to Sir Charles. He's too decent to have told you; but I was. And I can't ask his pardon except by mending my manner toward him in future.




          "I'm a nobody; I haven't any money; and I love you. That is how the matter stands this day in May. Let me know the worst and I'll drown this time for good and all.




          "Are you engaged to marry Sir Charles?


        




        

          "R. S. Quarren."


        




        

          [Pg 177]




          By return mail came a note from her:




          "Can you not care for me and still be kind to me, Mr. Quarren? If what you say about your regard for me is true—but it is certainly exaggerated, anyway—should not your attitude toward me include a nobler sentiment? I mean friendship. And I know whereof I speak, because I am conscious of a capacity for it—a desire for it—and for you as the object of it. I believe that, if you cared for it, I could give you the very best of me in a friendship of the highest type.




          "It is in me to give it—a pure, devoted, lofty, untroubled friendship, absolutely free of lesser and material sentiments. Am I sufficiently frank? I want such a friendship. I need it. I have never before offered it to any man—the kind I mean to give you if you wish.




          "I believe it would satisfy you; I am convinced that yours would satisfy me. You don't know how I have missed such a friendship in you. I have wanted it from the very beginning of our acquaintance. But I had—problems—to solve, first; and I had to let our friendship lie dormant. Now I have solved my perplexities, and all my leisure is for you again, if you will. Do you want it?




          "Think over what I have written. Keep my letter for a week and then write me. Does my offer not deserve a week's consideration?




          "Meanwhile please keep away from deep water. I do not wish you to drown.


        




        

          "Strelsa Leeds.


        




        

          "P. S.—Lord Dankmere is here. He is insufferable. He told Mrs. Sprowl that you and he were going into the antique-picture business. You wouldn't think of[Pg 178] going into anything whatever with a man of that sort, would you? Or was it merely a British jest?"




          He wrote at once:




          "I have your letter and will keep it a week before replying. But—are you engaged?"




          She answered:




          "The papers have had me engaged to Barent Van Dyne, to Langly Sprowl, to Sir Charles. You may take your choice if you are determined to have me engaged to somebody. No doubt you think my being engaged would make our future friendship safer. I'll attend to it immediately if you wish me to."




          Evidently she was in a gay and contrary humour when she wrote so flippantly to him. And he replied in kind and quite as lightly. Then, at the week's end he wrote her again that he had considered her letter, and that he accepted the friendship she offered, and gave her his in return.




          She did not reply.




          He wrote her again a week later, but had no answer. Another week passed, and, slowly into his senses crept the dread of deep waters closing around him. And after another week he began to wonder, dully, how long it would take a man to drown if he made no struggle.




          Meanwhile several dozen crates and packing cases had arrived at the Custom House for the Earl of Dankmere; and, in process of time were delivered at the real-estate office of R. S. Quarren, littering his sleeping quarters and office and overflowing into the extension and backyard.


        




        

          "All stacked up pell-mell in the back yard and regarded in amazement by the neighbours."


        




        

          [Pg 179]




          It was the first of June and ordinarily hot when Lord Dankmere and Quarren, stripped to their shirts and armed with pincers, chisels and hammers, attacked the packing cases in the backyard, observed from the back fences by several astonished cats.




          His lordship was not expert at manual labour; neither was Quarren; and some little blood was shed from the azure veins of Dankmere and the ruddier integument of the younger man as picture after picture emerged from its crate, some heavily framed, some merely sagging on their ancient un-keyed stretchers.




          There were primitives on panels, triptychs, huge canvases in frames carved out of solid wood; pictures in battered Italian frames—some floridly Florentine, some exquisitely inlaid on dull azure and rose—pictures in Spanish frames, Dutch frames, English frames, French frames of the last century; portraits, landscapes, genre, still life—battle pictures, religious subjects, allegorical canvases, mythological—all stacked up pell-mell in the backyard and regarded in amazement by the neighbours, and by two young men who alternately smoked and staunched their wounds under the summer sky.




          "Dankmere," said Quarren at last, "did your people send over your entire collection?"




          "No; but I thought it might be as well to have plenty of rubbish on hand in case a demand should spring up.... What do they look like to you, Quarren—I mean what's your first impression?"




          "They look all right."




          "Really?"




          "Certainly. They seem to be genuine enough as far as I can see."[Pg 180]




          "But are they otherwise any good?"




          "I think so. I'll go over each canvas very carefully and give you my opinion for what it's worth. But, for Heaven's sake, Dankmere, where are we going to put all these canvases?"




          "I suppose," said the Earl gloomily, "I'll be obliged to store what you haven't room for. And as I gradually grow poorer and poorer the day will arrive when I can't pay storage; and they'll sell 'em under my nose at auction, Quarren. And first I know the papers will blossom out with: 'A Wonderful Rembrandt discovered in a junk-shop! Ancient picture bought for five dollars and pronounced a gem by experts! Lucky purchaser refuses a hundred thousand dollars cash!'"




          Quarren laughed and turned away into the house; and Dankmere followed, gloomily predicting his own approaching financial annihilation.




          From his office Quarren telephoned a picture dealer to send men with heavy wire, hooks, ladders and other paraphernalia; then he and Dankmere made their toilets, resumed their coats, and returned to the sunny office to await events.




          After a few moments the Earl said abruptly:




          "Would you care to go into this venture with me, Quarren?"




          "I?" said Quarren, surprised.




          "Yes. Will you?"




          "Why, I have my own business, Dankmere——"




          "Is it enough to keep you busy?"




          "No—not yet—but I——"




          "Then, like a good fellow, help me sell these damned pictures. I haven't any money to offer you, Quarren, but if you'll be willing to hang the pictures around your[Pg 181] office here and in the back parlour and the extension, and if you'll talk the merry talk to the lunatics who may come in to look at 'em and tell 'em what the bally pictures are and fix the proper prices—why—why, I'll make any arrangement with you that you please. Say a half interest, now. Would that be fair?"




          "Fair? Of course! It's far too liberal an offer—but I——"




          "It's worth that to me, Quarren—if you can see your way to helping me out——"




          "But my help isn't worth half what these pictures might very easily bring—even at public auction——"




          "Why not? I'd have to pay an auctioneer, an expert to appraise them—an art dealer to hang them in his gallery for a couple of weeks—either that or rent a place by the year. The only way I can recompense you for your wall space, for talking art talk to visitors, for fixing prices, is to offer you half of what we make. Why not? You pay a pretty stiff rent here, don't you? You also pay a servant. You pay for heat and light, don't you? So if you'll turn this floor into a combination gallery of sorts—art and real estate, you see—we'll go into business, egad! What? The Dankmere galleries! What? By gad I'll have a sign made to hang out there beside your shingle—only I'm afraid you'll have to pay for it, Quarren, and recompense yourself after we sell the first picture."




          "But, Dankmere," he protested, very much amused, "I don't want to become a picture dealer."




          "What's the harm? Take a shot at it, old chap! A young man can't collect too many kinds of experience. Take me for example!—I've sold dogs and hunters on commission, gone shares in about every rotten[Pg 182] scheme anybody ever suggested to me, financed a show, and acted in it—as you know—and, by gad!—here I am now a dealer in old masters! Be a good fellow and come in with me. What?"




          "I don't really know enough about antique pictures to——"




          "What's the odds! Neither do I! My dear sir, we must lie like gentlemen for the honour of the Dankmere gallery! What? Along comes a chap walking slowly and painfully for the weight of the money in his pockets—'Ho!' says he—'a genuine Van Dyck!' 'Certainly,' you say, very coldly. And, 'How much?' says he, shivering for fear he mayn't get it. 'Three hundred thousand dollars,' you say, trying not to yawn in his face——"




          Quarren could no longer control his laughter: Dankmere blinked at him amiably.




          "We'll hang them anyhow, Dankmere," he said. "As long as there is so little business in the office I don't mind looking after your pictures for you——"




          "Yours, too," urged the Earl.




          "No; I can't accept anything——"




          "Then it's all off!" exclaimed Dankmere, turning a bright red. "I'm blessed if I'll accept charity!—even if I am hunting heiresses. I'll marry money if I can, but I'm damned if I hold out a tin cup for coppers!"




          "If you feel that way," began Quarren, very much embarrassed, "I'll do whatever would make you feel comfortable——"




          "Half interest or it's all off! A Dankmere means what he says—now and then."




          "One-third interest, then——"




          "A half!—by gad! There's a good fellow!"[Pg 183]




          "No; one-third is all I'll accept."




          "Oh, very well. It may amount to ten dollars—it may amount to ten thousand—and ten times that, perhaps. What?"




          "Perhaps," said Quarren, smiling. "And, if you're going out, Dankmere, perhaps you had better order a sign painted—anything you like, of course. Because I'm afraid I couldn't leave these pictures here indefinitely and we might as well make plans to get rid of some of them as soon as possible."




          "Right-o! I'm off to find a painter. Leave it to me, Quarren. And when the picture-hangers come, have them hung in a poor light—I mean the pictures—God knows they need it—the dimmer the light the better. What? Take care of yourself, old chap. There's money in sight, believe me!"




          And the lively little Earl trotted out, swinging his stick and setting his straw hat at an angle slightly rakish.




          No business came to the office that sunny afternoon; neither did the picture-hangers. And Quarren, uneasy, and not caring to leave Dankmere's ancestral collection of pictures in the back yard all night lest the cats and a possible shower knock a little superfluous antiquity into them, had just started to go out and hire somebody to help him carry the canvases into the basement, when the office door opened in his very face and Molly Wycherly came in, breezily.




          "Why, Molly!" he exclaimed, surprised; "this is exceedingly nice of you——"




          "Oh, Ricky, I'm glad to see you! But I don't want to buy a house or sell one or anything. I'm very unhappy—and I'm glad to see you——"[Pg 184]




          She pressed his hand with both her gloved ones; he closed the door and returned to the office; and she seated herself on top of his desk.




          "You dear boy," she said; "you are thin and white and you don't look very happy either. Are you?"




          "Why, of course I'm happy——"




          "I don't believe it! Anyway, I was passing, and I saw your shingle swinging, and I made the chauffeur stop on the impulse of the moment.... How are you, Ricky dear?"




          "First rate. You are even unusually pretty, Molly."




          "I don't feel so. Strelsa and I came into town for the afternoon—on the most horrid kind of business, Ricky."




          "I'm sorry——"




          "You will be sorrier when you hear that about all of Strelsa's money was in that miserable Adamant Trust Company which is causing so much scandal. You didn't know Strelsa's money was in it, did you?"




          "No," he said gravely.




          "Isn't it dreadful? The child doesn't know whether she will ever get a penny or not. Some of those disgusting men have run away, one shot himself—you read about it!—and now they are trying to pretend that the two creatures they have arrested are insane and irresponsible. I don't care whether they are or not; I'd like to kill them. How does their insanity concern Strelsa? For three weeks she hasn't known what to think, what to expect—and even her lawyers can't tell her. I hate lawyers. But I think the chances are that her pretty house will be for sale before long.... Wouldn't it be too tragic if it came into your office——"[Pg 185]




          "Don't say such things, Molly," he said, bending his head over the desk and fumbling with his pen.




          "Well, I knew you'd be sympathetic. It's a shame—a crime!—it's absolutely disgusting the way that men gamble with other people's money and cheat and lie and—and—oh, it's a perfectly rotten world and I'm tired of it!"




          "Where is Mrs. Leeds?" he asked in a low voice.




          "At Witch-Hollow—in town for this afternoon to see her stupid lawyers. They don't do anything. They say they can't just yet. They're lazy or—something worse. That's my opinion. We go out on the five-three train—Strelsa and I——"




          "Is she—much affected?"




          "No; and that's the silly part of it. It would simply wreck me. But she hasn't wept a single tear.... I suppose she'll have to marry, now—" Mrs. Wycherly glanced askance at Quarren, but his face remained gravely expressionless.




          "Ricky dear?"




          "Yes."




          "I had a frightful row, on your account, with Mrs. Sprowl."




          "I'm sorry. Why?"




          "I told her I was going to ask you and Strelsa to Witch-Hollow."




          Quarren said calmly:




          "Don't do it then, Molly. There's no use of your getting in wrong with Mrs. Sprowl."




          Mrs. Wycherly laughed:




          "Oh, I found a way around. I asked Mrs. Sprowl and Sir Charles at the same time."[Pg 186]




          "What do you mean?" he said, turning a colourless face to hers.




          "What I say. Ricky dear, I suppose that Strelsa will have to marry a wealthy man, now—and I believe she realises it, too—but I—I wanted her to marry you, some day——"




          He swung around again, confronting her.




          "You darling!" he said under his breath.




          Mrs. Wycherly's lip trembled and she dabbed at her eyes.




          "I wish I could express my feelings like Mrs. Sprowl, but I can't," she said naïvely. "Sir Charles will marry her, now; I know perfectly well he will—unless Langly Sprowl——"




          Quarren drew his breath sharply.




          "Not that man," she said.




          "God knows, Ricky. He's after Strelsa every minute—and he can make himself agreeable. The worst of it is that Strelsa does not believe what she hears about him. Women are that way, often. The moment the whole world pitches into a man, women are inclined to believe him a martyr—and end by discrediting every unworthy story concerning him.... I don't know, but I think it is already a little that way with Strelsa.... He's a clever brute—and oh! what a remorseless man!... I said that once to Strelsa, and she said very warmly that I entirely misjudged him.... I wish Mary Ledwith would come back and bring things to a crisis—I do, indeed."




          Quarren said, calmly;




          "You don't think Mrs. Leeds is engaged to Sprowl, do you?"




          "No.... I don't think so. Sometimes I don't know[Pg 187] what to think of Strelsa. I'm certain that she was not engaged to him four weeks ago when she was at Newport."




          Quarren gazed out into the sunlit street. It was just four weeks ago that her letters ceased. Had she stopped writing because of worry over the Adamant Trust? Or was there another reason?




          "I suppose," said Molly, dabbing at her eyes, "that Strelsa can't pick and choose now. I suppose she's got to marry for sordid and sensible and material reasons. But if only she would choose Sir Charles—I think I could be almost reconciled to her losing you——"




          Quarren laughed harshly.




          "An irreparable loss to any woman," he said. "I doubt that Mrs. Leeds survives losing me."




          "Ricky! She cares a great deal for you! So do I. And Strelsa does care for you——"




          "Not too rashly I hope," he said with another disagreeable laugh.




          "Oh, that isn't like you, Ricky! You're not the sneering, fleering nasty kind. If you are badly hurt, take it better than that——"




          "I can't!" he said between set teeth. "I care for her; she knows it. I guess she knows, too, that what she once said to me started me into what I'm doing now—working, waiting, living like a dog—doing my best to keep my self-respect and obtain hers—" He choked, regained his self-control, and went on quietly:




          "Why do you think I dropped out of everything? To try to develop whatever may be in me—so that I could speak to her as an equal and not as the court jester and favourite mountebank of the degenerate gang she travels with——"[Pg 188]




          "Ricky!"




          "I beg your pardon," he said sullenly.




          "I am not offended, you poor boy.... I hadn't realised that you were so much in love with her—so deeply concerned——"




          "I have always been.... She knows it...." He cleared his eyes and turned a dazed gaze on the sunny street once more.




          "If I could—" he stopped; a hopeless look came into his eyes. Then he slowly shook his head.




          "Oh, Ricky! Ricky! Can't you do something? Can't you make a lot of money very quickly? You see Strelsa has simply got to marry money. Be fair; be just to her. A girl can't exist without money, can she? You know that, don't you?"




          "I've heard your world say so."




          "You know it's true!"




          "I don't know what is true. I don't know truth from falsehood. I suppose that love requires money to keep it nourished—as roses require manure——"




          "Ricky!"




          "I'm speaking of your world——"




          "My world! The entire world knows that money is necessary—except perhaps a silly sentimentalist here and there——"




          "Yes, there are one or two—here and there," he said. "But they're all poor—and prejudiced."




          Molly applied her handkerchief to her eyes, viciously.




          "I hope you are not one, Ricky. I'm sure I'm not fool enough to expect a girl who has been accustomed to everything to be contented without anything."




          "There's her husband as an asset."[Pg 189]




          "Oh, my dear, don't talk slush!"




          "—And—children—perhaps."




          "And no money to educate them! You dear boy, there is nothing to do—absolutely nothing—unless it's based on money. You know it; I know it. People without it are intolerable—a nuisance to everybody and to themselves. What could Strelsa find in life without the means to enjoy it?"




          "Nothing—perhaps.... But I believe I'll ask her."




          "She'll tell you the truth, Ricky. She's an unusually truthful woman.... I must go downtown. Strelsa and I are lunching"—she reddened—"with Langly.... His aunt would kill me if she heard of it.... I positively do not dare ask Langly to Witch-Hollow because I'm so deadly afraid of that fat old woman!... Besides, I don't want him there—although—if Strelsa has to marry him——"




          She fell silent and thoughtful, reflecting, perhaps, that if Strelsa was going to take Langly Sprowl, her own country house might as well have the benefit of any fashionable and social glamour incident to the announcement.




          Then, glancing at Quarren, her heart smote her, and she flushed:




          "Come up to Witch-Hollow, Ricky dear, and get her to elope with you if you can! Will you?"




          "I'll come to Witch-Hollow if you ask me."




          "That's ducky of you. You are a good sport, Ricky—and always were! Go on and marry her if you can. Other women have stood it.... And, I know it's vulgar and low and catty of me—but I'd love to see Mrs. Sprowl blow up—and see that hatchet-faced Langly[Pg 190] disappointed—yes, I would, and I don't care what you think! Their ancestors were common people, and Heaven knows why a Wycherly of Wycherly should be afraid of the descendants of Dutch rum smugglers!"




          Quarren looked up with a weary smile.




          "But you are afraid," he said.




          "I am," admitted Molly, furiously; and marched out.




          As he put her into her car he said:




          "Write me if you don't change your mind about asking me to Witch-Hollow."




          "No fear," said the pretty little woman; "and," she added, "I hope you make mischief and raise the very dickens all around. I sincerely hope you do!"




          "I hope so, too," he said with the ghost of a smile.


        




        

          "A fortnight later Strelsa wrote to Quarren for the first time in nearly two months."


        




        

          [Pg 191]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER VIII


        




        

          A fortnight later Strelsa wrote to Quarren for the first time in nearly two months.




          "Dear Mr. Quarren,




          "Molly says that she saw you in town two weeks ago, and that she told you how unexpectedly my worldly affairs have altered since I last wrote to you.




          "For me, somehow or other, life has been always a sequence of abrupt experiences—a series of extremes—one grotesque exaggeration after another, and all diametrically opposed. And it seems odd that such radically material transformations should so ruthlessly disturb and finally, now, end by completely altering the character of a girl whose real nature is—or was—unaccented and serene to the verge of indifference. For the woman writing this is very different from the one you knew as Strelsa Leeds.




          "I am not yet sure what the outcome of this Adamant affair will be. Neither, apparently, are my attorneys. But it is absolutely certain that if I ever recover anything at all, it will not amount to very much—not nearly enough to live on.




          "When they first brought the unpleasant news to me my instinct was to sit down and write you about it. I was horribly scared, and wanted you to know it.




          "I didn't yield to the impulse as you know—I can[Pg 192]not give you the reasons why. They were merely intuitions at first; later they became reasons as my financial situation developed in all its annoying proportions.




          "I can tell you only this: before material disaster threatened me out of a clear sky, supposing that matters would always remain with me as they were—that I should never know any serious want, never apprehend actual necessity—I had made up my mind to a course of life which now has become impossible.




          "It was not, perhaps, a very admirable plan of existence that I had conceived for myself, nothing radical or original. I meant, merely, not to marry, to live well within my income, to divide my time between my friends and myself—that is to give myself more leisure for self-development, tranquil cultivation, and a wider and more serious interest in things worthy.




          "If by dividing my time between my friends and myself I was to lose touch more or less with the lively and rather exacting society in which I live, I had decided on the sacrifice.




          "And that, Mr. Quarren, is how matters stood with me until a month ago.




          "Now everything is altered—even my own character I think. There is in me very little courage—and, alas, much of that cowardice which shrinks from pain and privation of any kind—which cringes the more basely, perhaps, because there has been, in my life, so much of sorrow, so little of material ease and tranquility of mind.




          "I had been dreaming of a balanced and secure life with leisure to develop mental resources hitherto neglected. And your friendship—our new understanding—meant much of that part of life for me—more[Pg 193] than I realised—far more than you do. Can you understand how deep the hurt is?—deeper because now you will learn what a coward I really am and how selfishly I surrender to the menace of material destruction. I am in dire terror of it; I simply do not choose to endure it. That I need not submit to it, inspires in me the low type of equanimity that enables me to face the future with apparent courage. My world applauds it as pluck. I have confessed to you what it really is.




          "Now you know me, Mr. Quarren—a preacher of lofty ideals while prosperous, a recreant in adversity.




          "I thought once that the most ignoble sentiments ever entertained by man were those lesser and physical emotions which, in the world, masquerade as love—or as an essential part of it. To me they always seemed intolerable as any part of love, material, unworthy, base. To me love was intellectual—could be nothing less lofty—and should aspire to the spiritual.




          "I say this because you once tried to make me understand that you loved me.




          "Marriage of two minds with nothing material to sully an ideal union was what I had dreamed of. I might have cared for you that way when a marriage tainted with lesser emotions repelled me. And now, like all iconoclasts, I end by shattering my own complacent image, and the fragments have fallen to the lowest depth of all.




          "For I contemplate a mariage de convenance—and I scarcely care whom I marry as long as he removes from me this terror of a sordid and needy future.




          "All ideals, all desire for higher and better things—for a noble leisure and the quiet pleasures of self-development, have gone—vanished utterly. Fear sickens[Pg 194] me night and day—the same dull dread that I have known so many, many years in my life—a blind horror of more unhappiness and pain after two years of silence—that breathless stillness which frightened wounded things know while they lie, panting, dazed listening for the coming footsteps of that remorseless Fate which struck them down from afar.




          "I tell you this, Mr. Quarren, because it is due to you if you really love me—or if you once did love me—because when you have read this you will no longer care for me.




          "One evening you made me understand that you cared for me; and I replied to you only by a dazed silence that neither you nor I entirely understood at the time. It was not contempt for you—yet, perhaps, I could not really have cared very deeply for such a man as you then seemed to be. It was not intellectual indifference that silenced me.... And I can say no more about it—except that—something—changed me radically from that moment—and ever since I have been trying to understand myself—to learn something about myself—and of the world I live in—and of men.




          "When a crisis arrives self-revelation comes in a single flash. My financial crisis arrived as you know; I suddenly saw myself as I am—a woman astonishingly undeveloped and ignorant in many ways, crude, unawakened, stupid—a woman half-blinded with an unreasoning dread of more pain—pain which she thought had at last been left behind her—and a coward all through; and selfish from head to heel.




          "This is what I really am. And I shall prove it by marrying for reasons entirely material, because I have no courage to ever again face adversity and unhappiness.




          [Pg 195]


        




        

          "'I say, Quarren—does this old lady hang next to the battered party in black?'"


        




        

          "You will not care to write to me; and you will not care to see me again.




          "I am glad you once cared for me. If you should ever reply to this letter, don't be very unkind to me. I know what I am—and I vaguely surmise what I shall lose by being so. But I have no courage for anything else.


        




        

          "Strelsa Leeds."


        




        

          That was the letter she wrote to Quarren; and he read it standing by his desk while several noisy workmen were covering every available inch of his walls with Dankmere's family pictures, and the little Earl himself, whistling a lively air, trotted about superintending everything with all the cheerful self-confidence of a family dog regulating everything that goes on in his vicinity.




          "I say, Quarren—does this old lady hang next to the battered party in black?" he demanded briskly.




          Quarren looked around; "Yes," he said, "they're both by Nicholas Maas according to your list."




          "I think they're bally fakes," remarked the Earl, "don't you?"




          "We'll try to find out," said Quarren, absently.




          Dankmere puffed away on his cigar and consulted his list: "Reynolds (Sir Joshua). Portrait of Lady Dankmere," he read; "portrait of Sir Boggs Dankmere!—string 'em up aloft over that jolly little lady with no frock on!—Rembrandt (Van Rijn). Born near Leyden, July 15th, 1607—Oh, who cares as long as it is a Rembrandt!—Is it, Quarren? It isn't a copy, is it?"




          "I hope not," said the young fellow absently.




          "Egad! So do I." And to the workmen—"Phile[Pg 196]mon and Baucis by Rembrandt! Hang 'em up next to that Romney—over the Jan Steen ... Quarren?"




          "Yes?"




          "Do you think that St. Michael's Mount is a real Turner?"




          "It looks like it. I can't express opinions off-hand, Dankmere."




          "I can," said the little Earl; "and I say that if that is a Turner I can beat it myself working with tomato catsup, an underdone omelette, and a clothes-brush.... Hello! I like this picture. The list calls it a Watteau—'The Fête Champêtre.' What do you know about it, Quarren?"




          "Nothing yet. It seems to be genuine enough."




          "And this pretty girl by Boucher?"




          "I tell you, Dankmere, that I don't know. They all appear to be genuine, after a superficial examination. It takes time to be sure about any picture—and if we're going to be certain it will require confabs with authorities—restorers, dealers, experts, curators from various museums—all sorts and conditions of people must be approached and warily consulted—and paid," he added smiling. "And that has to be done with circumspection because some are not honest and we don't want anybody to get the impression that we are attempting to bribe anybody for a favourable verdict."




          A few minutes later he went across the street and telegraphed to Molly Wycherly:




          "May I remind you that you asked me to Witch-Hollow?


        




        

          Quarren."


        




        

          The following morning after the workmen had departed, he and Dankmere stood contemplating the trans[Pg 197]formations wrought in the office, back parlour, and extension of Quarren's floor in the shabby old Lexington Avenue house.




          The transformation was complete; all woodwork had been painted white, a gray-green paper hung on the walls, the floor stained dark brown and covered with several antique rugs which had come with the pictures—a Fereghan, a Ladik, and an ancient Herez with rose and sapphire lights in it.




          At the end of the suite hung another relic of Dankmere Tarns—a Gobelins tapestry about ten by twelve, signed by Audran, the subject of which was Boucher's "Venus, Mars, and Vulcan" from the picture in the Wallace Collection. Opposite it was suspended an old Persian carpet of the sixteenth century—a magnificent Dankmere heirloom woven in the golden age of ancient Eastern art and displaying amid the soft splendour of its matchless hues the strange and exquisitely arched cloud-forms traced in forgotten dyes amid a wilderness of delicate flowers and vines.




          Between these two fabrics, filling the walls from base-board to ceiling, were ranged Dankmere's pictures. Few traces of the real-estate office remained—merely a desk, letter-file, a shelf piled up with maps, and Quarren's shingle outside; but this was now overshadowed by the severely magnificent sign:


        




        

          THE DANKMERE GALLERY


          OF


          OLD MASTERS


          
 Algernon Fayre, R. S. Quarren & Co.
[Pg 198]


        




        

          For Lord Dankmere, otherwise Algernon Cecil Clarence Fayre, Earl of Dankmere, had decided to dedicate to trade only a portion of his aristocratic appellations. As for the company, it consisted of Quarren's cat, Daisy, and her litter of unweaned kittens.




          "Do you realise," said Quarren, dropping into the depths of a new easy-chair, "that you have almost put me out of business?"




          "Well, you weren't in very deeply, you know," commented Dankmere.




          "No; but last week I went to bed a broker in real estate; and this week I wake up a picture dealer and your partner. It's going to take most of my time. I can't sell a picture unless I know what it is. I've got to find out—or try to. Do you know what that means?"




          "I fancy it means chucking your real estate," said Dankmere, imperturbably. "Why not? This is a better gamble. And if we make anything we ought to make something worth while."




          "Do you propose that I shall simply drop my entire business—close up everything and go into this thing permanently?" demanded Quarren.




          "It will come to that, ultimately. Don't you want to?"




          From the beginning Quarren had felt, vaguely, that it would come to that—realised instinctively that in such an enterprise he would be on solid ground—that the idea was pleasant to him—that his tastes fitted him for such an occupation. Experience was lacking, but, somehow, his ignorance did not dismay him.




          All his life he had cared for such things, been familiar with them, been curious to learn more, had read enough to understand something of the fascinating[Pg 199] problems now confronting him, had, in his hours of leisure, familiarised himself with the best of art in the public and private galleries of the city.




          More than that a natural inclination and curiosity had led him among dealers, restorers, brokers of pictures. He knew them all from Fifth Avenue to Lexington, the celebrated and the obscure; he had heard them talk, heard the gossip and scandal of their curious world, watched them buying, selling, restoring, relining, reframing; listened to their discussions concerning their art and the art in which they dealt. And it had always fascinated him although, until Dankmere arrived, it had never occurred to him to make a living out of a heterogeneous mass of partly assimilated knowledge acquired from the sheer love of the subject.




          Fortunate the man whose means of livelihood is also his pleasure! Deep in his heart lies the unconscious contentment of certainty.




          And somehow, with the advent of Dankmere's pictures, into Quarren's troubled heart had come a vague sensation of ease—a cessation of the old anxiety and unrest—a quiet that he had never before known.




          To learn what his wares really were seemed no formidable task; to appreciate and appraise each one only little labours of love. Every problem appeared to him as a separate attraction; the disposal of his stock a delightful and leisurely certainty because he himself would be certain of what he dealt in.




          Then, too, his mind had long since invaded a future which day by day grew more alluring in its suggestions. He himself would learn the practical and manual art of restoration—learn how to clean, reline, revarnish; how to identify, how to dissect. Every thread of an[Pg 200] ancient canvas should tell him a true story; every grain in an old panel. He would be chief surgeon in his hospital for old and decrepit masterpieces; he would "cradle" with his own hands—clear the opacity from time-dimmed beauty with savant touch, knit up tenderly the wounds of ages——




          "Dankmere," he said, throwing away his cigarette, "I'm going into this business from this minute; and I would like to die in harness, at the end, the companion, surgeon, and friend of old-time pictures. Do you think I can make a living at it?"




          "God knows. Do you mean that you're really keen on it?"




          "Dead keen."




          Dankmere puffed on his cigar: "A chap usually makes out pretty well when he's a bit keen on anything of sorts. You'll be owning the gallery, next, you infernal Yankee!"




          Quarren laughed: "I won't forget that you gave me my first real chance in the world. You've done it, too; do you realise it, Dankmere?"




          "Very glad I'm sure."




          "So am I!" said Quarren with sudden emphasis. "I believe I'm on the right track now. I believe it's in me—in my heart—to work—to work!"—he laughed—"as the old chronicles say, 'To the glory of God and the happiness of self and mankind.' ... I'm grateful to you; do you understand?"




          "Awf'lly glad, old chap."




          "You funny Englishman—I believe you are.... And we'll make this thing go. Down comes my real-estate shingle; I'm a part of the Dankmere Galleries now. I'll rent the basement after our first sale and there you[Pg 201] and I will fuss and tinker and doctor and nurse any poor old derelict of a picture back to its pristine beauty. What?"




          "Not I," said the little Earl. "All I'm good for is to furnish the initial stock. You may do what you please with it, and we'll share profits according to contract. Further than that, Quarren, you'll have to count me out."




          "Don't you care for pictures?"




          "I prefer horses," said the Earl drily—"and, after the stable and kennel, my taste inclines toward Vaudeville." And he cocked up one little leg over the other and whistled industriously at a waltz which he was attempting to compose. He possessed a high, maddening, soprano whistle which Quarren found painful to endure; and he was glad when his lordship departed, jauntily twirling his walking-stick and taking fancy dance steps as far as the front door.




          Left alone Quarren leaned back in his chair resting his head against the new olive-tinted velvet.




          He had nothing to do but sit there and gaze at the pictures and wait for an answer to his telegram.




          It came about dusk and he lighted the gas to read it:




          "Come up to Witch-Hollow to-morrow.


        




        

          "Marie Wycherly."


        




        

          He could not leave until he had planned for work to go on during his absence. First he arranged with Valasco to identify as nearly as possible, and to appraise, the French and Italian pictures. Then he made an arrangement with Van Boschoven for the Dutch and Flemish; secured Drayton-Quinn for the English; and warned Dankmere not to bother or interfere with these tempera[Pg 202]mental and irascible gentlemen while in exercise of their professional duties.




          "Don't whistle, don't do abrupt skirt-dances, don't sing comic songs, don't obscure the air with cigar smoke, don't go to sleep on the sofa and snore, don't drink fizzes and rattle the ice in your glass——"




          "My God!" faltered his lordship, "do you mind if I breathe now and then?"




          "I'll be away a few days—Valasco is slow, and the others take their time. Let anybody come in who wants to, but don't sell anything until the experts report to me in writing——"




          "Suppose some chap rushes in with ten thousand——"




          "No!"




          "What?"




          "Certainly not. Chaps who rush in with any serious money at all will rush in again all the faster if you make them wait. Don't sell a picture—not even to Valasco or any of the experts——"




          "Suppose a charming lady——"




          "Now you understand, don't you? I wouldn't think of selling a single canvas until I have their reports and have made up my own mind that they're as nearly right as any expert can be who didn't actually see the artist paint the picture. The only trustworthy expert is the man who saw the picture painted—if you can believe his word."




          "But my dear Quarren," protested Dankmere, seriously bewildered—"how could any living expert ever have seen an artist, who died two hundred years ago, paint anything?"




          "Right," said Quarren solemnly; "the point is[Pg 203] keenly taken. Ergo, there are no real experts, only guessers. When Valasco et al finish their guessing, I'll guess how near they have guessed correctly. Good-bye.... You will be good, won't you, Dankmere?"




          "No fear. I'll keep my weather eye on the shop. Do you want me to sleep here?"




          "You'd better, I think. But don't have rowdy parties here, will you? And don't wander away and leave the door open. By George! I believe I'd better stay——"




          "Rot! Go on and take your vacation, old chap! Back in a week?"




          "Yes; or any time you wire me——"




          "Not I. I'll have a jolly time by myself."




          "Don't have too many men here in the evening. The smoke will get into those new curtains——"




          Dankmere, in his trousers and undershirt, stretched on the divan, laughed and blew a cloud of smoke at the ceiling. Then, reaching forth he took a palm-leaf fan in one hand, a tall, frosty glass in the other, and applied both in a manner from which he could extract the most benefit.




          "Bon voyage!" he nodded to Quarren. "My duties and compliments and all that—and pick me out an heiress of sorts—there's a good fellow——"




          As Quarren went out he heard his lordship burst forth into his distressing whistle; and he left him searching piercingly for inspiration to complete his "Coster's Hornpipe."


        




        

           


        




        

          On the train Quarren bought the evening papers; and the first item that met his eye was a front-page column devoted to the Dankmere Galleries. Every paper[Pg 204] had broken out into glaring scare-heads announcing the recent despoiling of Dankmere Tarns and the venture into trade of Algernon Cecil Clarence Fayre, tenth Earl of Dankmere. The majority of papers were facetious, one or two scathing, but the more respectable journals managed to repress a part of their characteristic antagonism and report the matter with a minimum of venom and a rather exhaustive historical accompaniment:


        




        

          "POOR PEERS EAGER TO SELL HEIRLOOMS


          


          "LORD DANKMERE'S CASE SAID TO BE ONE OF DOZENS


          AMONG THE BRITISH ARISTOCRACY


          


          "GAMBLING SPIRIT BLAMED


          


          "OBSERVERS ASCRIBE POVERTY OF OLD BRITISH FAMILIES


          TO THIS CAUSE—MANY RENT ROLLS DECLARED


          TO BE MORTGAGED


        




        

          "The opening of the so-called Dankmere galleries on Lexington Avenue will bring into the lime-light once more a sprightly though somewhat world-battered little Peer recently and disastrously connected with the stage and its feminine adjuncts.




          "The Dankmere galleries blossom in a shabby old house flanked on one side by a Chop-Suey restaurant haunted of celestials, and on the other by an undertaker's establishment displaying the following enterprising sign: Mortem's Popular $50 Funerals! Bury Your Family at Attractive Prices!


        




        

          "GAMBLING DID IT!


        




        

          "Gambling usually lands the British Peer on his[Pg 205] aristocratic uppers. But in this case gambolling behind the footlights is responsible for the present display of the Dankmere family pictures in the converted real-estate offices of young Mr. Quarren of cotillion fame.




          "Among supposedly well-to-do English nobles the need for ready cash so frequently reaches the acute stage that all manner of schemes are readily resorted to in an effort to 'raise the wind.'




          "Lord Dankmere openly admits that had he supposed any valuable 'junk' lay concealed in the attics of his mansion, he would, without hesitation, have converted it into ready money long before this.




          "Lord Dankmere's case is only one typical of dozens of others among the exclusive and highly placed of Mayfair. It is a known fact that since the sale of the Capri Madonna (Titian) for $350,000 to the British Government, by special act of Parliament, Daffydill Palace has gradually been unloaded of all treasures not tied by the entail to the estate. For the same sum ($350,000) the late Earl of Blitherington disposed of his famous Library and the sale of the library was known to be necessary for the provision of living funds for the incoming heir. Just recently the Duke of Putney, reputed to be a man of vast wealth, had a difficulty with a dealer concerning the sale of some of his treasures.




          "Such cases may be justified by circumstances. The general public hears, however, of only a few isolated cases. The number of private deals that are executed, week in, week out, between impoverished members of the highest nobility—some of them bound, like Lord Blith[Pg 206]erington and the Duke of Putney by close official ties to the Court—and the agents of either new-rich Britishers or wealthy Americans has reached its maximum, and by degrees unentailed treasures and heirlooms are passing from owners of many centuries to families that were unheard of a dozen years ago.


        




        

          "THE AWFUL YANKEE


        




        

          "The American is given priority in the matter of purchase, not only because he pays more, as a rule, but also for the reason that the transfer of his prize to the United States removes the possibility of noble sellers being pestered with awkward questions by the inquisitive. For, however unostentatiously home deals are made and transfers effected, society soon learns the facts. So hard up, however, has the better-known aristocracy become, and so willing are they to trade at fancy sums to anxious purchasers, that several curio dealers in the St. James's quarter hold unlimited power of attorney to act for plutocratic American principals either in the United States or in this country.




          "Those who are reasonably entitled to explain the cause of this poverty among old families, whose landed estates are unimpaired in acreage at least, and whose inheritance was of respectable proportions, declare that not since the eighteenth century has the gambling spirit so persistently invaded the inside coteries of high society. The desire to acquire riches quickly seems to have taken hold of the erstwhile staid and conventional upper ten, just as it has seized upon the smart set. The recent booms in oil and rubber have had the effect of transferring many a comfortable rent roll from its own[Pg 207]er's bankers—milady's just as often as milord's—to the chartered mortgagors of the financial world. The panic in America in 1907 showed to what extent the English nobility was interested, not only in gilt-edged securities, but also to what degree it was involved in wildcat finance. The directing geniuses of many of the suspect ventures of to-day in London are often the possessors of names that are writ rubric in the pages of Debrett and Burke.




          "According to a London radical paper, there are at present over a score of estates in the auction mart which must soon pass from some of the bluest-blooded nobles in Great Britain to men whose fortunes have grown in the past few years from the humblest beginnings, a fact which itself cannot fail to change both the tone and constitution of town and country society."




          Quarren read every column, grimly, to the end, wincing when he encountered some casual reference to himself and his recent social activities. Then, lips compressed, boyish gaze fixed on the passing landscape, he sat brooding until at last the conductor opened the door and shouted the name of his station.




          The Wycherlys' new place, Witch-Hollow, a big rambling farm among the Connecticut hills, was only three hours from New York, and half an hour by automobile from the railroad. The buildings were wooden and not new; a fashionable architect had made the large house "colonially" endurable with furnaces and electricity as well as with fan-lights and fluted pilasters.




          Most of the land remained wild—weed-grown pastures, hard-wood ridges, neglected orchards planted seventy years ago. Molly Wycherly had ordered a brand[Pg 208] new old-time garden to be made for her overlooking the wide, unruffled river; also a series of sylvan paths along the wooded shores of the hill-set lake which was inhabited by bass placed there by orders of her husband.




          "For Heaven's sake," he said to his wife, "don't try to knock any antiquity into the place; I'm sick of fine old ancestral halls put up by building-loan associations. Plenty of paint and varnish for mine, Molly, and a few durable iron fountains and bronze stags on the lawn——"




          "No, Jim," she said firmly.




          So he ordered an aeroplane, a herd of sheep, a shepherd, and two tailless sheep-dogs, and made plans to spend most of his vacation yachting, when he did not spend it in town.




          But he was restlessly domiciled at Witch-Hollow, now, and he met Quarren at the station in a bright purple runabout which he drove like lightning, one hand on the steering wheel, the other carelessly waving toward the streaky landscape in affable explanation of the various points of interest.




          "Quite a little colony of us up here, Quarren," he said. "I don't know why anybody picked out this silly country for estates, but Langly Sprowl started a stud farm over yonder, and then poor Chester Ledwith built a house for his wife in the middle of a thousand acres, over there where you see those maple woods!—and then people began to come and pick up worn-out farms and make 'em into fine old family places—Lester Caldera's model dairies are behind that hill; and that leather-headed O'Hara has a bungalow somewhere—and there's a sort of Hunt Club, too, and a bum pack of Kiyi's——"[Pg 209]




          The wind tore most of his speech from his lips and whirled it out of earshot: Quarren caught a word now and then which interested him. It also interested him to observe how Wycherly shaved annihilation at every turn of the road.




          "I've asked some men to bring up their biplanes and have a few flies on me," continued his host—"I've a 'Stinger' monoplane and a Kent biplane myself. I can't get any more sensation out of motoring. I'd as soon wheel twins in a go-cart."




          Quarren saw him cleverly avoid death with one hand, and laughed.




          "Who is stopping with you up here?" he shouted close to Wycherly's ear.




          "Nobody—Mrs. Leeds, Chrysos Lacy, and Sir Charles. There are some few neighbours, too—Langly is mousing and prowling about; and that poor Ledwith man is all alone in his big house—fixing to get out of it so his wife can move in from Reno when she's ready for more mischief.... Here we are, Quarren! Your stuff will be in your rooms in a few minutes. There's my wife, now——"




          He waved his hand to Molly but let Quarren go forward alone while he started across the fields toward his hangar where, in grotesque and vicious-looking immobility, reposed his new winged pet, the little Stinger monoplane, wings set as wickedly as an alert wasp's.[Pg 210]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER IX


        




        

          As Quarren came forward between the peonies drooping over the flagged walk, Molly Wycherly, awaiting him on the veranda, laid her forefinger across her lips conjuring caution.




          "I didn't tell Strelsa that you were coming," she whispered; "I didn't suppose the child could possibly object."


        




        

          "'I didn't tell Strelsa that you were coming,' she whispered."


        




        

          Quarren's features stiffened:




          "Does she?"




          "Why—this morning I said carelessly to Jim that I meant to ask you, and Strelsa came into my room later and begged me not to ask you until she had left."




          "Why?" inquired the boy, grimly.




          "I really don't know, Ricky——"




          "Yes, you do. What has happened?"




          "You're certainly rude enough——"




          "What has happened, Molly?"




          "I don't know for certain, I tell you.... Langly Sprowl has been roving around the place a great deal lately. He and Strelsa ride together nearly every day."




          "Do you think she has come to an understanding with him?"




          "She hasn't told me so. Perhaps she prefers Sir Charles."




          "Do you believe that?"




          "Frankly, no. I'm much more afraid that Langly[Pg 211] has persuaded her into some sort of a tacit engagement.... I don't know what the child can be thinking of—unless the universal criticism of Langly Sprowl has convinced her of his martyrdom.... There'll be a pretty situation when Mary Ledwith returns.... I could kill Langly—" She doubled both pretty hands and frowned at Quarren, then her swift smile broke out and she placed the tips of her fingers on his shoulders and stooping from the top step deliberately kissed him.




          "You dear fellow," she said; "I don't care what Strelsa thinks; I'm glad you've come. And, oh, Ricky! The papers are full of you and Dankmere and your new enterprise!—I laughed and laughed!—forgive me, but the papers were so funny—and I couldn't help laughing——"




          Quarren forced a smile.




          "I have an idea," he said, "that our new business is destined to command a good deal of respect sooner or later."




          "Has Dankmere anything really valuable in his collection?"




          "I'm taking that risk," he said, gaily. "Wait a few weeks, Molly, before you and Jim try to buy the entire collection."




          "I can see Jim decorating the new 'Stinger' with old masters," laughed Molly. "Come upstairs with me; I'll show you your quarters. Go lightly and don't talk; Strelsa is wandering around the house somewhere with a bad case of blue devils, and I'd rather she were over her headache before your appearance adds another distressing jolt."




          "Has she had another shock recently?"[Pg 212]




          "A letter from her lawyers. There won't be anything at all left for her."




          "Are you sure?"




          "She is. Why, Ricky, the City had half a million on deposit there, and even that foxy young man Langly was caught for twice as much more. It's a ghastly scandal—the entire affair. How many cents on a dollar do you suppose poor little Strelsa is going to recover? Not two!"




          They paused at the door of his quarters. His luggage had already arrived and a valet was busy unpacking for him.




          "Sir Charles, Chrysos Lacy, Jim and I are motoring. We'll be back for tea. Prowl about, Ricky; the place is yours and everything in it—except that little girl over there"—pointing along the corridor to a distant door.




          He smiled. "She may be, yet," he said lightly. "Don't come back too soon."




          So Molly went away laughing; and presently through the lace curtains, Quarren saw Jim Wycherly whirl up in a yellow touring car, and Molly, Chrysos, and Sir Charles clamber in for one of those terrific and headlong drives which made Jim's hospitality a terror to the majority of his guests.




          Quarren watched the car disappear, hopelessly followed by an overfed setter. Then the dust settled; the fat family pet came panting back to lie down on the lawn, dead beat, and Quarren resumed his toilet.




          Half an hour later he emerged from his quarters wearing tennis flannels and screwing the stem into a new pipe which he had decided to break in—a tall, well-built, pleasant-eyed young fellow with the city pallor[Pg 213] blanching his skin and the breeze stirring his short blond hair.




          "Hello, old man!" he said affably to the fat setter, who thumped his tail on the grass and looked up at Quarren with mild, deerlike eyes.




          "We're out of the running, we two—aren't we?" he added. "You try very pluckily to keep up with your master's devil-wagon; I run a more hopeless race.... For the golden chariot is too swift for me, and the race is to the swift; and the prize, doggy, is a young girl's unhappy heart which is slowly turning from sensitive flesh and blood into pure and senseless gold."




          He stood under a tree slowly filling his pipe. The scent of early summer was in the air; the odour of June peonies, and young leaves and clear waters; of grasses and hedges and distant hemlocks.




          Leisurely, the fat dog waddling at his heels, he sauntered about the Wycherly place inspecting its renovated attractions—among others the new old-fashioned garden full of new old-fashioned flowers so marvellously developed by modern skill that he recognised scarcely any of them. Petunias, with their great fluted and scalloped blossoms resembled nothing he had known by that name; the peonies seemed to him enormous and exotic; rockets, larkspurs, spiderwort, pinks, all had been so fantastically and grotesquely developed by modern horticulture that Quarren felt as though he were wandering alone among a gardenful of strangers. Only here and there a glimpse of familiar sweet-william or the faint perfume of lemon-verbena brought a friendly warmth into his heart; but, in hostile silence he passed by hydrangea and althea, syringa and preposterous canna, quietly detesting the rose garden where scores of frail and frivo[Pg 214]lous strangers nodded amid anæmic leaves, or where great, blatant, aniline-coloured blossoms bulged in the sun, seeming to repeat with every strapping bud their Metropolitan price per dozen.




          He looked in at the stables and caressed a horse or two; examined the sheepfold; passed by garage and hangar without interest, lingered wistfully by the kennels where a dozen nervous little Blue Beltons, too closely inbred, welcomed his appearance with hysteric emotions.




          Beyond the kennels he caught a distant glimpse of blue water glimmering between tall hemlock trees; so he took the lake path and presently rounded a sharp curve where a rustic bench stood, perched high above the rocky shore. Strelsa Leeds, seated there, looked up from the newspaper which she had been reading. Some of the colour faded from her cheeks. There was a second's silence, then, as though a little bewildered, she looked inquiringly into his smiling eyes and extended her hand toward the hand he offered.


        




        

          "So he took the lake path and presently rounded a sharp curve."


        




        

          "I didn't know you were coming," she said with pallid self-possession.




          "I telegraphed for permission. Is your headache better?"




          "Yes. Have you just arrived?"




          "A little while ago. I was told to wander about and enjoy the Wycherlys' new ancestral palace. Does a ghost go with the place? You're rather pale, Mrs. Leeds. Have they engaged you as the family phantom?"




          She laughed a little, then her gray eyes grew sombre; and, watching, he saw the dusky purple hue deepen in them under the downward sweep of the lashes.




          [Pg 215]




          He waited for her to speak, and she did not. Her remote gaze rested on the lake where the base of the rocks fell away sheer into limpid depths; where green trees, reversed in untroubled reflection, tinted the still waters exquisitely, and bits of sky lay level as in a looking-glass.




          No fish broke the absolute stillness of the surface, no breeze ruffled it; only the glitter of some drifting dragon-fly accented the intense calm.




          "Are you—offended?" she said at last, her gaze now riveted on the water.




          "Of course not!" he replied cordially.




          She lifted her eyes, surveying him in silence.




          "Why did you suppose so?" he asked amiably.




          "Did you receive my letter?"




          "Of course I did."




          "You did not answer it."




          "I didn't know how—then."




          His reply seemed to perplex her—so did his light and effortless good-humour.




          "I know how to answer it now," he added.




          She forced a smile:




          "Isn't it too late to think of answering that letter, Mr. Quarren?"




          "Oh, no," he said pleasantly; "a man who is afraid of being too late seldom dares start.... I wonder if anything could induce you to ask me to be seated?"




          She flushed vividly and moved to the extreme edge of the seat. He took the other end, knocked the ashes from his pipe, and put it in his pocket.




          "Now," he said, smiling, "I am ready to answer your letter."




          "Really, Mr. Quarren——"[Pg 216]




          "Don't you want me to?"




          "I—don't think—it matters, now——"




          "But it's only civil of me to answer it," he insisted, laughing.




          She could not entirely interpret his mood. Of one thing she had been instantly conscious—he had changed since she had seen him—changed radically. There was about him, now, a certain inexplicable air suggesting assurance—an individuality which had not heretofore clearly distinguished him—a hidden hint of strength. Or was she mistaken—abashed—remembering what she had written him in a bitter hour of fear and self-abasement? A thousand times she had regretted writing to him what she had written.




          She said, coldly: "I think that my letter may very properly remain unanswered."




          "You think I'm too late?"




          She looked at him steadily:




          "Yes, you are too late—in every sense."




          "You are mistaken," he said, cheerfully.




          "What do you mean?"




          "I mean that all these superficial details which, under the magnifying glass of fear, you and I have regarded with terrified respect, amount to nothing. Real trouble is something else; the wings of tragedy have never yet even brushed either you or me. But unless you let me answer that letter of yours, and listen very carefully to my answer, you and I are going to learn some day what tragedy really is."




          "Mr. Quarren!" she exclaimed, forcing a laugh, "are you trying to make me take you seriously?"




          "I certainly am."




          "That in itself is tragic enough," she laughed.[Pg 217]




          "It really is," he said: "because it has come to a time when you have got to take me seriously."




          She had settled herself into a bantering attitude toward him and now gaily maintained the lighter vein:




          "Merely because you and Lord Dankmere have become respectable tradesmen and worthy citizens you've hastened up here to admonish the frivolous, I suppose."




          "I'm so respectable and worthy," he admitted, "that I couldn't resist rushing up here to exhibit myself. Look at that bruise!"—he held out to her his left hand badly discoloured between thumb and forefinger.




          "Oh," she exclaimed, half serious, "what is it?"




          "A bang with an honest hammer. Dankmere and I were driving picture-nails. Oh, Strelsa! you should have listened to my inadvertent blank verse, celebrating the occasion!"




          The quick, warm colour stained her cheeks as she heard him use her given name for the first time. She raised her eyes to his in questioning silence, but he was still laughing over his reminiscence and seemed so frankly unconscious of the liberty he had taken that, again, a slight sense of confusion came over her, and she leaned back, uncertain, inwardly wondering what his attitude toward her might really mean.




          "Do you admit my worthiness as a son of toil?" he insisted.




          "How can I deny it?—with that horrid corroboration on your hand. I'll lend you some witch-hazel——"




          "Witch-hazel from Witch-Hollow ought to accomplish all kinds of magic," he said. "I'll be delighted to have you bind it up."[Pg 218]




          "I didn't offer to; I offered you merely the ingredients."




          "But you are the principal ingredient. Otherwise there's no virtue in a handkerchief soaked with witch-hazel."




          She smiled, then in a low voice: "There's no virtue in me, either."




          "Is that why you didn't include yourself in your first-aid offer?"




          "Perhaps," she said, quietly, watching him out of her violet-gray eyes—a little curiously and shyly now, because he had moved nearer to her, and her arm, extended along the back of the seat, almost touched his shoulder.




          She was considering whether or not to withdraw it when he said:




          "Have you any idea what a jolly world this old planet can be when it wants to?"




          She laughed.




          He went on: "I mean when you want it to be. Because it's really up to you."




          "To me, my slangy friend?"




          "To you, to me, to anybody, Strelsa."




          This time he was looking smilingly and deliberately into her eyes; and she could not ignore his unwarranted freedom.




          "Why do you use my first name, Mr. Quarren?" she asked quietly.




          "Because I always think of you as Strelsa, not as Mrs. Leeds."




          "Is that a reason?"—very gravely.




          "You can make it so if you will."




          She hesitated, watching his expression. Then:[Pg 219]




          "You say that you always think of me—that way. But I'm afraid that, even in your thoughts, the repetition of my name has scarcely accustomed you to the use of it."




          "You mean that I don't think of you very frequently?"




          "Something like that. But please, Mr. Quarren, if you really mean to give me a little of that friendship which I had begun to despair of, don't let our very first reunion degenerate into silly conversation——"




          "Strelsa——"




          "No!—please."




          "When?"




          She flushed, then, slightly impatient: "Do you make it a point, Mr. Quarren?"




          "Not unless you do."




          "I? What do you mean?"




          "Will you answer me honestly?"




          "Have you ever found me dishonest?"




          "Sometimes—with yourself."




          Suddenly the colour surged in her cheeks and she turned her head abruptly. After a few moments' silence:




          "Ask your question," she said in a calm and indifferent voice.




          "Then—do you ever, by any accident, think of me?"




          She foresaw at once what was coming, bit her lip, but saw no way to avoid it.




          "I think of my friends—and you among them."




          "Do you always think of me as 'Mr. Quarren'?"




          "I—your friends—people are eternally dinning your name into my ears——"[Pg 220]




          "Please answer."




          "What?" She turned toward him disdainfully: "Would it gratify you to know that I think of you as Rix, Ricky, Dick—whatever they call you?"




          "Which?" he insisted, laughing. And finally she laughed, too, partly in sheer exasperation.




          "Rix!" she said: "Now are you satisfied? I don't know why on earth I made such a scene about it. It's the way I think of you—when I happen to remember you. But if you fancy for a moment I am going to call you that, please awake from vain dreams, my airy friend——"




          "Won't you?"




          "No."




          "Some day?"




          "Certainly not. Why should I? I don't want to. I don't feel like it. It would be forced, artificial—an effort—and I don't desire—wish—care——"




          "Good Heavens!" he exclaimed, laughing, "that's enough, you poor child! Do you think I'd permit you to undergo the suffering necessary to the pronunciation of my name?"




          Amused yet resentful, perplexed, uncertain of this new phase of the man beside her, she leaned back, head slightly lowered; but her gray eyes were swiftly lifted every few moments to watch him. Suddenly she became acutely conscious of her extended arm where her hand now was lightly in touch with the rough cloth of his sleeve; and she checked a violent impulse to withdraw her hand. Then, once more, and after all these months, the same strange sensation passed through her—a thrilling consciousness of his nearness.




          Absolutely motionless, confused yet every instinct[Pg 221] alert to his slightest word or movement, she sat there, gray eyes partly lowered.




          He neither spoke nor moved; his pleasant glance rested absently on her, then wandered toward the quiet lake; and venturing to raise her eyes she saw him smile to himself and wondered uneasily what his moment's thought might be.




          He said, still smiling: "What is it in that curious combination of individualities known as Strelsa Leeds, that rejects one composite specimen known to you as Mister Quarren?"




          She smiled, uncertainly:




          "But I don't reject you, Mister Quarren."




          "Oh, yes, you do. I'm sensible of an occult wall between us."




          "How absurd. Of course there is a wall."




          "I've got to climb over it then——"




          "I don't wish you to!"




          "Strelsa?"




          "W-what?"




          "That wall isn't a golden one, is it?"




          "I—I don't know what you mean."




          "I mean money," he said; and she blushed from neck to hair.




          "Please don't say such things——"




          "No, I won't. Because if you cared enough for me you wouldn't let that kind of a wall remain between us——"




          "I ask you not to talk about such——"




          "You wouldn't," he insisted, smiling. "Nor is there now any reason why such a man as I am becoming, and ultimately will be, should not tell you that he cares——"[Pg 222]




          "Please—if you please—I had rather not——"




          "So," he concluded, still smiling, "the matter, as it stands, is rather plain. You don't care for me enough. I love you—I don't know how much, yet. When a girl interposes such an occult barrier and a man comes slap up against it, he's too much addled to understand exactly how seriously he is in love with the unknown on the other side."




          He spoke in a friendly, almost impersonal way and, as though quite thoughtlessly, dropped his left hand over her right which lay extended along the back of the seat. And the contact seemed to paralyse every nerve in her body.




          "Because," he continued, leisurely, "the unknown does lie on the other side of that barrier—your unknown self, Strelsa—undiscovered as yet by me——"




          Her lips moved mechanically:




          "I wrote you—told you what I am."




          "Oh, that?" He laughed: "That was a mood. I don't think you know yourself——"




          "I do. I am what I wrote you."




          "Partly perhaps—partly a rather frightened girl, still quivering from a sequence of blows——"




          "Remembering all the other blows that have marked almost every year of my life!—But those would not count—if I were not selfish, dishonest, and a coward."




          His hand closed slightly over hers; for a moment or two the pressure left her restless, ill at ease; but she made no movement. And gradually the contact stirred something within her to vague response. A strange sense of rest subtly invaded her; and she remained silent and motionless, looking down at the still lake below.




          "What is the barrier?" he asked quietly.[Pg 223]




          "There is no barrier to your friendship—if you care to offer it, now that you know me."




          "But I don't know you. And I care for more than your friendship even after the glimpse I have had of you."




          "I—care only for friendship, Mr. Quarren."




          "Could you ever care for more?"




          "No.... I don't wish to.... There is nothing higher."




          "Could you—if there were?"




          But she remained silent, disturbed, troubled once more by the light weight of his hand over hers which seemed to be awaking again the new senses that his touch had discovered so long ago—and which had slumbered in her ever since. Was this acquiescence, this listless relaxation, this lassitude which was becoming almost painful—or sweet—she did not understand which—was this also a part of friendship? Was it a part of anything intellectual, spiritual, worthy?—this deepening emotion which, no longer vague and undefined, was threatening her pulses, her even breathing—menacing the delicate nerves in her hand so that already they had begun to warn her, quivering——




          She withdrew her hand, sharply, and straightened her shoulders with a little quick indrawn breath.




          "I've got to tell you something," she said abruptly—scarcely knowing what she was saying.




          "What, Strelsa?"




          "I'm going to marry Langly Sprowl. I've said I would."




          Perhaps he had expected it. For a few moments the smile on his face became fixed and white, then he said, cheerfully:[Pg 224]




          "I'm going to fight for you all the same."




          "What!" she exclaimed, crisply.




          "Fight hard, too," he added. "I'm on my mettle at last."




          "You have no chance, Mr. Quarren."




          "With—him?" He shrugged his contempt. "I don't consider him at all——"




          "I don't care to hear you speak that way!" she said, hotly.




          "Oh, I won't. A man's an ass to vilify his rival. But I wasn't even thinking of him, Strelsa. My fight is with you—with your unknown self behind that barrier. Garde à vous!"




          "I decline the combat, Monsieur," she said, trying to speak lightly.




          "Oh, I'm not afraid of you—the visible you that I'm looking at and which I know something about. That incarnation of Strelsa Leeds will fight me openly, fairly—and I have an even chance to win——"




          "Do you think so?" she said, lip between her teeth.




          "Don't you?"




          "No."




          "I do.... But it's your unknown self I'm afraid of, Strelsa. God alone knows what it may do to both of us."




          "There is no other self! What do you mean?"




          "There are two others—not this intellectual, friendly, kindly, visible self that offers friendship and accepts it—not even the occult, aloof, spiritual self that I sometimes see brooding in your gray eyes——"




          "There is no other!" she said, flushing and rising to her feet.




          "Is it dead?"[Pg 225]




          "It never lived!"




          "Then," he said coolly, "it will be born as sure as I stand here!—born to complete the trinity." He glanced out over the lake, then swung around sharply: "You are wrong. It has been born. And that unknown self is hostile to me; and I know it!"




          They walked toward the house together, silent for a while. Then she said: "I think we have talked some nonsense. Don't you?"




          "You haven't."




          "You're a generous boy; do you know it?"




          "You say so."




          "Oh, I'll cheerfully admit it. If you weren't you'd detest me—perhaps despise me."




          "Men don't detest or despise a hurt and frightened child."




          "But a selfish and cowardly woman? What does a man of your sort think of her?"




          "I don't know," he said. "Whatever you are I can't help loving you."




          She strove to laugh but her mouth suddenly became tremulous. After a while when she could control her lips she said:




          "I want to talk some more to you—and I don't know how; I don't even know what I want to say except that—that——"




          "What, Strelsa?"




          "Please be—kind to me." She smiled at him, but her lips still quivered.




          He said after a moment: "I couldn't be anything else."




          "Are you very sure?"




          "Yes."[Pg 226]




          "It means a great deal to me," she said.




          They reached the house, but the motor party had not yet returned. Tea was served to them on the veranda; the fat setter came and begged for tastes of things that were certain to add to his obesity; and he got them in chunks and bolted them, wagging.




          An hour later the telephone rang; it was Molly on the wire and she wanted to speak to Quarren. He could hear her laughing before she spoke:




          "Ricky dear?"




          "Yes."




          "Am I an angel or otherwise?"




          "Angel always—but why particularly at this instant?"




          "Stupid! Haven't you had her alone all the after-noon?"




          "Yes—you corker!"




          "Well, then!"




          "Molly, I worship you."




          "Et après?"




          "I'll double that! I adore you also!"




          "Content! What are you two doing?"




          "Strelsa and I have been taking tea."




          "Oh, is it 'Strelsa' already?"




          "Very unwillingly on her part."




          "It isn't 'Ricky,' too, is it?"




          "Alas! not yet!"




          "No matter. The child is horribly lonely and depressed. What do you think I've done, very cleverly?"




          "What?"




          "Flattered Jim and his driving until I induced him to take us all the way to North Linden. We can't possibly get back until dinner. But that's not all."[Pg 227]




          "What more, most wonderful of women?"




          "I've got him with us," she said with satisfaction. "I made Jim stop and pick him up. I knew he was planning to drop in on Strelsa. And I made it such a personal matter that he should come with us to see some fool horses at Acremont that he couldn't wriggle out of it particularly as Strelsa is my guest and he's rather wary of offending me. Now, Ricky, make the best of your time because the beast is dining with us. I couldn't avoid asking him."




          "Very well," said Quarren grimly.




          He went back to the veranda where Strelsa sat behind the tea-table in her frail pink gown looking distractingly pretty and demure.




          "What had Molly to say to you all that time?" she asked.




          "Was I long away?"




          "Yes, you were!"




          "I'm delighted you found the time too long——"




          "I did not say so! If you think it was short I shall warn Jim Wycherly how time flies with you and Molly.... Oh, dear! Is that a mosquito?"




          "I'm afraid it is," said Quarren.




          "Then indoors I go!" exclaimed Strelsa indignantly. "You may come with me or remain out here and be slowly assassinated."




          And she went in, rather hastily, calling to him to close the screen door.




          Quarren glanced around the deserted drawing-room. Through the bay-window late afternoon sunlight poured flooding the room with a ruddy glory.




          "I wonder if there's enough of this celestial radiance to make a new aureole for you?" he said.[Pg 228]




          "So my old one is worn out, is it?"




          "I meant to offer you a double halo."




          "You do say sweet things—for a rather obstinate young man," she said, flashing a laughing side glance at him. Then she walked slowly through the sunshine into the dimmer music-room, and found a seat at the piano. Her mood changed; she became gay, capricious, even a trifle imperative:




          "Please lean on the piano." He did so, inquiringly.




          "Otherwise," she said, "you'd have attempted to seat yourself on this bench; and there isn't room for both of us without crowding."




          "If you moved a little——"




          "But I won't," she said serenely, and dropped her slim hands on the key-board.




          She sang one or two modern songs, and he took second part in a pleasant, careless, but acceptable barytone.




          "The old ones are the best," she commented, running lightly through a medley ranging from "The Mikado" to "Erminie," the "Black Hussar," and "The Mascotte." They sang the "gobble duet" from the latter fairly well:


        




        

          "'The old ones are best.' she commented."


        




        

          She.


          


          "When on your manly form I gaze


          A sense of pleasure passes o'er me";


          
 He.


          


          "The murmured music of your voice


          Is sweeter far than liquid honey!"


        




        

          And so on through the bleating of his sheep and the gobbling of her turkeys until they could scarcely sing for laughing.




          [Pg 229]




          Then the mood of the absurd seized her; and she made him sing "Johnny Schmoker" with her until they could scarcely draw breath for the eternal refrain:




          "Kanst du spielen?"




          and the interminable list of musical instruments so easily mastered by that Teutonic musician.




          "I want to sing you a section of one of those imbecile, colourless, pastel-tinted and very precious Debussy things," she exclaimed; and did so, wandering and meandering on and on through meaningless mazes of sound until he begged for mercy and even had to stay her hands on the key-board with his own.




          She stopped then, pretending disappointment and surprise.




          "Very well," she said; "you'll have to match my performance with something equally imbecile"; and she composed herself to listen.




          "What shall I do that is sufficiently imbecile?" he asked gravely; "turn seven solemn handsprings?"




          "That isn't silly enough. Roll over on the rug and play dead."




          He prepared to do so but she wouldn't permit him:




          "No! I don't want to remember you doing such a thing.... All the same I believe you could do it and not lose—lose——"




          "Dignity?"




          "No—I don't know what I mean. Come, Mr. Quarren; I am waiting for you to do something silly."




          "Shall I say it or do it?"




          "Either."




          "Then I'll recite something very, very precious—subtly, intricately, and psychologically precious."[Pg 230]




          "Oh, please do!"




          "It's—it's about a lover."




          She blushed.




          "Do you mind?"




          "You are the limit! Of course I don't!"




          "It's about a lady, too."




          "Naturally."




          "And love—rash, precipitate, unwarranted, unrequited, and fatal love."




          "I can stand it if you can," she said with the faintest glimmer of malice in her smile.




          "All right. The title is: 'Oh, Love! Oh, Why?'"




          "A perfectly good title," she said gravely. "I alway says 'why?' to Love."




          So he bowed to her and began very seriously:


        




        

          "Oh, Lover in haste, beware of Fate!Wait for a moment while I relateA harrowing tragedy up to dateOf innate Hate.




          "A maiden rocked on her rocking-chair;Her store-curls stirred in the summer air;An amorous Fly espied her there,So rare and fair.




          "Before she knew where she was at,He'd kissed the maiden where she sat,And she batted him one which slapped him flatKer-spat! Like that!




          "Oh, Life! Oh, Death! Oh, swat-in-the-eye!Beyond the Bournes of the By-and-By,Spattered the soul of that amorous Fly.Oh, Love! Oh, Why?"[Pg 231]


        




        

          She pretended to be overcome by the tragic pathos of the poem:




          "I cannot bear it," she protested; "I can't endure the realism of that spattered soul. Why not let her wave him away and have him plunge headlong onto a sheet of fly-paper and die a buzzing martyr?"




          Then, swift as a weather-vane swinging from north to south her mood changed once more and softened; and her fingers again began idling among the keys, striking vague harmonies.




          He came across the room and stood looking down over her shoulder; and after a moment her hands ceased stirring, fell inert on the keys.




          A single red shaft of light slanted on the wall. It faded out to pink, lingered; and then the gray evening shadows covered it. The world outside was very still; the room was stiller, save for her heart, which only she could hear, rapid, persistent, beating the reveille.




          She heard it and sat motionless; every nerve in her was sounding the alarm; every breath repeated the prophecy; and she did not stir, even when his arm encircled her. Her head, fallen partly back, rested a moment against his shoulder: she met his light caress with unresponsive lips and eyes that looked up blindly into his.




          Then her face burned scarlet and she sprang up, retreating as he caught her slender hand:




          "No!—please. Let me go! This is too serious—even if we did not mean it——"




          "You know I mean it," he said simply.




          "You must not! You understand why!... And don't—again! I am not—I do not choose to—to allow—endure—such—things——"[Pg 232]




          He still held her by one hand and she stood twisting at it and looking at him with cheeks still crimson and eyes still a little dazed.




          "Please!" she repeated—and "please!" And she came toward him a step, and laid her other hand over the one that still held hers.




          "Won't you be kind to me?" she said under her breath. "Be kind to me—and let me go."




          "Am I unkind?"




          "Yes—yes! You know—you know how it is with me! Let me go my way.... I am going anyhow!" she added fiercely; "you can't check me—not for one moment!"




          "Check you from what, Strelsa?"




          "From—what I want out of life!—tranquillity, ease, security, happiness——"




          "Happiness?"




          "Yes—yes! It will be that! I don't need anything except what I shall have. I don't want anything else. Can't you understand? Do you think women feel as—as men do? Do you think the kind of love that men experience is also experienced by women? I don't want it; I don't require it! I've—I've always had a contempt for it—and I have still.... Anyway I have offered you the best that is in me to offer any man—friendship. That is the nearest I can come to love. Why can't you take it—and let me alone! What is it to you if I marry and find security and comfort and quiet and protection, as long as I give you my friendship—as long as I never swerve in it—as long as I hold you first among my friends—first among men if you wish! More I cannot offer you—I will not! Now let me go!"[Pg 233]




          "Your other self, fighting me," he said, half to himself.




          "No, I am! What do you mean by my other self! There is no other——"




          "Its lips rested on mine for a moment!"




          She blushed scarlet:




          "Is that what you mean!—the stupid, unworthy, material self——"




          "The trinity is incomplete without it."




          She wrenched her hand free, and stood staring at him breathing unevenly as though frightened.




          After a moment he began to pace the floor, hands dropped into his coat pockets, his teeth worrying his under lip:




          "I'm not going to give you up," he said. "I love you. Whatever is lacking in you makes no difference to me. My being poor and your being poor makes no difference either. I simply don't care—I don't even care what you think about it. Because I know that we will be worth it to each other—whether you think so or not. And you evidently don't, but I can't help that. If I'm any good I'll make you think as I do——"




          He swung on his heel and came straight up to her, took her in his arms and kissed her, then, releasing her, turned toward the window, his brows slightly knitted.




          Through the panes poured the sunset flood, bathing him from head to foot in ruddy light. He stared into the red West and the muscles tightened under his cheeks.




          "Can't you care?" he said, half to himself.




          She stood dumb, still cold and rigid with repulsion from the swift and almost brutal contact. That time nothing in her had responded. Vaguely she felt that[Pg 234] what had been there was now dead—that she never could respond again; that, from the lesser emotions, she was clean and free forever.




          "Can't you care for a man who loves you, Strelsa?" he said again, turning toward her.




          "Is that your idea of love?"




          He shook his head, hopelessly:




          "Oh, it's everything else, too—everything on earth—and afterward—everything—mind, soul and body—birth, life, death—sky and land and sea—everything that is or was or will be——"




          His hands clenched, relaxed; he made a gesture, half checked—looked up at her, looked long and steadily into her expressionless eyes.




          "You care for money, position, ease, security, tranquillity—more than for love; do you?"




          "Yes."




          "Is that true?"




          "Yes. Because, unless you mean friendship, I care nothing for love."




          "That is your answer."




          "It is."




          "Then there is something lacking in you."




          "Perhaps. I have never loved in the manner you mean. I do not wish to. Perhaps I am incapable of it.... I hope I am; I believe—I believe—" But she fell silent, standing with eyes lowered and the warm blood once more stinging her cheeks.




          Presently she looked up, calm, level-eyed:




          "I think you had better ask my forgiveness before you go."




          He shrugged:




          "Yes, I'll ask it if you like."[Pg 235]




          To keep her composure became difficult:




          "It is your affair, Mr. Quarren—if you still care to preserve our friendship."




          "Would a kiss shatter it?"




          She smiled:




          "A look, a word, the quiver of an eyelash is enough."




          "It doesn't seem to be very solidly founded, does it?"




          "Friendship is the frailest thing in the world—and the mightiest.... I am waiting for your decision."




          He walked up to her again, and she steeled herself, not knowing what to expect.




          "Will you marry me, Strelsa?"




          "No."




          "Why?"




          "Because I have told Mr. Sprowl that I will marry him."




          "Also because you don't love me; is that so?"




          She said tranquilly: "I can't afford to marry you. I wouldn't love you anyway."




          "Couldn't?"




          "Wouldn't," she said calmly; but her face was crimson.




          "Oh," he said under his breath—"you are capable of love."




          "I think not, Mr. Quarren; but I am very capable of hate."




          And, looking up, he saw it for an instant, clear in her eyes. Then it died out; she turned a trifle pale, walked to the window and stood leaning against it, one hand on the curtain.




          She did not seem to hear him when he came up behind her, and he touched her lightly on the arm:




          "I ask your forgiveness," he said.[Pg 236]




          "It is granted, Mr. Quarren."




          "Have I ruined our friendship?"




          "I don't know what you have done," she said wearily.




          A few moments later the motor arrived; Quarren turned on the electric lights in the room; Strelsa walked across to the piano and seated herself.




          She was playing rag-time when the motor party entered; Quarren came forward and shook hands with Chrysos Lacy and Sir Charles; Langly Sprowl passed him with a short nod, saying "How are you, Quarren?"—and kept straight on to Strelsa.




          "Rotten luck," he said in his full, careless voice; "I'd meant to ride over and chance a gallop with you but Wycherly picked me up and started on one of his break-neck tears.... What have you been up to all day?"




          "Nothing—Mr. Quarren came."




          "I see—showed him about, I expect."




          "A—little."




          "Are you feeling fit, Strelsa?"




          "Perfectly.... Why?"




          "You look a bit streaky——"




          "Thank you!"




          "'Pon my word you do—a bit under the weather, you know——"




          "Woman's only friend and protector—a headache," she said, gaily rattling off more rag-time. "Where did you go, Langly?"




          "To look over some silly horses——"




          "They're fine nags!" remonstrated Molly—"and I was perfectly sure that Langly would buy half a dozen."




          "Not I," said that hatchet-faced young man; and[Pg 237] into his sleek and restless features came a glimmer of shrewdness—the sly thrift that lurks in the faces of those who bargain much and wisely in petty wares. It must have been a momentary ancestral gleam from his rum-smuggling ancestors, for Langly Sprowl had never dealt in little things.




          Chrysos Lacy was saying: "It's adorable to see you again, Ricky. What is this we hear about you and Lord Dankmere setting up shop?"




          "It's true," he laughed. "Come in and buy an old master, Chrysos, at bargain prices."




          "I shall insist on Jim buying several," said Molly.




          Her husband laughed derisively:




          "When I can buy a perfectly good Wright biplane for the same money? Come to earth, Molly!"




          "You'll come to earth if you go sky-skating around the clouds in that horrid little Stinger, Jim," she said. "Why couldn't you take out the Stinger for a little exercise?"—turning to Sprowl.




          "I'm going to," said Sprowl in his full penetrating voice, not conscious that it required courage to risk a flight with the Stinger. Nobody had ever imputed any lack of that sort of courage to Langly Sprowl. He simply did not understand bodily fear.




          Strelsa glanced up at him from the piano:




          "It's rather risky, isn't it?"




          He merely stared at her out of his slightly protruding eyes as though she were speaking an unfamiliar language.




          "Jim," said Quarren, "would you mind taking me as a passenger?"




          Wycherly, reckless enough anyway, balked a little at the proposition:[Pg 238]




          "That Stinger is too light and too tricky I'm afraid."




          "Isn't she built for two?"




          "Well, I suppose she could get off the ground with you and me——"




          "All right; let's try her?"




          "Jim! I won't let you," said his wife.




          "Don't be silly, Molly. Rix and I are not going up if she won't take us——"




          "I forbid you to try! It's senseless!"




          Her husband laughed and finished his whisky and soda. Then twirling his motor goggles around his fingers he stood looking at Strelsa.




          "You're a pretty little peach," he said sentimentally, "and I'm sorry Molly is here or——"




          "Do you care?" laughed Strelsa, looking around at him over her shoulder. "I don't mind being adored by you, Jim."




          "Don't you, sweetness?"




          "Indeed I don't."




          Wycherly started toward her: Langly Sprowl, who neither indulged in badinage nor comprehended it in others, turned a perfectly expressionless face on his host, who said:




          "You old muffin head, did you ever smile in your life? You'd better try now because I'm going to take your best girl away from you!"




          Which bored Sprowl; and he turned his lean, narrow head away as a sleek and sinister dog turns when laughed at.




          Strelsa slipped clear of the piano and vanished, chased heavily by Wycherly.




          Molly said: "It's time to dress, good people.[Pg 239] Langly, your man is upstairs with your outfit. Come, Chrysos, dear—Rix, have you everything you want?" she added in a low voice as he stood aside for her to pass: "Have you everything, Ricky?"




          "Nothing," he said.




          "The little minx! Is it Langly?"




          "Yes."




          "Oh, dear, oh, dear!" And, aloud: "Jim! Do let Langly try out the Stinger to-morrow."




          Her husband, who had given up his search for Strelsa, said that Sprowl was welcome.




          People scattered to their respective quarters; Quarren walked slowly to his. Sprowl, passing with his mincing, nervous stride, said: "How's little Dankmere?"




          "All right," replied Quarren briefly.




          "Cheap little beggar," commented Sprowl.




          "He happens to be my partner," said the other.




          "He suits your business no doubt," said Sprowl with a contempt he took no pains to conceal—a contempt which very plainly included Quarren as well as the Earl and the picture business.




          Arrived at his door he glanced around to stare absently at Quarren. The latter said, pleasantly:




          "I don't suppose you meant to be offensive, Sprowl; you simply can't help it; can you?"




          "What?"




          "I mean, you can't help being a bounder. It's just in you, isn't it?"




          For a moment Sprowl's hatchet face was ghastly; he opened his mouth to speak, twice, then jerked open his door and disappeared.[Pg 240]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER X


        




        

          Quarren had been at Witch-Hollow three days when Dankmere called him on the long-distance telephone.




          "Do you want me to come back?" asked the young fellow. "I don't mind if you do; I'm quite ready to return——"




          "Not at all, my dear chap," said his lordship. "I fancied you might care to hear how matters are going in the Dankmere Galleries."




          "Of course I do, but I rather hoped nothing in particular would happen for a week or so——"




          "Plenty has. You know those experts of yours, Valasco, Drayton-Quinn, and that Hollander Van Boschoven. Well, they don't get on. Each has come to me privately, and in turn, and told me that the others were no good——"




          "Your rôle is to remain amiable and non-committal," said Quarren. "Let them talk——"




          "Valasco and Drayton-Quinn won't speak, and Van Boschoven has notified me that he declines to come to the house as long as either of the others are there."




          "Very well; arrange to have them there on different days."




          "I don't think Valasco will come back at all."




          "Why not?"[Pg 241]




          "Because—the fact is—I believe I practically—so to speak—hit him."




          "What!"




          "Fact, old chap."




          "Why?"




          "Well, he asked me if I knew more about anything than I did about pictures. I didn't catch his drift for about an hour—but then it came to me, and I got up out of my chair and walked over and punched his head. I don't think he'll come back, do you?"




          "No, I don't. What else have you been doing?" said Quarren angrily.




          "Nothing. One picture—the Raeburn portrait—has a bad hole in it."




          "How did it happen?"




          "Rather extraordinary thing, that! I was giving a most respectable card party—some ladies and gentlemen of sorts—from the Winter Garden I believe—and one of the ladies inadvertently shyed a glass at another lady——"




          "For Heaven's sake, Dankmere——"




          "Quite right old chap—my fault entirely—I won't do it again. But, do you know, the gallery already has become a most popular resort. People are coming and going all day—a lot of dealers among them I suspect—and there have been a number of theatrical people who want to hire pictures for certain productions to be staged next winter——"




          "We don't do that sort of thing!"




          "That's what I thought; but there was one very fetching girl who opens in 'Ancestors' next October——"




          "No, no, no!"[Pg 242]




          "Right-o! I'll tell her at luncheon.... I say, Quarren: Karl Westguard wants the gallery to-night. May I let him have it?"




          "Certainly. What for?"




          "Oh, some idea of his—I've forgotten what he said."




          "I believe I'd better come down," said Quarren bluntly.




          "Don't dream of it, old fellow. Everything is doing nicely. My respects to the fair. By-the-bye—anything in my line up there?"




          Quarren laughed:




          "I'm afraid not, Dankmere."




          "Very well," said the Earl, airily. "I'm not worrying now, you know. Good-bye, old sport!"




          And he rang off.




          Quarren meeting Molly in the hall said:




          "I think I'd better leave this afternoon. Dankmere is messing matters."




          "Are you going to run away?" she said in a low voice, glancing sideways at Strelsa who had just passed them wearing her riding habit.




          "Run away," he repeated, also lowering his voice. "From whom?"




          "From Langly Sprowl."




          He shrugged and looked out of the window.




          "It is running away," insisted his pretty hostess. "You have a chance I think."




          "Not the slightest."




          "You are wrong. Strelsa wept in her sleep all night. How does that strike you?"




          "Not over me," he said grimly; but added: "How do you know she did?"




          "Her maid told mine," admitted Molly shame[Pg 243]lessly. "Now if you are going to criticise my channels of information I'll remind you that Richelieu himself——"




          "Oh, Molly! Molly! What a funny girl you are!" he said, laughing. "You're a sweet, loyal little thing, too—but there's no use—" His face became expressionless, almost haggard—"there's no use," he repeated under his breath.




          Slowly, side by side, they walked out to the veranda, her hand resting lightly just within the crook of his arm, he, absent-mindedly filling his pipe.




          "Strelsa likes you," she said.




          "With all the ardour and devotion of a fish," he returned, coolly.




          "Rix?"




          "What?"




          "Do you know," said Molly, thoughtfully, "she is a sort of a fish. She has the emotions of a mollusc as far as your sex is concerned. Some women are that way—more women than men would care to believe.... Do you know, Ricky, if you'll let us alone, it is quite natural for us to remain indifferent to considerations of that sort?"




          She stood watching the young fellow busy with his pipe.




          "It's only when you keep at us long enough that we respond," she said. "Some of us are quickly responsive; it takes many of us a long while to catch fire. Threatened emotion instinctively repels many of us—the more fastidious among us, the finer grained and more delicately nerved, are essentially reserved. Modesty, pride, a natural aloofness, are as much a part of many women as their noses and fingers——"[Pg 244]




          "What becomes of modesty and pride when a girl marries for money?" he asked coolly.




          "Some women can give and accept in cold blood what it would be impossible for them to accord to a more intimate and emotional demand."




          "No doubt an ethical distinction," he said, "but not very clear to me."




          "I did not argue that such women are admirable or excusable.... But how many modern marriages in our particular vicinity are marriages of inclination, Ricky?"




          "You're a washed-out lot," he said—"you're satiated as schoolgirls. If you have any emotions left they're twisted ones by the time you are introduced. Most débutantes of your sort make their bow equipped for business, and with the experience of what, practically, has amounted to several seasons.




          "If any old-fashioned young girls remain in your orbit I don't know where to find them. Why, do you suppose any young girl, not yet out, would bother to go to a party of any sort where there was not champagne and a theatre-box and a supper in prospect? That's a fine comment on your children, Molly, but you know it's true and so does everybody who pretends to know anything about it."




          "You talk like Karl Westguard," she said, laughing. "Anyway, what has all this to do with you and Strelsa Leeds?"




          "Nothing." He shrugged. "She is part of your last word in social civilisation——"




          "She is a very normal, sensitive, proud girl, who has known little except unhappiness all her life, Rix—including two years of marital misery—two years of[Pg 245] horror.—And you forget that those two years were the result of a demand purely and brutally emotional—to which, a novice, utterly ignorant, she yielded—pushed on by her mother.... Please be fair to her; remember that her childhood was pinched with poverty, that her girlhood in school was a lonely one, embarrassed by lack of everything which her fashionable schoolmates had as matters of course.




          "She could not go to the homes of her schoolmates in vacation times, because she could not ask them, in turn, to her own. She was still in school when Reggie Leeds saw her—and misbehaved—and the poor little thing was sent home, guiltless but already half-damned. No wonder her mother chased Reggie Leeds half around the world dragging her daughter by the wrist!"




          "Did it make matters any better to force that drunken cad into a marriage?" asked Quarren coldly.




          "It makes another marriage possible for Strelsa."




          Quarren gazed out across the country where a fine misty rain was still falling. Acres of clover stretched away silvered with powdery moisture; robins and bluebirds covered the soaked lawns, and their excited call-notes prophesied blue skies.




          "It doesn't make any difference one way or the other," said Quarren, half to himself. "She will go on in the predestined orbit——"




          "Not if a stronger body pulls her out of it."




          "There is nothing to which she responds—except what I have not."




          "Make what you do possess more powerful, then."




          "What do I possess?"




          "Kindness. And also manhood, Ricky. Don't you?"[Pg 246]




          "Perhaps so—now—after a fashion.... But I am not the man who could ever attract her——"




          "Wake her, and find out."




          "Wake her?"




          "Didn't I tell you that many of us are asleep, and that few of us awake easily? Didn't I tell you that nobody likes to be awakened from the warm comfort and idle security of emotionless slumber?—that it is the instinct of many of us to resist—just as I hear my maid speak to me in the morning and then turn over for another forty winks, hating her!"




          They both laughed.




          "My maid has instructions to persist until I respond," said Molly. "Those are my instructions to you, also."




          "Suppose, after all, I were knocking at the door of an empty room?"




          "You must take your chances of course."




          There was a noise of horses on the gravel: Langly cantered up on a handsome hunter followed by a mounted groom leading Strelsa's mare.




          Sprowl dismounted and came up to pay his respects to Molly, scarcely troubling himself to recognise Quarren's presence, and turning his back to him immediately, although Molly twice attempted to include him in the conversation.




          Strelsa in the library, pulling on her gloves, was silent witness to a pantomime unmistakable; but her pretty lips merely pressed each other tighter, and she sauntered out, crop under one arm, with a careless greeting to Langly.


        




        

          "Strelsa in the library, pulling on her gloves, was silent witness to a pantomime unmistakable."


        




        

          He came up offering his hand and she took it, then[Pg 247] stood a moment in desultory conversation, facing the others so as to include Quarren.




          "I thought I overheard you say to Molly that you were going back to town this afternoon," she remarked, casting a brief glance in his direction.




          "I think I'd better go," he said, pleasantly.




          "A matter of business I suppose?" eyebrows slightly lifted.




          "In a way. Dankmere is alone, poor fellow."




          Molly laughed:




          "It is not good for man to be alone."




          Sprowl said:




          "There's a housemaid in my employ—she's saved something I understand. You might notify Dankmere—" he half wheeled toward Quarren, eyes slightly bulging without a shadow of expression on his sleek, narrow face.




          Molly flushed; Quarren glanced at Sprowl, amazed at his insolence out of a clear sky.




          "What?" he said slowly—then stepped back a pace as Strelsa passed close in front of him, apparently perfectly unconscious of any discord:




          "Will you get me a lump of sugar, Mr. Quarren? My mare must be pampered or she'll start that jiggling Kentucky amble and never walk one step."




          Quarren swung on his heel and entered the house; Molly, ignoring Strelsa, turned sharply on Sprowl:




          "If you are insolent to my guests you need not come here," she said briefly.




          Langly's restless eyes protruded; he glanced from Molly to Strelsa, then his indifferent gaze wandered over the landscape. It was plain that the rebuke had not made the slightest impression. Molly looked angrily at[Pg 248] Strelsa, but the latter, eyes averted, was gazing at her horse. And when Quarren came back with a handful of sugar she took it and, descending the steps, fed it, lump by lump to the two horses.




          Langly put her up, shouldered aside the groom, and adjusted heel-loop and habit-loop. Then he mounted, saluted Molly and followed Strelsa at a canter without even noticing his bridle.




          "What have you done to Langly?" asked Molly.




          "Characterised his bad manners the other day. It wasn't worth while; there's no money in cursing.... And I think, Molly dear, that I'll take an afternoon train——"




          "I won't let you," said his hostess. "I won't have you treated that way under my roof——"




          "It was outdoors, dear lady," said Quarren, smiling. "It's only his rudeness before you that I mind. Where is Sir Charles?"




          "Off with Chrysos somewhere on the river—there's their motor-launch, now.... Ricky!"




          "Yes."




          "I'm angry all through.... Strelsa might have said something—showed her lack of sympathy for Langly's remark by being a little more cordial to you.... I don't like it in her. I don't know whether I am going to like that girl or not——"




          "Nonsense. There was nothing for her to say or do——"




          "There was! She is a fish!—unless she gives Langly the dickens this morning.... Will you motor with Jim and me, Ricky dear?"




          "If you like."




          She did like. So presently a racing car was brought[Pg 249] around, Jim came reluctantly from the hangar, and away they tore into the dull weather now faintly illuminated by the prophecy of the sun.




          Everywhere the mist was turning golden; faint smears of blue appeared and disappeared through the vapours passing overhead. Then, all at once the sun's glaring lens played across the drenched meadows, and the shadows of tree and hedge and standing cattle streamed out across the herbage.




          In spite of the chains the car skidded dangerously at times; mud flew and so did water, and very soon Molly had enough. So they tore back again to the house, Molly to change her muddy clothes and write letters, her husband to return to his beloved Stinger, Quarren to put on a pair of stout shoes and heather spats and go wandering off cross-lots—past woodlands still dripping with golden rain from every leaf, past tiny streams swollen amber where mint and scented grasses swayed half immersed; past hedge and orchard and wild tangles ringing with bird music—past fields of young crops of every kind washed green and fresh above the soaking brown earth.




          Swallows settled on the wet road around every puddle; bluebirds fluttered among the fruit trees; the strident battle note of the kingbird was heard, the unlovely call of passing grackle, the loud enthusiasm of nesting robins. Everywhere a rain-cleansed world resounded with the noises of lesser life, flashed with its colour in a million blossoms and in the delicately brilliant wings hovering over them.




          Far away he could see the river and the launch, too, where Sir Charles and Chrysos Lacy were circling hither and thither at full speed. Once, across a distant hill,[Pg 250] two horses and their riders passed outlined against the sky; but even the eyes of a lover and a hater could not identify anybody at such a distance.




          So he strolled on, taking roads when convenient, fields when it suited him, neither knowing nor caring where he was going.




          Avoiding a big house amid brand-new and very showy landscape effects he turned aside into a pretty strip of woods; and presently came to a little foot-bridge over a stream.




          A man sat there, reading, and as Quarren passed, he looked up.




          "Is that you, Quarren?" he said.




          The young fellow stopped and looked down curiously at the sunken, unhealthy face, then, shocked, came forward hastily and shook hands.




          "Why, Ledwith," he said, "what are you doing here?—Oh, I forgot; you live here, don't you?"




          "That's my house yonder—or was," said the man with a slight motion of his head. And, after a moment: "You didn't recognise me. Have I changed much?"




          Quarren said: "You seem to have been—ill."




          "Yes; I have been. I'm ill, all right.... Will you have a seat for a few minutes—unless you are going somewhere in particular—or don't care to talk to me——"




          "Thank you." Quarren seated himself. It was his instinct to be gentle—even with such a man.




          "I haven't seen much of you, for a couple of years—I haven't seen much of anybody," said Ledwith, turning the pages of his book without looking at them. Then, furtively, his sunken eyes rested a moment on Quarren:[Pg 251]




          "You are stopping with——"




          "The Wycherlys."




          "Oh, yes.... I haven't seen them lately.... They are neighbours"—he waved his sickly coloured hand—"but I'm rather quiet—I read a good deal—as you see."—He moistened his bluish lips every few moments, and his nose seemed to annoy him, too, for he rubbed it continually.




          "It's a pretty country," said Quarren.




          "Yes—I thought so once. I built that house.... There's no use in my keeping up social duties," he said with another slinking glance at Quarren. "So I'm giving up the house."




          "Really."




          "Hasn't—you have heard so, haven't you?"




          He kept twitching his shoulders and shifting his place continually, and his fingers were never still, always at the leaves of his book or rubbing his face which seemed to itch; or he snapped them nervously and continuously as he jerked about in his seat.




          "I suppose," he said slyly, "people talk about me, Quarren."




          "Do you know anybody immune to gossip?" inquired Quarren, smiling.




          "No; that's true. But I don't care anything for people.... I read, I have my horses and dogs—but I'm going to move away. I told you that, didn't I?"




          "I believe you did."




          Ledwith stared at his book with lack-lustre eyes, then, almost imperceptibly shifted his gaze craftily askance:




          "There's no use pretending to you, Quarren; is there?"[Pg 252]




          Quarren said nothing.




          "You know all the gossip—all the dirty little faits divers of your world. And you're a sort of doctor and confidential——"




          "You're mistaken, Ledwith," he said pleasantly. "I'm done with it."




          "How do you mean?"




          "Why, that I've gone into a better business and I'm too busy to be useful and amusing any longer."




          Ledwith's dead eyes stared:




          "I heard you had dropped out—were never seen about. Is that true?"




          "Yes."




          "Found the game too rotten?"




          "Oh, no. It's no different from any other game—a mixture of the same old good and bad, with good predominating. But there's more to be had out of life in other games."




          "Yours is slipping phony pictures to the public, with Dankmere working as side partner, isn't it?"




          Quarren said pleasantly: "If you're serious, Ledwith, you're a liar."




          After a silence Ledwith said: "Do you think there's enough left of me to care what anybody calls me?"




          Quarren turned: "I beg your pardon, Ledwith; I had no business to make you such an answer."




          "Never mind.... In that last year—when I still knew people—and when they still knew me—you were very kind to me, Quarren."




          "Why not? You were always decent to me."




          Ledwith was now picking at his fingers, and Quarren saw that they were dreadfully scarred and maltreated.




          "You've always been kind to me," repeated Led[Pg 253]with, his extinct eyes fixed on space. "Other people would have halted at sight of me and gone the other way—or passed by cutting me dead.... You sat down beside me."




          "Am I anybody to refuse?"




          But Ledwith only blinked nervously down at his book, presently fell to twitching the uncut pages again.




          "Poems," he said—"scarcely what you'd think I'd wish to read, Quarren—poems of youth and love——"




          "You're young, Ledwith—if you cared to help yourself——"




          "Yes, if I cared—if I cared. In this book they all seem to care; youth and happiness care; sorrow and years still care. Listen to this:


        




        

          "'You who look forward through the shining tearsOf April's showersInto the sunrise of the coming yearsGolden with unborn flowers—I who look backward where the sunset lowersCounting November's hours!'


        




        

          "But—I don't care. I care no longer, Quarren."




          "That's losing your grip."




          He raised his ashy visage: "I'm trying to let go.... But it's slow—very slow—with a little pleasure—hell's own pleasure—" He turned his shoulder, fished something out of his pocket, and pulling back his cuff, bent over. After a few moments he turned around, calmly:




          "You've seen that on the stage I fancy."




          "Otherwise, also."




          "Quite likely. I've known a pretty woman—" He[Pg 254] ended with a weary gesture and dropped his head between his hands.




          "Quarren," he said, "there's only one hurt left in it all. I have two little children."




          Quarren was silent.




          "I suppose—it won't last—that hurt. They're with my mother. It was agreed that they should remain with her.... But it's the only hurt I feel at all now—except—rarely—when those damned June roses are in bloom.... She wore them a good deal.... Quarren, I'm glad it came early to me if it had to come.... Like yellow dogs unsuccessful men are the fastest breeders. The man in permanent hard luck is always the most prolific.... I'm glad there are no more children."




          His sunken eyes fell to the book, and, thinking of his wife, he read what was not written there—


        




        

          "Her loveliness with shame and with surpriseFroze my swift speech; she turning on my faceThe star-like sorrows of immortal eyes,Spoke slowly.




          "'I had great beauty; ask thou not my name;No one can be more wise than destiny.Many drew swords and died. Where'er I cameI brought calamity.'"


        




        

          Quarren bit his lip and looked down at the sunlit brook dancing by under the bridge in amber beauty.




          Ledwith said musingly: "I don't know who it might have been if it had not been Sprowl. It would have been somebody!... The decree has been made absolute."




          Quarren looked up.[Pg 255]




          "She's coming back here soon, now. I've had the place put in shape for her."




          After a silence Quarren rose and offered his hand.




          Ledwith took it: "I suppose I shall not see you again?"




          "I'm going to town this afternoon. Good-bye."




          Looking back at the turn of the path he saw Ledwith, bent nearly double, terribly intent on his half-bared arm.




          Returning in time for luncheon he encountered Sir Charles fresh from the river, and Chrysos prettily sun-burned, just entering the house.




          "We broke down," said the girl; "I thought we'd never get back, but Sir Charles is quite wonderful and he mended that very horrid machinery with the point of a file. Think of it, Ricky!—the point of a file!"




          Sir Charles laughed and explained the simplicity of the repairs; and Chrysos, not a whit less impressed, stared at him out of her pretty golden eyes with a gaze perilously resembling adoration.




          Afterward, by the bay-window upstairs, Quarren said lightly to Molly:




          "How about the little Lacy girl and the Baronet?"




          "She's an idiot," said Molly, shortly.




          "I'm afraid she is."




          "Of course she is. I wish I hadn't asked her. Why, she goes about like a creature in a trance when Sir Charles is away.... I don't know whether to say anything to her or whether to write to her mother. She's slated for Roger O'Hara."




          "I don't suppose her parents would object to Sir Charles," said Quarren, smiling.[Pg 256]




          "That's why I hesitate to write. Sir Charles is in love with Strelsa; anybody can see that and everybody knows it. And it isn't likely that a child like Chrysos could swerve him."




          "Then you'd better send him or her away, hadn't you?"




          "I don't know what to do," said Molly, vexed. "June is to be quiet and peaceful at Witch-Hollow, and Sir Charles wanted to be here and Mrs. Lacy asked me to have Chrysos because she needed the quiet and calm. And look what she's done!"




          "It's probably only a young girl's fancy."




          "Then it ought to be nipped in the bud. But her mother wants her here and Sir Charles wants to be here and if I write to her mother she'll let her remain anyway. I'm cross, Ricky. I'm tired, too—having dictated letters and signed checks until my head aches. Where have you been?"




          "Prowling."




          "Well, luncheon is nearly ready, and Strelsa isn't back. Are you going to New York this afternoon?"




          "Yes."




          "Please don't."




          "I think it's better," he said lightly.




          "All right. Run away if you want to. Don't say another word to me; I'm irritated."




          Luncheon was not very gay; Chrysos adored Sir Charles in silence, but so sweetly and unobtrusively that the Baronet was totally unaware of it. Molly, frankly out of temper, made no effort of any sort; her husband in his usual rude health and spirits talked about the Stinger to everybody. Strelsa, who had arrived late, and whose toilet made her later still, seemed inclined[Pg 257] to be rather cheerful and animated, but received little encouragement from Molly.




          However, she chatted gaily with Sir Charles and with Quarren, and after luncheon invited Sir Charles to read to her and Chrysos, which the grave and handsome Englishman did while they swung in old-fashioned hammocks under the maple trees, enjoying the rare treat of hearing their own language properly spoken.




          Molly had a book to herself on the veranda—the newest and wickedest of French yellow-covered fiction; her husband returned to the Stinger; Quarren listened to Sir Charles for a while, then without disturbing the reading, slipped quietly off and wandered toward the kennels.




          Here for a while he caressed the nervous, silky Blue Beltons, then strolled on toward the hemlock woods, a morning paper, still unread, sticking out of his pocket.




          When he came to the rustic seat which was his objective, he lighted his pipe, unfolded the paper, and forced his attention on the first column.




          How long he had been studying the print he did not know when, glancing up at the sound of footsteps on the dry leaves, he saw Strelsa coming in his direction. He could see her very plainly through the hemlocks from where he sat but she could not as yet see him. Then the fat waddling dog ahead of her, barked; and he saw the girl stop short, probably divining that the rustic seat was occupied.




          For a few moments she stood there, perhaps waiting for her dog to return; but that fat sybarite had his chin on Quarren's knees; and, presently, Strelsa moved forward, slowly, already certain who it was ahead of her.[Pg 258]




          Quarren rose as she came around the curve in the path:




          "If you don't want me here I'm quite willing to retire," he said, pleasantly.




          "That is a ridiculous thing to say," she commented. Then she seated herself and motioned him to resume his place.




          "I was rather wondering," she continued, "whether I'd see you before you leave."




          "Oh, are you driving this afternoon?"




          "No."




          "Then I should certainly have looked for you and made my adieux."




          "Would you have remembered to do it?"




          He laughed:




          "What a question! I might possibly forget my own name, but not anything concerning you."




          She looked down at the paper lying between them on the bench, and, still looking down, said slowly:




          "I am sorry for what Langly did this morning.... He has expressed his contrition to me——"




          "That is all right as long as he doesn't express it to me," interrupted Quarren, bluntly.




          "He means to speak to you——"




          "Please say to him that your report of his mental anguish is sufficient."




          "Are you vindictive, Mr. Quarren?" she asked, reddening.




          "Not permanently. But I either like or I dislike. So let the incident close quietly."




          "Very well—if you care to humiliate me—him——"




          "Dear Mrs. Leeds, he isn't going to be humiliated,[Pg 259] because he doesn't care. And you know I wouldn't humiliate you for all the world——"




          "You will unless you let Langly express his formal regrets to you——"




          He looked up at her:




          "Would that make it easier for you?"




          "I—perhaps—please do as you see fit, Mr. Quarren."




          "Very well," he said quietly.




          He caressed the dog's head where it lay across his knees, and looked out over the water. Breezes crinkled the surface in every direction and wind-blown dragon-flies glittered like swift meteors darting athwart the sun.




          She said in a low voice: "I hope your new business venture will be successful."




          "I know you do. It is very sweet of you to care."




          "I care—greatly.... As much as I—dare."




          He laughed: "Don't you dare care about me?"




          She bit her lip: "I have found it slightly venturesome on one or two occasions."




          "So you don't really dare express your kindly regard for me fearing I might again mistake it for something deeper." He was still laughing, and she lifted her gray eyes in silence for a moment, then:




          "There is nothing in the world deeper than my regard for you—if you will let it be what it is, and seek to make nothing less spiritual out of it."




          "Do you mean that?" he asked, his face altering.




          "Mean it? Why of course I do, Mr. Quarren."




          "I thought I spoiled that for both of us," he said.




          "I didn't say so. I told you that I didn't know[Pg 260] what you had done. I've had time to reflect. It—our friendship isn't spoiled—if you still value it."




          "I value it above everything in the world, Strelsa."




          There was a silence. The emotion in his face and voice was faintly reflected in hers.




          "Then let us have peace," she said unsteadily. "I have—been—not very happy since you—since we——"




          "I know. I've been utterly miserable, too." He lifted one of her hands and kissed it, and she changed colour but left her hand lying inert in his.




          "Do you mind?" he asked.




          "N-no."




          He laid his lips to her fingers again; she stirred uneasily, then rested her other arm on the back of the seat and shaded her eyes.




          "I think—you had better not—touch me—any more—" she said faintly.




          "Is it disagreeable?"




          "Yes—n-no.... It is—it has nothing to do with friendship—" she looked up, flushed, curious: "Why do you always want to touch me, Mr. Quarren?"




          "Did you never caress a flower?"




          "Rix!"—she caught her breath as his name escaped her for the first time, and he saw her face surging in the loveliest colour. "It was your nonsensical answer!—I—it took me by surprise ... and I ask your pardon for being stupid.... And—may I have my hand? I use it occasionally."




          He quietly reversed it, laid his lips to the palm, and released her fingers.




          "Strelsa," he said, "I'm coming back into the battle again."




          "Then I am sorry I forgave you."[Pg 261]




          "Are you?"




          "Yes, I am. Yes, yes, yes! Why can't you be to me what I wish to be to you? Why can't you be what I want—what I need——"




          "Do you know what you need?"




          "Yes, I——"




          "No, you don't. You need to love—and to be loved. You don't know it, but you do!"




          "That is a—a perfectly brutal thing to say——"




          "Does it sound so to you?"




          "Yes, it does! It is brutal—common, unworthy of you and of me——"




          He took both her hands in a grip that almost hurt her:




          "Can't you have any understanding, any sympathy with human love? Can't you? Doesn't a man's love mean anything to you but words? Is there anything to be ashamed of in it?—merely because nothing has ever yet awakened you to it?"




          "Nothing ever will," she said steadily. "The friendship you can have of me is more than love—cleaner, better, stronger——"




          "It isn't strong enough to make you renounce what you are planning to do!"




          "No."




          "Yet love would be strong enough to make you renounce anything!"




          She said calmly: "Call it by its right name. Yes, they say its slaves become irresponsible. I know nothing about it—I could not—I will not! I loathe and detest any hint of it—to me it is degrading—contemptible——"




          "What are you saying?"[Pg 262]




          "I am telling you the truth," she retorted, pale, and breathing faster. "I'm telling you what I know—what I have learned in a bitter school—during two dreadful years——"




          "That!"




          "Yes, that! Now you know! Now perhaps you can understand why I crave friendship and hold anything less in horror! Why can't you be kind to me? You are the one man I could ask it of—the only man I ever saw who seemed fitted to give me what I want and need, and to whom I could return what he gave me with all my heart—all my heart——"




          She bowed her face over the hands which he still held; suddenly he drew her close into his arms; and she rested so, her head against his shoulder.




          "I won't talk to you of love any more," he whispered. "You poor little girl—you poor little thing. I didn't realise—I don't want to think about it——"




          "I don't either," she said. "You will be kind to me, won't you?"




          "Of course—of course—you little, little girl. Nobody is going to find fault with you, nobody is going to blame you or be unkind or hurt you or demand anything at all of you or tell you that you make mistakes. People are just going to like you, Strelsa, and you needn't love them if you don't want to. You shall feel about everything exactly as you please—about Tom, Dick, and Harry and about me, too."




          Her hot face against his shoulder was quivering.




          "There," he whispered—"there, there—you little, little girl. That's all I want of you after all—only what you want of me. I don't wish to marry you if you don't wish it; I won't—I perhaps couldn't really love[Pg 263] you very deeply if you didn't respond. I shall not bother you any more—or worry or nag or insist. What you do is right as far as I am concerned; what you offer I take; and whenever you find yourself unable to respond to anything I offer, say so fearlessly—look so, even, and I'll understand. Is all well between us now, Strelsa?"




          "Yes.... You are so good.... I wanted this.... You don't mean anything, do you by—by your arm around me——"




          "No more than your face against my shoulder means." He smiled—"Which I suppose signifies merely that you feel very secure with me."




          "I—begin to.... Will you let me?"




          "Yes.... Do you feel restless? Do you want to lift your head?"




          She moved a little but made no reply. He could see only the full, smooth curve of her cheek against his shoulder. It was rather colourless.




          "I believe you are worn out," he said.




          "I have not rested for weeks."




          "On account of that Trust business?"




          "Yes.... But I was tired before that—I had done too much—lived too much—and I've felt as though I were being hunted for so long.... And then—I was unhappy about you."




          "Because I had joined in the hunt," he said.




          "You were different, but—you made me feel that way, too—a little——"




          "I understand now."




          "Do you really?"




          "Yes. It's been a case of men following, crowding after you, urging, importuning you to consider their[Pg 264] desires—to care for them in their own way—all sorts I suppose, sad and sentimental, eager and exacting, head-long and boisterous—all at you constantly to give them what is not in you to give—what has never been awakened—what lies stunned, crippled, perhaps mangled in its sleep——"




          "Killed," she whispered.




          "Perhaps." He raised his eyes and looked absently out across the sparkling water. Sunlight slanted on his shoulder and her hair, gilding the nape of her white neck where the hair grew blond and fine as a child's. And like a child, still confused by memories of past terror, partly quieted yet still sensitive to every sound or movement, Strelsa lay close to the arm that sheltered her, thinking, wondering that she could endure it, and all the while conscious that the old fear of him was no longer there.




          "Do you—know about me?" she asked in a still, low voice.




          "About the past?"




          "About my marriage."




          "Yes."




          "Everything?"




          "Some things."




          "You know what the papers said?"




          "Yes.... Don't speak of it—unless you care to, Strelsa."




          "I want to.... Do you know this is the first time?"




          "Is it?"




          "The first time I have ever spoken of it to anybody.... As long as my mother lived I did not once speak of it to her."[Pg 265]




          She rested in silence for a while, then:




          "Could I tell you?"




          "My dear, my dear!—of course you can."




          "I—it's been unsaid so long—there was nobody to tell it to. I've done my best to forget it—and for days I seem to forget it. But sometimes when I wake at night it is there—the horror of it—the terror sinking deeper into my breast.... I was very young. You knew that?"




          "Yes."




          "You knew my mother had very slender means?"




          "Yes."




          "I wouldn't have cared; I was an imaginative child—and could have lived quite happy with my fancies on very, very little.... I was a sensitive and affectionate child—inclined to be demonstrative. You wouldn't believe it, would you?"




          "I can understand it."




          "Can you? It's odd because I have changed so.... I was quite romantic about my mother—madly in love with her.... There is nothing more to say.... In boarding-school I was perfectly aware that I was being given the best grooming that we could afford. Even then romance persisted. I had the ideas of a coloured picture-book concerning men and love and marriage. I remember, as a very little child, that I had a picture-book showing Cinderella's wedding. It was a very golden sort of picture. It coloured my ideas long after I was grown up."




          She moved her head a little, looked up for an instant and smiled; but at his answering smile she turned her cheek to his shoulder, hastily, and lay silent for a while. Presently she continued in a low voice:[Pg 266]




          "It was when we were returning for the April vacation—and the platform was crowded and some of the girls' brothers were there. There were two trains in—and much confusion—I don't know how I became separated from Miss Buckley and my schoolmates—I don't know to this day how I found myself on the Baltimore train, and Gladys Leeds's brother laughing and talking and the train moving faster and faster.... There is no use saying any more. I was as ignorant as I was innocent—a perfect little fool, frightened, excited, even amused by turns.... He had been attentive to me. We both were fools. Only finally I became badly scared and he talked such nonsense—and I managed to slip away from him and board the train at Baltimore as soon as we arrived there.... If he hadn't found me and returned to New York with me, it might not have been known. But we were recognised on the train and—it was a dreadful thing for me when I arrived home after midnight...."




          She fell silent; once or twice he looked down at her and saw that her eyes were closed. Then, with a quick, uneven breath:




          "I think you know the rest, don't you?"




          "I think so."




          But she went on in a low, emotionless voice: "I was treated like a damaged gown—for which depreciation in value somebody was to be made responsible. I suffered; days and nights seemed unreal. There were lawyers; did you know it?"




          "No."




          "Yes," she said wearily, "it was a bad dream—my mother, others—his family—many people strange and familiar passed through it. Then we travelled; I saw[Pg 267] nothing, feeling half dead.... We were married in the Hawaiian Islands."




          "I know."




          "Then—the two years began."




          After a long while she said again: "That was the real nightmare. I passed through the depths as in a trance. There was nothing lower, not even hell.... We travelled in Europe, Africa, and India for two years.... I scarcely remember a soul I saw or one single object. And then—that happened."




          "I know, dear."




          A slight shudder passed over her:




          "I've told you," she whispered—"I've told you at last. Shall I tell you more?"




          "Not unless——"




          "I don't know whether I want to—about the gendarmes—and that terrible woman who screamed when they touched her with the handcuffs—and how ill I was——"




          She had begun to tremble so perceptibly that Quarren's arm tightened around her; and presently she became limp and motionless.




          "This—what I have told you—is a very close bond between us, isn't it?" she said.




          "Very close, Strelsa."




          "Was I much to blame?"




          "No."




          "How much?"




          "You should have left him long before."




          "Why, he was my husband! I had made a contract; I had to keep it and make the best of it."




          "Is that your idea?"




          "That was all I could see to do about it."[Pg 268]




          "Don't you believe in divorce?"




          "Yes; but I thought he'd be killed; I thought he was a little insane. If he'd been well mentally and merely cruel and brutal I would have left him. But one can't abandon a helpless person."




          "Every word you utter," he said, "forges a new link in my love for you."




          "You don't mean—love?"




          "We mean the same I think—differing only in degree."




          "Thank you. That is nice of you."




          He nodded, smiling to himself; then, graver:




          "Is your little fortune quite gone, Strelsa?"




          "All gone—all of it."




          "I see.... And something has got to be done."




          "You know it has.... And I'm old before my time—tired, worn out. I can't work—I have no heart, no courage. My heart and strength were burnt out; I haven't the will to struggle; I have no capacity to endure. What am I to do?"




          "Not what you plan to do."




          "Why not? As long as I need help—and the best is offered——"




          "Wouldn't you take less—and me?"




          "Oh, Rix! I couldn't use you!"




          She turned and looked up at him, blushed, and dis-engaged herself from his arm.




          "I—I—you are my friend. I couldn't do that. I have nothing to give anybody—not even you." She smiled, tremulously—"And I suspect that as far as your fortune is concerned, you can offer me little more.... But it's sweet of you. You aregenerous, having so little and wishing to share it with me——"[Pg 269]




          "Could you wait for me, Strelsa?"




          "Wait? You mean until you become wealthy? Why, you dear boy, how can I?—even if it were a certainty."




          "Can't you hold on for a couple of years?"




          "Please tell me how? Why, I can't even pay my attorneys until I sell my house."




          He bit his lip and frowned at the sunlit water.




          "Besides," she said, "I haven't anything to offer you that I haven't already given you——"




          "I ask no more."




          "Oh, but you do!"




          "No, I want only what you want, Strelsa—only what you have to offer of your own accord."




          They fell silent, leaning forward on their knees, eyes absent, remote.




          "I don't see how it can be done; do you?" she said.




          "If you could wait——"




          "But Rix; I've told him that I would marry him."




          "Does that count?"




          "Yes—I don't know. I don't know how dishonest I might be.... I don't know what is going to happen. I'm so poor, Rix—you don't realise—and I'm tired and sad—old before my time—perplexed, burnt out——"




          She rested her head on one slender curved hand and closed her eyes. After a while she opened them with a weary smile.




          "I'll try to think—after you are gone.... What time does your train leave?"




          He glanced at his watch and rose; and she sprang up, too:




          "Have I kept you too long?"[Pg 270]




          "No; I can make it. We'll have to walk rather fast——"




          "I'd rather you left me here."




          "Would you? Then—good-bye——"




          "Good-bye.... Will you come up again?"




          "I'll try."




          "Shall we write?"




          "Will you?"




          "Yes. I have so much to say, now that you are going. I am glad you came. I am glad I told you everything. Please believe that my heart is enlisted in your new enterprise; that I pray for your success and welfare and happiness. Will you always remember that?"




          "Yes, dear."




          "Then—I mustn't keep you a moment longer. Good-bye."




          "Good-bye."




          They stood a moment, neither stirring; then he put his arms around her; she touched his shoulder once more, lightly with her cheek—a second's contact; then he kissed her clasped hands and was gone.[Pg 271]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER XI


        




        

          Quarren arrived in town about twilight. Taxis were no longer for him nor he for them. Suit-case and walking-stick in hand, he started up Lexington Avenue still excited and exhilarated from his leave-taking with Strelsa. An almost imperceptible fragrance seemed to accompany him, freshening the air around him in the shabby streets of Ascalon; the heat-cursed city grew cooler, sweeter for her memory. Through the avenue's lamp-lit dusk passed the pale ghosts of Gath and the phantoms of the Philistines, and he thought their shadowy forms moved less wearily; and that strange faces looked less wanly at him as they grew out of the night—"clothed in scarlet and ornaments of gold"—and dissolved again into darkness.




          Still thrilled, almost buoyant, he walked on, passing the high-piled masonry of the branch Post-Office and the Central Palace on his left. Against high stars the twin Power-House chimneys stood outlined in steel; on the right endless blocks of brown-stone dwellings stretched northward, some already converted into shops where print-sellers, dealers in old books, and here and there antiquaries, had constructed show-windows.




          Firemen lounged outside the Eighth Battalion quarters; here and there a grocer's or wine-seller's windows remained illuminated where those who were neither well-[Pg 272]to-do nor very poor passed to and fro with little packages which seemed a burden under the sultry skies.




          At last, ahead, the pseudo-oriental towers of a synagogue varied the flat skyline, and a moment later he could see the New Thought Laundry, the Tonsorial Drawing Rooms, the Undertaker's discreetly illuminated windows, and finally the bay-window of his own recent Real-Estate office, now transmogrified into the Dankmere Galleries of Old Masters, Fayre and Quarren, proprietors.




          The window appeared to be brilliantly illuminated behind the drawn curtains; and Quarren, surprised and vexed, concluded that the little Englishman was again entertaining. So it perplexed and astonished him to find the Earl sitting on the front steps, his straw hat on the back of his head, smoking. At the same moment from within the house a confused and indescribable murmur was wafted to his ears as though many people were applauding.




          "What on earth is going on inside?" he asked, bewildered.




          "You told me over the telephone that Karl Westguard might have the gallery for this evening," said the Englishman calmly. "So I let him have it."




          "What did he want of it? Who has he got in there?"—demanded Quarren as another ripple of applause sounded from within.




          Dankmere thought a moment: "I really don't know the audience, Quarren—they're not a very fragrant lot."




          "What audience? Who are they?"




          "You Americans would call them a 'tough-looking[Pg 273] bunch—except Westguard and Bleecker De Groot and Mrs. Caldera——"




          "Cyrille Caldera and De Groot! What's that silly old Dandy doing down here?"




          "Diffusing sweetness and light among the unwashed; telling them that there are no such things as classes, that wealth is no barrier to brotherhood, that the heart of Fifth Avenue beats as warmly and guilelessly as the heart of Essex Street, and that its wealth-burdened inhabitants have long desired to fraternise with the benchers in Paradise Park."




          "Who put Westguard up to this?" asked Quarren, aghast.




          "De Groot. Karl is writing a levelling novel calculated to annihilate caste. The Undertaker next door furnished the camp-chairs; the corner grocer the collation; Westguard, Mrs. Caldera, and Bleecker De Groot the mind-food. Go in and look 'em over."




          The front door was standing partly open; the notes of a piano floated through; a high and soulful tenor voice was singing "Perfumes of Araby," but Quarren did not notice any as he stepped inside.


        




        

          "A high and soulful tenor was singing 'Perfumes of Araby.'"


        




        

          Not daring to leave his suit-case in the hallway he kept on along the passage to the extension where the folding doors were locked. Here he deposited his luggage, locked the door, then walked back to the front parlour and, unobserved, slipped in, seating himself among the battered derelicts of the rear row.




          A thin, hirsute young man had just finished scattering the perfumes of Araby; other perfumes nearly finished Quarren; but he held his ground and gazed grimly at an improvised platform where sat in a half-circle and in full evening dress, Karl Westguard, Cyrille Caldera[Pg 274] and Bleecker De Groot. Also there was a table supporting a Calla lily.




          Westguard was saying very earnestly: "The world calls me a novelist. I am not! Thank Heaven, I aspire to something loftier. I am not a mere scribbler of fiction; I am a man with a message—a plain, simple, earnest, warm-hearted humanitarian who has been roused to righteous indignation by the terrible contrast in this miserable city between wealth and poverty——"




          "That's right," interrupted a hoarse voice; "it's all a con game, an' the perlice is into it, too!"




          "T'hell wit te bulls! Croak 'em!" observed another gentleman thickly.




          Westguard, slightly discountenanced by the significant cheers which greeted this sentiment, introduced Bleecker De Groot; and the rotund old Beau came jauntily forward, holding out both immaculate hands with an artlessly comprehensive gesture calculated to make the entire East Side feel that it was reposing upon his beautifully laundered bosom.




          "Ah, my friends!" cried De Groot, "if you could only realise how great is the love for humanity within my breast!—If you could only know of the hours and days and even weeks that I have devoted to solving the problems of the poor!




          "And I have solved them—every one. And this is the answer!"—grasping dauntlessly at a dirty hand and shaking it—"this!" seizing another—"and this, and this! And now I ask you, what is this mute answer which I have given you?"




          "De merry mitt," said a voice, promptly. Mr. De Groot smiled with sweetness and indulgence.




          "I apprehend your quaint and trenchant vernacu[Pg 275]lar," he said. "It is the 'merry mitt'—the 'glad glove,' the 'happy hand'! Fifth Avenue clasps palms with Doyers Street——"




          "Ding!" said a weary voice, "yer in wrong, boss. It's nix f'r the Tongs wit us gents. We transfer to Avenue A."




          Mr. De Groot merely smiled indulgently. "The rich," he said, "are not really happy." His plump, highly coloured features altered; presently a priceless tear glimmered in his monocle eye; and he brushed it away with a kind of noble pity for his own weakness.




          "Dear, dear friends," he said tremulously, "believe me—oh, believe me that the rich are not happy! Only the perspiring labourer knows what is true contentment. The question of poverty is a great social question. With me it is a religion. Oh, I could go on forever on this subject, dear friends, and talk on and on and on——"




          Emotion again checked him—or perhaps he had lost the thread of his discourse—or possibly he had attained its limit—but he filled it out by coming down from the platform and shaking hands so vigorously that the gardenia in his lapel presently fell out.




          Cyrille Caldera rose, fresh and dainty and smiling, and discoursed single-tax and duplex tenements, getting the two subjects mixed but not minding that. Also she pointed at the Calla lily and explained that the lily was the emblem of purity. Which may have had something to do with something or other.




          Then Westguard arose once more and told them all about the higher type of novel he was writing for humanity's sake, and became so interested and absorbed in[Pg 276] his own business that the impatient shuffling of shabby feet on the floor alone interrupted him.




          "Has anybody," inquired De Groot, sweetly, "any vital question to ask—any burning inquiry of deeper, loftier import, which has perhaps long remained unanswered in his heart?"




          A gentleman known usually as "Mike the Mink" arose and indicated with derisive thumb a picture among the Dankmere collection, optimistically attributed to Correggio:




          "Is that Salome, mister?" he inquired with a leer.




          De Groot looked at the canvas, slightly startled.




          "No, my dear friend; that is a picture painted hundreds of years ago by a great Italian master. It is called 'Danaë.' Jupiter, you know, came to her in a shower of gold——"




          "They all have to come across with it," remarked the Mink.




          Somebody observed that if the police caught the dago who painted it they'd pinch him.




          To make a diversion, and with her own fair hands, Cyrille Caldera summoned the derelicts to sandwiches and ginger-ale; and De Groot, dashing more unmanly moisture from his monocle, went about resolutely shaking hands, while Westguard and the hirsute young man sang "Comrades" with much feeling.




          Quarren, still unrecognised, edged his way out and rejoined Dankmere on the front stoop. Neither made any comment on the proceedings.




          Later the derelicts, moodily replete, shuffled forth into the night, herded lovingly by De Groot, still shaking hands.




          From the corner of the street opposite, Quarren and[Pg 277] Dankmere observed their departure, and, later, they beheld De Groot and Mrs. Caldera slip around the block and discreetly disappear into a 1912 touring-car with silver mountings and two men in livery on the box.




          Westguard, truer to his principles, took a tram and Quarren and the Earl returned to their gallery with mixed emotions, and opened every window top and bottom.




          "It's all right in its way, I suppose," said Quarren. "Probably De Groot means well, but there's no conversation possible between a man who has just dined rather heavily, and a man who has no chance of dining at all."




          "Like preaching Christ to the poor from a Fifth Avenue pulpit," said Dankmere, vaguely.




          "How do you mean?"




          "A church on a side street would seem to serve the purpose. And the poor need the difference."




          "I don't know about those matters."




          "No; I don't either. It's easy, cheap, and popular to knock the clergy.... Still, somehow or other, I can't seem to forget that the disciples were poor—and it bothers me a lot, Quarren."




          Quarren said: "Haven't you and I enough to worry us concerning our own morals?"




          Dankmere, who had been closing up and piling together the Undertaker's camp-chairs, looked around at the younger man.




          "What did you say?" he asked.




          "I said that probably you and I would find no time left to criticise either De Groot or the clergy, if we used our leisure in self-examination."




          His lordship went on piling up chairs. When he finished he started wandering around, hands in his pock[Pg 278]ets. Then he turned out all the electric lamps, drew the bay-window curtains wide so that the silvery radiance from the arc-light opposite made the darkness dimly lustrous.




          A little breeze stirred the hair on Quarren's forehead; Dankmere dropped into the depths of an armchair near him. For a while they sat together in darkness and silence, then the Englishman said abruptly:




          "You've been very kind to me."




          Quarren glanced up surprised.




          "Why not?"




          "Because nobody else has any decent words to say to me or of me."




          Quarren, amused, said: "How do you know that I have, Dankmere?"




          "A man knows some things. For example, most people take me for an ass—they don't tell me so but I know it. And if they don't take me for an ass they assume that I'm something worse—because I have a title of sorts, no money, an inclination for the stage and the people who make a living out of it."




          "Also," Quarren reminded him, "you are looking for a wealthy wife."




          "God bless my soul! Am I the only chap in America who happens to be doing that?"




          "No; but you're doing it conspicuously."




          "You mean I'm honest about it?"




          Quarren laughed: "Anyway perhaps that's one reason why I like you. At first I also thought it was merely stupidity."




          Dankmere crossed his short legs and lighted his pipe:




          "The majority of your better people have managed[Pg 279] not to know me. I've met a lot of men of sorts, but they draw the line across their home thresholds—most of them. Is it the taint of vaudeville that their wives sniff at, or my rather celebrated indigence?"




          "Both, Dankmere—and then some."




          "Oh, I see. Many thanks for telling me. I take it you mean that it was my first wife they shy at."




          Quarren remained silent.




          "She was a bar-maid," remarked the Earl. "We were quite happy—until she died."




          Quarren made a slight motion of comprehension.




          "Of course my marrying her damned us both," observed the Earl.




          "Of course."




          "Quite so. People would have stood for anything else.... But she wouldn't—you may think it odd.... And I was in love—so there you are."




          For a while they smoked in the semi-darkness without exchanging further speech; and finally Dankmere knocked out his pipe, pocketed it, and put on his hat.




          "You know," he said, "I'm not really an ass. My tastes and my caste don't happen to coincide—that's all, Quarren."




          They walked together to the front stoop.




          "When do we open shop?" asked the Earl, briskly.




          "As soon as I get the reports from our experts."




          "Won't business be dead all summer?"




          "We may do some business with agents and dealers."




          "I see. You and I are to alternate as salesmen?"




          "For a while. When things start I want to rent the basement and open a department for repairing, relining[Pg 280] and cleaning; and I'd like to be able to do some of the work myself."




          "You?"




          "Surely. It interests me immensely."




          "You're welcome I'm sure," said Dankmere drily. "But who's to keep the books and attend to correspondence?"




          "We'll get somebody. A young woman, who says she is well recommended, advertised in Thursday's papers, and I wrote her from Witch-Hollow to come around Sunday morning."




          "That's to-morrow."




          Quarren nodded.




          So Dankmere trotted jauntily away into the night, and Quarren locked the gallery and went to bed, certain that he was destined to dream of Strelsa. But the sleek, narrow head and slightly protruding eyes of Langly Sprowl was the only vision that peered cautiously at him through his sleep.




          The heated silence of a Sunday morning in June awoke him from a somewhat restless night. Bathed and shaved, he crept forth limply to breakfast at the Founders' Club where he still retained a membership. There was not a soul there excepting himself and the servants—scarcely a person on the avenues and cross-streets which he traversed going and coming, only one or two old men selling Sunday papers at street-stands, an old hag gleaning in the gutters, and the sparrows.




          Clothing was a burden. He had some pongee garments which he put on, installed himself in the gallery with a Sunday paper, an iced lime julep, and a cigarette, and awaited the event of the young lady who had[Pg 281] advertised that she knew all about book-keeping, stenography, and typewriting, and could prove it.


        




        

          "She came about noon—a pale young girl, very slim in her limp black gown."


        




        

          She came about noon—a pale young girl, very slim in her limp black gown, and, at Quarren's invitation, seated herself at the newly purchased desk of the firm.




          Here, at his request she took a page or two of dictation from him and typed it rapidly and accurately.




          She had her own system of book-keeping which she explained to the young man who seemed to think it satisfactory. Then he asked her what salary she expected, and she told him, timidly.




          "All right," he said with a smile, "if it suits you it certainly suits me. Will you begin to-morrow?"




          "Whenever you wish, Mr. Quarren."




          "Well, there won't be very much to do for a while," he said laughingly, "except to sit at that desk and look ornamental."




          She flushed, then smiled and thanked him for giving her the position, adding with another blush that she would do her best.




          "Your best," he said amiably, "will probably be exactly what we require.... Did you bring any letters?"




          She hesitated: "One," she said gravely. She searched in her reticule, found it, and handed it to Quarren who read it in silence, then returned it to her.




          "You were stenographer in Mr. Sprowl's private office?"




          "Yes."




          "This letter isn't signed by Mr. Sprowl."




          "No, by Mr. Kyte, his private secretary."




          "It seems you were there only six months."




          "Six months."[Pg 282]




          "And before that where were you?"




          "At home."




          "Oh; Mr. Sprowl was your first employer!"




          "Yes."




          "Why did you leave?"




          The girl hesitated so long that he thought she had not understood, and was about to repeat the question when something in her pallor and in her uplifted eyes checked him.




          "I don't know why I was sent away," she said in a colourless voice.




          He thought for a while, then, carelessly: "I take it that there was nothing irregular in your conduct?"




          "No."




          "You'd tell me if there was, wouldn't you?"




          She lifted her dark eyes to his. "Yes," she said.




          How much of an expert he was at judging faces he did not know, but he was perfectly satisfied with himself when she took her leave.




          And when Dankmere came in after luncheon he said:




          "I've engaged a book-keeper. Her name is Jessie Vining. She's evidently unhappy, poor, underfed, and the prettiest thing you ever saw out of a business college. So, being unhappy, poor, underfed and pretty, I take it that she's all to the good."




          "It's a generous world of men," said Dankmere—"so I guess she is good."




          "I'm sure of it. She was Sprowl's private stenographer—and he sent her away.... There are three reasons why he might have dismissed her. I've taken my choice of them."




          "Did he give her a letter?"




          "No."[Pg 283]




          "Oh. Then I've taken my choice, too."




          "Kyte ventured to give her a letter," said Quarren. "I've heard that Kyte could be decent sometimes."




          "I see."




          Nothing further was said about the new book-keeper. His lordship went into the back parlour and played the piano until satiated; then mixed himself a lime julep.




          That afternoon they went over the reports of the experts very carefully. From these reports and his own conclusions Quarren drafted a catalogue while Dankmere went about sticking adhesive labels on the frames, all numbered. And, as he trotted blithely about his work, he talked to himself and to the pictures:




          "Here's number nine for you, old lady! If I'd had a face like that I'd have killed the artist who transferred it to canvas!... Number sixteen for you there in your armour! Somebody in Springfield will buy you for an ancestor and that's what will happen to you.... And you, too, in a bag-wig!—you'll be some rich Yankee's ancestor before you know it! That's the way you'll end, my smirking friend.... Hello! Tiens! In Gottes namen—whom have we here? Why, it's Venus!... And hot weather is no excuse for going about that way!... Listen to this, Quarren, for an impromptu patter-song—


        




        

          "'Venus, dear, you ought to knowWhat the proper caper is—Even Eve, who wasn't slow,Robbed the neighbours' graperies!Even Mænads on the go,Fat Bacchantes in a row—Even ladies in a showWear some threads of naperies![Pg 284]Through the heavens planet-strewnWhere a shred of vapour isQuickly clothes herself the Moon!Get you to a modiste soonWhere the tissue-paper is,Cut in fashions fit for June—Wear 'em, dear, for draperies—— '"


        




        

          "Good heavens!" protested Quarren—"how long can you run on like that?"




          "Years and years, my dear fellow. It's in me—born in me! Can you beat it? Though I appear to be a peer appearance is a liar; cast for a part apart from caste, departing I climb higher toward the boards to bore the hordes and lord it, sock and buskin dispensing sweetness, art, and light as per our old friend Ruskin——"




          "Dankmere!"




          "Heaven-born?"




          "Stop!"




          "I remain put.... What number do I stick on this gentleman with streaky features?"




          "Eighteen. That's a Franz Hals."




          "Really?"




          "Yes; the records are all here, and the experts agree."




          His lordship got down nimbly from the step-ladder and came over to the desk:




          "Young sir," he said, "how much is that picture worth?"




          "All we can get for it. It's not a very good example."




          "Are you going to tell people that?"[Pg 285]




          "If they ask me," said Quarren, smiling.




          "What price are you going to put on it?"




          "Ten thousand."




          "And do you think any art-smitten ass will pay that sum for a thing like that?"




          "I think so. If it were only a decent example I'd ask ten times that—and probably get it in the end."




          Dankmere inspected the picture more respectfully for a few moments, then pasted a label on an exquisite head by Greuze.




          "She's a peach," he said. "What price is going to waft her from my roof-tree?"




          "The experts say it's not a Greuze but a contemporary copy. And there's no pedigree, either."




          "Oh," said the Earl blankly, "is that your opinion, too?"




          "I haven't any yet. But there's no such picture by Greuze extant."




          "You don't think it a copy?"




          "I'm inclined not to. Under that thick blackish-yellow varnish I believe I'll find the pearl and rose texture of old Greuze himself. In the meantime it's not for sale."




          "I see. And this battle-scene?"




          "Wouverman's—ruined by restoring. It's not worth much."




          "And this Virgin?"




          "Pure as the Virgin Herself—not a mark—flawless. It's by 'The Master of the Death of Mary.' Isn't it a beauty? Do you notice St. John holding the three cherries and the Christ-child caressing the goldfinch? Did you ever see such colour?"




          "It's—er—pretty," said his lordship.[Pg 286]




          And so during the entire afternoon they compiled the price-list and catalogue, marking copies for what they were, noting such pictures as had been ruined by restoring or repainted so completely as to almost obliterate the last original brush stroke. Also Quarren reserved for his own investigations such canvases as he doubted or of which he had hopes—a number that under their crocked, battered, darkened or discoloured surfaces hinted of by-gone glories that might still be living and only imprisoned beneath the thick opacity of dust, soot, varnish, and the repainting of many years ago.




          And that night he went to bed happier than he had ever been in all his life—unless his moments with Strelsa Leeds might be termed happy ones.


        




        

           


        




        

          Monday morning brought, among other things, a cloudless sun, and little Miss Vining quite as spotless and radiant; and within ten minutes the click of the typewriter made the silent picture-plastered rooms almost gay.




          In shirtwaist and cuffs she took her place behind the desk with a sort of silent decision which seemed at once to invest her with suzerainty over all that corner of the room; and Dankmere coming in a little later, whistling merrily and twirling his walking-stick, sheered off instinctively on his breezy progress through the rooms, skirting Jessie Vining's domain as though her private ensign flew above it and earthworks, cannon and trespass notices flanked her corner on every side.




          In the back parlour he said to Quarren: "So that is the girl?"




          "It sure is."[Pg 287]




          "God bless my soul! she acts as though she had just bought in the whole place."




          "What's she doing?"




          "Just sitting there," admitted Dankmere.




          He seemed to have lost his spirits. Once, certain that he was unobserved except by Quarren, he ventured to balance his stick on his chin, but it was a half-hearted performance; and when he tossed up his straw hat and attempted to catch it on his head, he missed, and the corrugated brim sustained a dent.




          A number of people called that morning, quiet, well-dressed, cautious-eyed, soft-spoken gentlemen who moved about noiselessly over the carpets and, on encountering one another, nodded with silent familiarity and smiles scarcely perceptible.




          They seemed to require no information concerning the pictures which they swept with glances almost careless on their first rounds of the rooms. But the first leisurely tour always resulted in a second where one or two pictures seemed to claim their closer scrutiny.




          Now and then one of these gentlemen would screw a jeweller's glass into his eye and remain a few minutes nose almost touching a canvas. Several used the large reading-glass lying on a side table. Before they departed all glanced over the incomplete scale of prices which Jessie Vining had typed and bound in blue covers; but one and all took their leave in amiable silence, saying a non-committal word or two to Quarren in pleasantly modulated voices and passing Jessie's desk with a grave inclination of gravely preoccupied faces.




          When the last leisurely lingerer had taken his leave Quarren said to Jessie Vining:




          "Those are representatives of various first-class[Pg 288] dealers—confidential buyers, sons—even dealers themselves—like that handsome gray-haired young-looking man who is Max Von Ebers, head of that great house."




          "But they didn't buy one single thing!" said Jessie.




          Quarren laughed: "People don't buy off-hand. Our triumph is to get them here at all. I wrote to each of them personally."


        




        

           


        




        

          Nobody else came for a long while; then one or two of the lesser dealers appeared, and now and then a man who might be an agent or a prowling and wealthy amateur or perhaps one of those curious haunters of all art marts who never buy but who never miss assisting at all inaugurations in person—like an ubiquitous and silent dog who turns up wherever more than two people assemble with any purpose in view—or without any.




          During the forenoon and early afternoon several women came into the galleries; and they seemed to be a little different from ordinary women, although it would be hard to say wherein they were different except in one instance—a tall, darkly handsome girl whose jewellery was as conspicuously oriental as her brilliant colour.




          Later Quarren told Jessie Vining that they were expert buyers on commission or brokers having clients among those very wealthy people who bought pictures now and then because it was fashionable to do so. Also, these same women-brokers represented a number of those unhappy old families who, incognito, were being forced by straitened circumstances to part secretly with heirlooms—family plate, portraits, miniatures, furniture—even with the antique mirrors on the walls[Pg 289] and the very fire-dogs on the hearth amid the ashes of a burnt-out race almost extinct.




          A few Jews came—representing the extreme types of the most wonderful race of people in the world—one tall, handsome, immaculate young man whose cultivated accent, charming manners, and quiet bearing challenged exception—and one or two representing the other extreme, loud, restless, aggressive, and as impertinent as they dared be, discussing the canvases in noisy voices and with callous manners verging always on the offensive.




          These evinced a disposition for cash deals and bargain-wrangling, discouraged good-naturedly by Quarren who referred them to the catalogue; and presently they took themselves off.




          Dankmere sidled up to Quarren rather timidly toward the close of the afternoon.




          "I don't see what bally good I am in this business," he said. "I don't mean to shirk, Quarren, but there doesn't seem to be anything for me to do. I think that all these beggars spot me for an ignoramus the moment they lay eyes on me, and the whole thing falls on you."




          Quarren said laughingly: "Well, didn't you furnish the stock?"




          "We ought to go halves," muttered Dankmere, shyly skirting Jessie Vining's domain where she was writing letters with the Social Register at her elbow.


        




        

           


        




        

          The last days of June and the first of July were repetitions in a measure of the opening day at the Dankmere Galleries; people came and were received and entertained by Quarren; Dankmere sat about in various chairs or retired furtively to the backyard to[Pg 290] smoke at intervals; Jessie Vining with more colour in her pale, oval face, ruled her corner of the room in a sort of sweet and silent dignity.




          Dankmere, who, innately, possessed the effrontery of a born comedian, for some reason utterly unknown to himself, was inclined to be afraid of her—afraid of the clear brown eyes indifferently lifted to his when he entered—afraid of the quiet "Good-morning, Lord Dankmere," with which she responded to his morning greeting—afraid of her cool skilful little hands busy with pencil, pen, or lettered key—afraid of everything about her from her rippling brown hair and snowy collar to the tips of her little tan shoes—even afraid of the back of her head when it presented only a slender neck and two little rosy, close-set ears. But he didn't mention his state of abasement to Quarren.




          A curious thing occurred, too: Jessie had evidently been gay on Sunday; and, Monday noon, while out for lunch, she had left on her desk two Coney Island postal cards decorated with her own photograph. When she returned, one card had vanished; and she searched quietly but thoroughly before she left for home that evening, but she did not find the card. But she said nothing about it.




          The dreadful part of the affair was that it was theft—the Earl of Dankmere's first crime.




          Why he had taken it he did not know. The awful impulse of kleptomania alone seemed to explain but scarcely palliate his first offence against society.




          It was only after he realised that the picture and Jessie Vining vaguely resembled his dead Countess that his lordship began to understand why he had committed a felony before he actually knew what he was doing.


        




        

          Jessie Vining.


        




        

          [Pg 291]




          And one day when Quarren was still out for lunch and Jessie had returned to her correspondence, the terrified Earl suddenly appeared before her holding out the photograph: and she took it, astonished, her lifted eyes mutely inquiring concerning the inwardness of this extraordinary episode.




          But Dankmere merely fled to the backyard and remained there all the afternoon smoking his head off; and it was several days before Jessie had an opportunity to find herself alone in his vicinity and to ask him with almost perfect self-possession where he had found the photograph.




          "I stole it," said Dankmere, turning bright red to his ear-tips.




          "All she could think of to say was: 'Why?'




          "It resembles my wife. So do you."




          "Really," she said coldly.


        




        

           


        




        

          Several days later she learned by the skilfully careless questioning of Quarren that the Countess of Dankmere had not existed on earth for the last ten years.




          This news extenuated the Earl's guilt in her eyes to a degree which permitted a slight emotion resembling pity to pervade her. And one day she said to him, casually pleasant—"Would you care for that post-card, Lord Dankmere? If it resembles your wife I would be very glad to return it to you."




          Dankmere, painfully red again, thanked her so nicely that the slight, instinctive distrust and aversion which, in the beginning, she had entertained for his lordship, suddenly disappeared so entirely that it surprised her when she had leisure to think it over afterward.




          So she gave him the post-card, and next day she[Pg 292] found a rose in a glass of water on her desk; and that ended the incident for them both except that Dankmere was shyer of her than ever and she was beginning to realise that his aloof and expressionless deportment was due to shyness—which seemed to be inexplicable because otherwise timidity was scarcely the word to characterise his lively little lordship.




          Once, looking out of the rear windows, through the lace curtains she saw the Earl of Dankmere in the backyard, gravely turning handsprings on the grass while still smoking his pipe. Once, entering the gallery unexpectedly, she discovered the Earl standing at the piano, playing a rattling breakdown while his nimble little feet performed the same with miraculous agility and professional precision. She withdrew to the front door, hastily, and waited until the piano ceased from rumbling and the Oxfords were at rest, then returned with heightened colour and a stifled desire to laugh which she disguised under an absent-minded nod of greeting.




          Meanwhile one or two pictures had been sold to dealers—not important ones—but the sales were significant enough to justify the leasing of the basement. And here Quarren installed himself from morning to noon as apprentice to an old Englishman who, before the failure of his eyesight, had amassed a little fortune as surgeon, physician, and trained nurse to old and decrepit pictures.




          Not entirely unequipped in the beginning, Quarren now learned more about his trade—the guarded secrets of mediums and solvents, the composition of ancient and modern canvases, how old and modern colours were ground and prepared, how mixed, how applied.[Pg 293]




          He learned how the old masters of the various schools of painting prepared a canvas or panel—how the snowy "veil" was spread and dried, how the under painting was executed in earth-red and bone-black, how the glaze was used and why, what was the medium, what the varnish.




          He learned about the "baths of sunlight," too—those clarifying immersions practised so openly yet until recently not understood. He comprehended the mechanics, physics, and simple chemistry of that splendid, mysterious "inward glow" which seemed to slumber under the colours of the old masters like the exquisite warmth in the heart of a gem.




          To him, little by little, was revealed the only real wonder of the old masters—their astonishing honesty. He began to understand that, first of all, they were self-respecting artisans, practising their trade of making pictures and painting each picture as well as they knew how; that, like other artisans, their pride was in knowing their trade, in a mastery of their tools, and in executing commissions as honestly as they knew how and leaving the "art" to take care of itself.




          Also he learned—for he was obliged to learn in self-protection—the tricks and deceptions and forgeries of the trade—all that was unworthy about it, all its shabby disguises and imitations and crude artifices and cunning falsehoods.




          He examined old canvases painted over with old-new pictures and then relined; canvases showing portions of original colour; old canvases and panels repainted and artificially darkened and cleverly covered with both paint and varnish cracks; canvases that almost defied detection by needle-point or glass or thumb fric[Pg 294]tion or solvent, so ingenious was the forgery simulating age.




          Every known adjunct was provided to carry out deception—genuinely old canvases or panels, old stretchers really worm-eaten, aged frames of the period, half-obliterated seals bearing sometimes even the cross-keys of the Vatican. Even, in some cases, pretence that the pictures had been cut from the frame and presumably stolen was carried out by a knife-slashed and irregular ridge where the canvas had actually been so cut and then sewed to a modern toile.




          For forgery of art is as old as the Greeks and as new as to-day—the one sinister art that perhaps will never become a lost art; and Quarren and his aged mentor in the basement of the Dankmere Galleries discovered more than enough frauds among the Dankmere family pictures showing how the little Earl's forebears had once been gulled before his present lordship lay in his cradle.




          To Quarren the work was fascinating and, except for his increasing worry over Strelsa Leeds, would have been all-absorbing to the degree of happiness—or that interested contentment which passes for it on earth.




          To see the dull encasing armour of varnish disappear from some ancient masterpiece under the thumb, as the delicate thumb of the Orient polishes lacquer; to dare a solvent when needed, timing its strength to the second lest disaster tarnish forever the exquisite bloom of the shrouded glazing; to cautiously explore for suspected signatures, to brood and ponder over ancient records and alleged pedigrees; to compare prints and mezzotints, photographs and engravings in search for identities; to study threads of canvas, flakes of varnish,[Pg 295] flinty globules of paint under the microscope; to learn, little by little, the technical manners and capricious mannerisms significant of the progress periods of each dead master; to pore over endless volumes, monographs, illustrated foreign catalogues of public and private collections—in these things and through them happiness came to Quarren.




          Never a summer sun rose over the streets of Ascalon arousing the Philistine to another day of toil but it awoke Quarren to the subdued excitement of another day. Eager, interested, content in his self-respect, he went forth to a daily business which he cared about for its own sake, and was fast learning to care about to the point of infatuation.




          He was never tired these days; but the summer heat and lack of air and exercise made him rather thin and pale. Close work with the magnifying glass had left his features slightly careworn, and had begun little converging lines at the outer corners of his eyes. Only one line in his face expressed anything less happy—the commencement of a short perpendicular crease between his eyebrows. Anxious pondering over old canvases was not deepening that faint signature of perplexity—or the forerunner of Care's signs manual nervously etched from the wing of either nostril.[Pg 296]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER XII


        




        

          Since Quarren had left Witch-Hollow, he and Strelsa had exchanged half-a-dozen letters of all sorts—gay, impersonal notes, sober epistles reflecting more subdued moods, then letters fairly sparkling with high spirits and the happy optimism of young people discovering that there is more of good than evil in a world still really almost new to them. Then there was a long letter of description and amusing narrative from her, in which, here and there, she became almost sentimental over phases of rural beauty; and he replied at equal length telling her about his new shop-work in detail.




          Suddenly, out of a clear sky, there came from her a short, dry, and deliberate letter mentioning once more her critical worldly circumstances and the necessity of confronting them promptly and with intelligence and decision.




          To which he answered vigorously, begging her to hold out—either fit herself for employment—or throw her fortunes in with his and take the chances.




          "Rix dear," she answered, "don't you suppose I have thought of that? But I can't do it. There is nothing left in me to go on with. I'm burnt out—deadly tired, wanting nothing more than I shall have by marrying as I must marry. For I shall have you, too, as I have always had you. You said so, didn't you?[Pg 297]




          "What difference, then, does it make to you or me whether or not I am married?




          "If you were sufficiently equipped to take care of me, and if I married you, I could not give you anything more than I have given already—I would not wish to if I could. All that many other women consider part of love—all that lesser side of it and of marriage I could not give to you or to any man—could not endure; because it is not in me and never has been. It is foreign to me, unpleasant, distasteful—even hateful.




          "So as I can give you nothing more than I have given or ever shall give, and as you have given me all you can—anyway all I care for in you—let me feel free to seek my worldly salvation and find the quiet and rest and surcease from anxiety which comes only under such circumstances.




          "You won't think unkindly of me, will you, Rix? I don't know very much; I amount to very little. What ideals I had are dead. Why should anybody bother to agree or disagree with my very unaggressive opinions or criticise harshly a life which has been spent mainly in troubling the world as little as possible?


        




        

           


        




        

          "There are a number of people here—among them several friends of Jim Wycherly, all of them aviation-mad. Jim took out the Stinger, smashed the planes and got a fall which was not very serious. Lester Caldera did the same thing to the Kent biplane except that he fell into the river and Sir Charles and Chrysos, in the launch, fished him out—swearing, they say.




          "Vincent Wier made a fine flight in his Delatour Dragon, sailing 'round and 'round like a big hawk for a quarter of an hour, but the wind came up and he[Pg 298] couldn't land, and he finally came down thirty miles north of us in a swamp.




          "Langly took me for a short flight in his Owlet No. 3—only two miles and not very high, but the sensation was simply horrid. I never even cared for motoring, you see, so the experience left me most unenthusiastic, greatly to Langly's disgust. Really, all I care for is a decently gaited horse—and I prefer to walk him half the time. There is nothing speedy about me, Rix. If I ever had the inclination it's gone now.




          "To the evident displeasure of Sir Charles, Langly took up Chrysos Lacy; and the child adored it. I believe Sir Charles said something cutting to Langly in his quiet and dry way which has, apparently, infuriated my to-be-affianced, for he never goes near Sir Charles, now, and that cold-eyed gentleman completely ignores him. Which is not very agreeable for me.




          "Oh, Rix, there seems to be so many misunderstandings in this exceedingly small world of ours—rows innumerable, heartburns, recriminations, quarrels secret and open, and endless misunderstandings.




          "Please don't let any come between us, will you? Somehow, lately, I find myself looking on you as a distant but solid and almost peaceful refuge for my harried thoughts. And I'm so very, very tired of being hunted.


        




        

          "Strelsa."


        




        

          "If they hunt you too hard," he wrote to Strelsa, "the gateway of my friendship is open to you always: remember that, now and in the days to come.




          "What you have written leaves me with nothing to answer except this. To all it is given to endure according to their strength; beyond it no one can[Pg 299] strive; but short of its limits it's a shame to show faint-heartedness.




          "About the man you are determined to marry I have no further word to say. You know in what repute he is held in your world, and you believe that its censure is unjust. There is good in every man, perhaps, and perhaps the good in this man may show itself only in response to the better qualities in you.




          "Somehow, without trying, you almost instantly evoke the better qualities in me. You changed my entire life; do you know it? I myself scarcely comprehended why. Perhaps the negative sweetness in you concentrated and brought out the positive strength so long dormant in me. All I know clearly is that you came into my life and found a fool wasting it, capering about in a costume half livery, half motley. My ambition was limited to my cap and bells; my aspirations never reached beyond the tip of my bauble. Then I saw you—and, all by themselves, my rags of motley fell from me, and something resembling a man stepped clear of them.




          "I am trying to make out of myself all that there is in me to develop. It is not much—scarcely more than the ability to earn a living.




          "I have come to care for nothing more than the right to look this sunny world straight in the face. Until I knew you I had scarcely seen it except through artificial light—scarce heard its voice; for the laughter of your world and the jingle of my cap and bells drowned it in my ass's ears.




          "I could tell you—for in dark moments I often believe it—that there is only one thing that counts in the world—one thing worth having, worth giving—love![Pg 300]




          "But in my heart I know it is not so; and the romancers are mistaken; and so is the heart denied.




          "Better and worth more than love of man or woman is the mind's silent approval—whether given in tranquillity or accorded in dumb anguish.




          "Strelsa dear, I shall always care for you; but I have discovered that love is another matter—higher or lower as you will—but different. And I do not think I shall be able to love the girl who does what you are decided to do. And that does not mean that I criticise you or blame you, or that my sympathy, affection, interest, in you will be less. On the contrary all these emotions may become keener; only one little part will die out, and that without changing the rest—merely that mysterious, curious, elusive and illogical atom in the unstable molecule, which we call love—and which, when separated, leaves the molecule changed only in name. We call it friendship, then.




          "And this is, I think, what you would most desire. So when you do what you have determined to do, I will really become toward you what you are—and have always been—toward me. And could either of us ask for more?




          "Only—forgive me—I wish it had been Sir Charles—or almost any other man. But that is for your decision. Strelsa governs and alone is responsible to Strelsa.




          "Meanwhile do not doubt my affection—do not fear unkindness, judgment, or criticism. I wish I were what you cared for most in the world—after the approval of your own mind. I wish you cared for me not only as you do but with all that has never been aroused in you. For without that I am helpless to fight for you.[Pg 301]




          "So, in your own way, you will live life through, knowing that in me you will always have an unchanged friend—even though the lover died when you became a wife. Is all clear between us now?


        




        

           


        




        

          "If you are ever in town, or passing through to Newport or Bar Harbour, stop and inspect our gallery.




          "It is really quite pretty and some of the pictures are excellent. You should see it now—sunlight slanting in through the dusty bay-window, Dankmere at a long polished table doing his level best to assemble certain old prints out of a portfolio containing nearly a thousand; pretty little Miss Vining, pencil in hand, checking off at her desk the reference books we require in our eternal hunt for information; I below stairs in overalls if you please, paint and varnish stained, a jeweller's glass screwed into my left eye, examining an ancient panel which I strongly hope may have been the work of a gentleman named Bronzino—for its mate is almost certainly the man in armour in the Metropolitan Museum.




          "Strelsa, it is the most exciting business I ever dreamed of. And the beauty of it is that it leads out into everything—stretches a thousand sensitive tentacles which grasp at knowledge of beauty everywhere—whether it lie in the sombre splendour of the tapestries of Bayeux, of Italy, of Flanders; or deep in the woven magnificence of some dead Sultan's palace rug; or in the beauty of the work of silversmiths, goldsmiths, of sculptors in ivory or in wood long dead; or in the untinted marbles of the immortal masters.




          "Never before did I understand how indissolubly all arts are linked, how closely and eternally knit to[Pg 302]gether in the vast fabric fashioned by man from the beginning of time, and in the cryptograms of which lie buried all that man has ever thought and hoped.


        




        

           


        




        

          "My cat, Daisy, recently presented the Dankmere Galleries with five squeaking kittens of assorted colour and design. Their eyes are now open.




          "Poor Daisy! It seems only yesterday when, calmly purring on my knee, she heard for the first time in her innocent life a gentleman cat begin an intermezzo on the back fence.




          "Never before had Daisy heard such amazing language: she rose, astounded, listening; then, giving me one wild glance, fled under the piano. I shied an empty bottle at the moon-lit minstrel; and I supposed that Daisy approved. But man supposes and cat proposes and—Daisy's kittens are certainly ornamental. Dankmere carries one in each pocket, Daisy trotting at his heels with an occasional little exclamation of solicitude and pride.




          "Really we're a funny lot here in the Dankmere Galleries—not superficially business-like perhaps, for we close at five and have tea in the extension, Dankmere, Miss Vining, I, Daisy, and her young ones—Daisy and the latter taking their nourishment together in a basket which Miss Vining has lined with blue silk.




          "In the evenings sometimes Miss Vining remains and dines with Dankmere and myself at some near restaurant; and after dinner Karl Westguard comes in and reads the most recent chapter of his novel—or perhaps Dankmere plays and sings old-time songs for us—or, if the heat makes us feel particularly futile, I perform some of those highly intellectual tricks which once made[Pg 303] me acceptable among people I now seldom or never see.


        




        

          "'In the evenings sometimes Miss Vining remains and dines with Dankmere and myself at some near restaurant.'"


        




        

          "Miss Vining, as I have already told you in other letters, is a sweet, sincere girl with no pretence to anything out of the ordinary yet blessed with a delicate sense of honour and incidentally of humour.




          "She is quite alone in the world, and, now that she has made up her mind about Dankmere and me I can see that she shyly enjoys our including her in our harmless informalities.




          "Westguard is immensely interested in her as a 'type,' and he informs me that he is 'studying' her. Which is more or less bosh; but Karl loves to take himself seriously.




          "Nobody you know has been to see us. It may be because your world is out of town, but I'm beginning to believe that the Dankmere Galleries need expect no patronage from that same world. Friendship usually fights shy of the frontiers of business. Old acquaintanceship is forgot very quickly when one side or the other has anything to sell. Only those thrifty imitations of friends venture near in quest of special privilege; and not getting it, go, never to return. Ubi amici, ibi opes!


        




        

           


        




        

          "When you pass through this furnace of Ascalon called New York will you stop among the Philistines long enough to take a cup of tea with us?—I'll show you the pictures; Dankmere will play 'Shannon Water' for you; Miss Vining will talk pretty platitudes to you, Daisy will purr for you, and the painted eyes of Dankmere's ancestors will look down approvingly at you from the wall; and all our little world will know that the loveliest and best of all the greater world is break[Pg 304]ing bread with us under our roof, and that one for once, unlike man's dealings with your celestial sisters, our entertainment of you will not be wholly unawares.


        




        

          "R. S. Quarren."


        




        

          The basement workshop was aromatic with the odours of solvents, mediums, and varnishes when he returned from posting his letter to Strelsa. His old English mentor had departed for good, leaving him to go forward alone in his profession.




          And now, as he stood there, looking out into the sunny backyard, for the first time he felt the silence and isolation of the place, and his own loneliness. Doubt crept in whispering the uselessness of working, of saving, of self-denial, of laying by anything for a future that already meant nothing of happiness to him.




          For whom, after all, should he save, hoard, gather together, economise? Who was there to labour for? For whom should he endure?




          He cared nothing for women; he had really never cared for any woman excepting only this one. He would never marry and have a son. He had no near or distant relatives. For whose sake, then, was he standing here in workman's overalls? What business had he here in the basement of a shabby house in midsummer? Did there remain any vague hope of Strelsa? Perhaps. Hope is the last of one's friends to die. Or was it for himself that he was working now to provide against those evil days "when the keepers of the house shall tremble"? Perhaps he was unconsciously obeying nature's first law.




          And yet, slowly within him grew a certainty that these reasons were not the real ones—not the vital im[Pg 305]pulse that moved his hand steadily through critical and delicate moments as he bent, breathless, over the faded splendours of ancient canvases. No; somehow or other he had already begun to work for the sake of the work itself—whatever that really meant. That was the basic impulse—the occult motive; and, somehow he knew that, once aroused, the desire to strive could never again in him remain wholly quiescent.


        




        

           


        




        

          Both Dankmere and Miss Vining had gone to lunch, presumably in different directions; Daisy and her youngsters, having been nourished, were asleep; there was not a sound in the house except the soft rubbing of tissue-paper where Quarren was lightly removing the retouching varnish from a relined canvas. Presently the front door-bell rang.




          Quarren rinsed his hands and, still wearing overalls and painter's blouse, mounted the basement stairs and opened the front door. And Mrs. Sprowl supported by a footman waddled in, panting.




          "Tell your master I want to see him," she said—"I don't mean that fool of an Englishman; I mean Mr. Quar—Good Lord! Ricky, is that you? Here, get me a chair—those front steps nearly killed me. Long ago I swore I'd never enter a house which was not basement-built and had an elevator!... Hand me one of those fans. And if there's any water in the house not swarming with typhoid germs, get me a glass of it."




          He brought her a tumbler of spring water; she panted and gulped and fanned and panted, her little green eyes roaming around her.




          Presently she dismissed the footman, and turned her heavily flushed face on Quarren. The rolls of fat[Pg 306] crowded the lace on her neck, perspiration glistened under her sparklike eyes.




          "How are you?" she inquired.




          He said, smilingly, that he was well.




          "You don't look it. You look gaunt.... Well, I never thought you'd come to this—that you had it in you to do anything useful."




          "I believe I've heard you say so now and then," he said with perfect good-humour.




          "Why not? Why should I have thought that your talents amounted to more than ornaments?"




          "No reason to suppose so," he admitted, amused.




          "Not the slightest. Talent usually damns people to an effortless existence. And yours was a pleasant one, too. You had a good time, didn't you?"




          "Oh, very."




          "There was nothing to do except to come in, kiss the girls all around, and make faces to amuse them, was there?"




          "Not much more," he admitted, laughing.




          Mrs. Sprowl's little green eyes travelled all over the walls.




          "Umph," she snorted, "I suppose these are some of Dankmere's heirlooms. I never fancied that little bounder——"




          "Wait!"




          "What!"




          "Wait a moment. I like Dankmere, and he isn't a bounder——"




          "He is one!"




          "Keep that opinion to yourself," he said bluntly.




          The old lady's eyes blazed. "I'm damned if I do!" she retorted—"I'll say what——"[Pg 307]




          "Not here! You mustn't be uncivil here. You know well enough how to behave when necessary; and if you don't do it I'll call your carriage."




          For fully five minutes Mrs. Sprowl sat there attempting to digest what he had said. The process was awful to behold, but she accomplished it at last with a violent effort.




          "Ricky," she said, "I didn't come here to quarrel with you over an Englishman who—of whom I—have my personal opinion."




          He laughed, leaned over and deliberately patted her fat wrist; and she glared at him somewhat as a tigress inspects a favourite but overgrown and presuming cub.




          "I don't know why you came," he said, "but it was nice of you anyway and I am glad to see you."




          "If that's true," she said, "you're one of mighty few. The joy which people feel in my presence is usually exhibited when I'm safely out of their houses, or they are out of mine."




          She laughed at that; and he did too; and she gulped her glass of water empty and refused more.




          "Ricky," she began abruptly, "you've been up to that Witch-Hollow place of Molly's?"




          "Yes."




          "Well, what the devil is going on there?"




          "Aviation," he said blandly.




          "What else? Don't evade an answer! I can't get anything out of that little idiot, Molly; I can't worm anything out of Sir Charles; I can't learn anything from Strelsa Leeds; and as for Langly he won't even answer my letters.




          "Now I want to know what is going on there? I've been as short with Strelsa as I dare be—she's got to be[Pg 308] led with sugar. I've almost ordered her to come to me at Newport—but she doesn't come."




          "She's resting," said Quarren coolly.




          "Hasn't she had time to rest in that dingy, dead-and-alive place? And what keeps Langly there? He has nothing to look at except a few brood-mares. Do you suppose he has the bad taste to hang around waiting for Chester Ledwith to get out and Mary Ledwith to return? Or is it something else that glues him there—with the Yulan in the North River?"




          Quarren shrugged his lack of interest in the subject.




          "If I thought," muttered the old lady—"if I imagined for one moment that Langly was daring to try any of his low, cold-blooded tricks on Strelsa Leeds, I'd go up there myself—I'd take the next train and tell that girl plainly what kind of a citizen my charming nephew really is!"




          Quarren was silent.




          "Why the dickens don't you say something?" she demanded. "I want to know whether I ought to go up there or not. Have you ever observed—have you ever suspected that there might be anything between Langly and Strelsa Leeds?—any tacit understanding—any interest on her part in him?... Why don't you answer me?"




          "You know," he said, "that it's none of your business what I believe."




          "Am I to take that impudence literally?"




          "Exactly as I said it. You asked improper questions; I am obliged to remind you that you cannot expect me to answer them."




          "Why can't you speak of Langly?"




          "Because what concerns him does not concern me."[Pg 309]




          "I thought you were in love with Strelsa," she said bluntly.




          "If I were, do you imagine I'd discuss it with you?"




          "I'll tell you what!" she shouted, purple with rage, "you might do a damn sight worse! I'd—I'd rather see her your wife than his!—and God knows what he wants of her at that—as Mary Ledwith has first call or the world will turn Langly out of doors!"




          Quarren, slightly paler, looked at her in silence.




          "I tell you the world will spit in his face," she said between her teeth, "if he doesn't make good with Mary Ledwith after what he's done to her and her husband."




          "He has too much money," said Quarren. "Besides there's an ordinance against it."




          "You watch and see! Some things are too rotten to be endured——"




          "What? I haven't noticed any either abroad or here. Anyway it doesn't concern me."




          "Don't you care for that girl?"




          "We are friends."




          "Friends, eh!" she mimicked him wickedly, plying her fan like a madwoman; "well I fancy I know what sort of friendship has made you look ten years older in half a year. Oh, Ricky, Ricky!"—she added with an abrupt change of feeling—"I'm sorry for you. I like you even when you are impertinent to me—and you know I do! But I—my heart is set on her marrying Sir Charles. You know it is. Could anything on earth be more suitable?—happier for her as well as for him? Isn't he a man where Langly is a—a toad, a cold-blooded worm!—a—a thing!




          "I tell you my heart's set on it; there is nothing else[Pg 310] interests me; I think of nothing else, care for nothing else——"




          "Why?"




          "What?" she said, suddenly on her guard.




          "Why do you care for it so much?"




          "Why? That is an absurd question."




          "Then answer it without taking time to search for any reason except the real one."




          "Ricky, you insolent——"




          "Never mind. Answer me; why are you so absorbed in this marriage?"




          She said with a calmly contemptuous shrug: "Because Sir Charles is deeply in love with her, and I am fond of them both."




          "Is that sufficient reason for such strenuous and persistent efforts on your part?"




          "That—and hatred for Langly," she said stolidly.




          "Just those three reasons?"




          "Certainly. Just those three."




          He shook his head.




          "Do you disbelieve me?" she demanded.




          "I am compelled to—knowing that never in all your life have you made the slightest effort in behalf of friendship—never inconvenienced yourself in the least for the sake of anybody on earth."




          She stared at him, amazed, then angry, then burst into a loud laugh; but, even while laughing her fat features suddenly altered as though pain had cut mirth short.




          "What is the matter?" he said.




          "Nothing.... You are the matter.... I've always been fool enough to take you for a fool. You were the only one among us clever enough to read us[Pg 311] and remain unread. God! If only some of us could see what we look like in the archives of your brain!... Let it go at that; I don't care what I look like as long as it's a friendly hand that draws my features.... I'm an old woman, remember.... And it is a friendly pencil you wield, isn't it, Ricky?"




          "Yes."




          "I believe it. I never knew you to do or say a deliberately unkind thing. I never knew you to abuse a confidence, either.... And you were the receptacle for many—Heaven only knows how many trivial, petty, miserable little intrigues you were made aware of, or how many secret kindnesses you have done.... Let that go, too. I want to tell you something."




          She motioned him nearer; she was too stout to lean far forward: and he placed his chair beside hers.




          "Do you know where and when Sir Charles first saw Strelsa Leeds?"




          "Yes."




          "In Egypt. She was the wife of the charming and accomplished Reggie at the time."




          "I know."




          "Did you know that Sir Charles fell in love with her then? That he never forgot her? That when Reggie finally took his last header into the ditch he had been riding for, Sir Charles came to me in America and asked what was best to do? That on my advice he waited until I managed to draw the girl out of her retirement? That then, on my advice, he returned to America to offer himself when the proper time arrived? Did you know these things, Rix?"




          "No," he said.




          "Then you know them now."[Pg 312]




          "Yes, I—" he hesitated, looking straight at her in silence. And after a while a slight colour not due to the heat deepened the florid hue of her features.




          "I knew Sir Charles's father," she said in a voice so modulated—a voice so unexpected and almost pretty, that he could scarcely believe it was she who had spoken.




          "You said," she went on under her breath, "that in all my life friendship has never inspired in me a kindly action. You are wrong, Rix. In the matter of this marriage my only inspiration is friendship—the friendship I had for a man who is dead.... Sir Charles is his only son."




          Quarren looked at her in silence.




          "I was young once, Ricky. I suppose you can scarcely believe that. Life and youth began early for me—and lasted a little more than a year—and then they both burnt out in my heart—leaving the rest of me alive—this dross!—" She touched herself on her bosom, then lowered her eyes, and sat thinking for a while.




          Daisy walked into the room and seated herself in a bar of sunlight, pleasantly blinking her yellow eyes. Mrs. Sprowl glanced at her absently, and they eyed each other in silence.




          Then the larger of the pair drew a thick, uneasy breath, looked up at Quarren, all the cunning and hardness gone from her heavy features.




          "I've only been trying to do for a dead man's son what might have pleased that man were he alive," she said. "Sir Charles was a little lad when he died. But he left a letter for him to read when he was grown up. I never saw the letter, but Sir Charles has told me that,[Pg 313] in it, his father spoke—amiably—of me and said that in me his son would always find a friend.... That is all, Rix. Do you believe me?"




          "Yes."




          "Then—should I go to Witch-Hollow?"




          "I can't answer you."




          "Why?"




          "Because—because I care for her too much. And I can do absolutely nothing for her. I could not swerve her or direct her. She alone knows what is in her heart and mind to do. I cannot alter it. She will act according to her strength; none can do otherwise.... And she is tired to the very soul.... You tell me that life and youth in you died within a year's space. I believe it.... But with her it took two years to die. And then it died.... Let her alone, in God's name! The child is weary of pursuit, deathly weary of importunity—tired, sad, frightened at the disaster to her fortune. Let her alone. If she marries it will be because of physical strength lacking—strength of character, of mind—perhaps moral, perhaps spiritual strength—I don't know. All I know is that no man or woman can help her, because the world has bruised her too long and she's afraid of it."




          For a long while Mrs. Sprowl sat there in silence; then:




          "It is strange," she mused, "that Strelsa should be afraid of Sir Charles."




          "I don't think she is."




          "Then why on earth won't she marry him? He is richer than Langly!"




          Quarren looked at her oddly:




          "But Sir Charles is her friend, you see. And so[Pg 314] am I.... Friends do not make a convenience of one another."




          "She could learn to love him. He is a lovable fellow."




          "I think," said Quarren, "that she has given to him and to me all that there is in her to give to any man. And so, perhaps, she could not make the convenience of a husband out of either of us."




          "What a twisted, ridiculous, morbid——"




          "Let her alone," he said gently.




          "Very well.... But I'll be hanged if I let Langly alone! He's still got me to deal with, thank God!—whatever he dares do to Mary Ledwith—whatever he has done to that wretched creature Chester Ledwith—he's still got a perfectly vigorous aunt to reckon with. And we'll see," she added—"we'll see what can be done——"




          The front door opened noisily.




          "That's Dankmere," he said. "If you are not going to be civil to him hadn't you better go?"




          "I'll be civil to him," she snorted, "but I'm going anyway. Good-bye, Ricky. I'll buy a picture of you when the weather's cooler.... How-de-do!"—as his lordship entered looking rather hot and mussy—"Hope your venture into the realms of art will prove successful, Lord Dankmere. Really, Rix, I must be going—if you'll call my man——"




          "I'll take you down," he said, smilingly offering his support.




          So Mrs. Sprowl rolled away in her motor, and Quarren came back, wearied with the perplexities and strain of life, to face once more the lesser problems of the immediate present: one of them was an ancient panel in the[Pg 315] basement, and he went downstairs to solve it, leaving Dankmere sorting out old prints and Jessie Vining, who had just returned, writing business letters on her machine.




          There were not many business letters to write—one to the Metropolitan Museum people declining to present them with a charming little picture by Netscher which they wanted but did not wish to pay for; one to the Worcester Museum advising that progressive institution that, at the request of their director, four canvases had been shipped to them for inspection; several letters enclosing photographs of pictures desired by foreign experts; and a notification to one or two local millionaires that the Dankmere Galleries never shaded prices or exchanged canvases.




          Having accomplished the last of the day's work remaining up to that particular minute, Jessie Vining leaned back in her chair, rubbed her pretty eyes, glanced partly around toward Lord Dankmere but checked herself, and, with her lips the slightest shade pursed up into a hint of primness, picked up the library novel which she had been reading during intervals of leisure.




          It was mainly about a British Peer. The Peer did not resemble Dankmere in any particular; she had already noticed that. And now, as she read on, and, naturally enough, compared the ideal peer with the real one, the difference became painfully plain to her.




          Could that short young man in rather mussy summer clothes, sorting prints over there, be a peer of the British realm? Was this young man, whom she had seen turning handsprings on the grass in the backyard, a belted Earl?




          In spite of herself her short upper lip curled slightly[Pg 316] as she turned from her book to glance at him. He looked up at the same moment, and smiled on meeting her eye—such a kindly yet diffident smile that she blushed a trifle.




          "I say, Miss Vining, I've gone over all these prints and I can't find one that resembles the Hogarth portrait—if it is a Hogarth."




          "Mr. Quarren thinks it is."




          "I daresay he's quite right, but there's nothing here to prove it"; and he slapped the huge portfolio shut, laid his hands on the table, vaulted to the top of it, and sat down. Miss Vining resumed her reading.




          "Miss Vining?"




          "Yes?" very leisurely.




          "How old do you think I am?"




          "I beg your pardon——"




          "How old do you think I am?"




          "Really I hadn't thought about it, Lord Dankmere."




          "Oh."




          Miss Vining resumed her reading.




          When the Earl had sat on top of the table long enough he got down and dropped into the depths of an armchair.




          "Miss Vining," he said.




          "Yes?" incuriously.




          "Have you thought it out yet?"




          "Thought out what, Lord Dankmere?"




          "How old I am."




          "Really," she retorted, half laughing, half vexed, "do you suppose that my mind is occupied in wondering what your age might be?"




          "Isn't it?"[Pg 317]




          "Of course not."




          "Don't you want to know?"




          She began to laugh again:




          "Why, if you wish to tell me of course it will interest me most profoundly." And she made him a graceful little bow.




          "I'm thirty-three," he said.




          "Thank you so much for telling me."




          "You are welcome," he returned gravely. "Do you think I'm too old?"




          "Too old for what?"




          "Oh, for anything interesting."




          "What do you mean by 'interesting'?"




          But Lord Dankmere apparently did not know what he did mean for he made no answer.




          After a little while he said: "Wouldn't it be odd if I ever have income enough to pay off my debts?"




          "What?"




          He repeated the observation.




          "I don't know what you mean. You naturally expect to pay them, don't you?"




          "I saw no chance of doing so before Mr. Quarren took hold of these pictures."




          She was sorry for him:




          "Are you very deeply in debt?"




          He named the total of his liabilities and she straightened her young shoulders, horrified.




          "Oh, that's nothing," he said. "I know plenty of chaps in England who are far worse off."




          "But—that is terrible!" she faltered.




          Dankmere waved his hand:




          "It's not so bad. That show business let me in for a lot."[Pg 318]




          "Why did you ever do it?"




          "I like it," he explained simply.




          She flushed: "It seems strange for a—a man of your kind to sing comic songs and dance before an audience."




          "Not at all. I've a friend, Exford by name—who goes about grinding a barrel-organ."




          "Why?"




          "He likes to do it.... I've another pal of sorts who chucked the Guards to become a milliner. He always did like to crochet and trim hats. Why not?—if he likes it!"




          "It is not," said Jessie Vining, "my idea of a British peer."




          "But for Heaven's sake, consider the peer! Now and then they have an idea of what they'd like to do. Why not let them do it and be happy?"




          "Then they ought not to have been born to the peerage," she said firmly.




          "Many of them wouldn't have been had anybody consulted them."




          "You?"




          "It's brought me nothing but debt, ridicule, abuse, and summonses."




          "You couldn't resign, could you?" she said, smiling.




          "I am resigned. Oh, well, I'd rather be what I am than anything else, I fancy.... If the Topeka Museum trustees purchase that Gainsborough I'll be out of debt fast enough."




          "And then?" she inquired, still smiling.




          "I don't know. I'd like to start another show."




          "And leave Mr. Quarren?"[Pg 319]




          "What use am I? We'd share alike; he'd manage the business and I'd manage a musical comedy I'm writing after hours——"




          He jumped up and went to the piano where for the next ten minutes he rattled off some lively and very commonplace music which to Jessie Vining sounded like everything she had ever before heard.




          "Do you like it?" he asked hopefully, swinging around on his stool.




          "It's—lively."




          "You don't like it!"




          "I—it seems—very entertaining," she said, reddening.




          The Earl sat looking at her in silence for a moment; then he said:




          "To care for anything and make a failure of it—can you beat it for straight misery, Miss Vining?"




          "Oh, please don't speak that way. I really am no judge of musical composition."




          He considered the key-board gloomily; and resting one well-shaped hand on it addressed empty space:




          "What's the use of liking to do a thing if you can't do it? Why the deuce should a desire torment a man when there's no chance of accomplishment?"




          The girl looked at him out of her pretty, distressed eyes but found no words suitable for the particular moment.




          Dankmere dropped the other hand on the keys, touched a chord or two softly, then drifted into the old-time melody, "Shannon Water."




          His voice was a pleasantly modulated barytone when he chose; he sang the quaint and lovely old song in perfect taste. Then, very lightly, he sang "The Harp,"[Pg 320] and afterward an old Breton song made centuries ago.




          When he turned Miss Vining was resting her head on both hands, eyes lowered.




          "Those were the real musicians and poets," he said—"not these Strausses and 'Girls from the Golden West.'"




          "Will you sing some more?"




          "Do you like my singing?"




          "Very much."




          So he idled for another half hour at the piano, recalling half-forgotten melodies of the Age of Faith, which, like all art of that immortal age, can never again be revived. For art alone was not enough in those days, the creator of the beautiful was also endowed with Faith; all the world was so endowed; and it was such an audience as never again can gather to inspire any maker of beautiful things.




          Quarren came up to listen; Jessie prepared tea; and the last golden hour of the afternoon drifted away to the untroubled harmonies of other days.




          Later, Jessie, halting on the steps to draw on her gloves, heard Dankmere open the door behind her and come out.




          They descended the steps together, and she was already turning north with a nod of good-night, when he said:




          "Are you walking?"




          She was, to save carfare.




          "May I go a little way?"




          "Yes—if——"




          Lord Dankmere waited, but she did not complete whatever it was she had meant to say. Then, very[Pg 321] slowly she turned northward, and he went, too, grasping his walking-stick with unnecessary firmness and carrying himself with the determination and dignity of a man who is walking beside a pretty girl slightly taller than himself.[Pg 322]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER XIII


        




        

          Strelsa had gone to town with her maid, remained there the entire afternoon, and returned to Witch-Hollow without seeing Quarren or even letting him know she was there.




          It was the beginning of the end for her and she knew it; and she had already begun to move doggedly toward the end through the blind confusion of things, no longer seeing, hearing, heeding; impelled mechanically toward the goal which meant to her only the relief of absolute rest.




          For her troubles were accumulating and she found in herself no resisting power—only the nervous strength left to get away from them. Troubles of every description were impending; some had already come upon her, like Quarren's last letter which she knew signified that the termination of their friendship was already in sight.




          But other things were in sight, too, so she spent the afternoon in town with her lawyers; which lengthy séance resulted in the advertising for immediate sale of her house in town and its contents, her town car, brougham, victoria and three horses.




          Through her lawyers, also, every jewel she possessed, all her wardrobe except what she had with her at Witch-Hollow, and her very beautiful collection of old lace, were placed in the hands of certain discreet people to dispose of privately.[Pg 323]




          Every servant in her employment except her maid was paid and dismissed; her resignation from the Province Club was forwarded, all social engagements for the summer cancelled.




          There remained only two other matters to settle; and one of them could be put off—without hope of escape perhaps—but still it could be avoided for a little while longer.




          The other was to write to Quarren; and she wrote as follows:




          "I have been in town; necessity drove me, and I was too unhappy to see you. But this is the result: I can hold out a few months longer—to no purpose, I know—yet, you asked it of me, and I am trying to do it. Meanwhile the pressure never eases; I feel your unhappiness deeply—deeply, Rix!—and it is steadily wearing me out. And the pressure from Molly in your behalf, from Mrs. Sprowl by daily letter in behalf of Sir Charles, from Langly in his own interest never slackens for one moment.




          "And that is not all; my late husband left no will, and I have steadily refused to make any contest for more than my dower rights.




          "That has been swept away, now; urgent need has compelled me to offer for sale everything I possess except what wardrobe and unimportant trinkets I have with me.




          "So many suits have been threatened and even commenced against me—you don't know, Rix—but while there remains any chance of meeting my obligations dollar for dollar I have refused to go through bankruptcy.[Pg 324]




          "I need not, now, I think. But the selling of everything will not leave me very much; and in the end my cowardice will do what you dread, and what I no longer fear, so utterly dead in me is every emotion, every nerve, every moral. Men bound to the wheel have slept; I want that sleep. I long for the insensibility, the endless lethargy that the mortally bruised crave; and that is all I hope or care for now.




          "Love, as man professes it, would only hurt me—even yours. There can be no response from a soul and body stunned. Nothing must disturb their bruised coma.




          "The man I intend to marry can evoke nothing in me, will demand nothing of me. That is already mutually understood. It's merely a bargain. He wants me as the ornament for the House of Sprowl. I can carry out the pact without effort, figure as the mistress of his domain, live life through unharassed as though I stood alone in a vague, warm dream, safe from anything real.




          "Meanwhile, without aim, without hope, without even desire to escape my destiny, I am holding out because you ask it. To what end, my friend? Can you tell me?"




          One morning Molly came into her room greatly perturbed, and Strelsa, still in bed, laid aside the New Testament which she had been reading, and looked up questioningly at her agitated hostess.




          "It's your fault," began Molly without preliminaries—"that old woman certainly suspects what you're up to with her nephew or she wouldn't bother to come up here——"




          "Who?" said Strelsa, sitting up. "Mrs. Sprowl?"[Pg 325]




          "Certainly, horse, foot, and dragoons! She's coming, I tell you, and there's only one motive for her advent!"




          "But where will she stop?" asked Strelsa, flushing with dismay.




          "Where do you suppose?"




          "With Langly?"




          "He wouldn't have her."




          "She is not to be your guest, is she?"




          "No. She wrote hinting that she'd come if asked. I pretended not to understand. I don't want her here. Every servant I have would leave—as a beginning. Besides I don't require the social prestige of such a visitation; and she knows that, too. So what do you think she's done?"




          "I can't imagine," said Strelsa wearily.




          "Well, she's manœuvred, somehow; and this morning's paper announces that she's to be entertained at South Linden by Mary Ledwith."




          Strelsa reddened.




          "Why should that concern me?" she asked calmly.




          "Concern you, child! How can it help concerning you? Do you see what she's done?—do you count all the birds she's knocked over with one stone. Mary Ledwith returns from Reno and Mrs. Sprowl fixes and secures her social status by visiting her at once. And it's a perfectly plain notice to Langly, too, and—forgive me, dear!—to you!"




          Strelsa scarlet and astonished, sat up rigid, her beautiful head thrown back.




          "If she means it that way, it is slanderous," she said. "The entire story is a base slander! Did you believe it, Molly?"[Pg 326]




          "Believe it? Of course I believe it——"




          "Why should you? Because a lot of vile newspapers have hinted at such a thing? I tell you it is an infamous story without one atom of truth in it——"




          "How do you know?" asked Molly bluntly.




          "Because Langly says so."




          "Oh. Did you ask him?"




          "No. He spoke of it himself."




          "He denied it?"




          "Absolutely on his word of honour."




          "Then why didn't he sue a few newspapers?"




          "He spoke of that, too. He said that his attorneys had advised him not to bring any actions because the papers had been too clever to lay themselves open to suits for libel."




          "Oh," said Molly softly.




          Strelsa, flushed, breathing rapidly and irregularly, sat there in bed watching her; but Molly avoided her brilliant, level gaze.




          "There's no use in talking to you," she said, "but why on earth you don't marry Sir Charles——"




          "Molly! Please don't——"




          "—Or Rix——"




          "Molly! Molly! Can't you let me alone! Can't we be together for ten minutes unless you urge me to marry somebody? Why do you want me to marry anybody!—Why——"




          "But you're going to marry Langly, you say!"




          "Yes, I am! I am! But can't you let me forget it for a moment or two? I—I'm not very well——"




          "I can't help it," said Molly, grimly. "I'm sorry, darling, but the moment your engagement to Langly is[Pg 327] announced there'll be a horrid smash and some people are going to be spattered——"




          "It isn't announced!" said the girl hotly. "Only you and Rix know about it except Langly and myself!"




          Molly Wycherly rose from her chair, went over and seated herself on the foot of the bed:




          "Tell me something, will you, Strelsa?"




          "What?"




          "Why does Langly desire to keep your engagement to him a secret?"




          "He wishes it for the present."




          "Why?"




          "For that very reason!" said Strelsa, fiercely—"because of the injustice the papers have done him in this miserable Ledwith matter. He chooses to wait until it is forgotten—in order to shield me, I suppose, from any libellous comment——"




          "You talk like a little idiot!" said Molly between her teeth. "Strelsa, I could shake you—if it would wake you up! Do you suppose for a moment that this Ledwith matter will be forgotten? Do you suppose if there were nothing in it but libel that he'd be afraid? You listen to me; that man is not apt to be afraid of anything, but he evidently is afraid, now! Of what, then?"




          "Of my being annoyed by newspaper comment."




          "And you think it's merely that?"




          "Isn't it enough?"




          Molly laughed:




          "We're a hardened lot—some of us. But our most deadly fear is that the papers may not notice us. No matter what they say if they'll only say something!—that's our necessity and our unadmitted prayer. Be[Pg 328]cause we've neither brains nor culture nor any distinguishing virtue or ability—and we're nothing—absolutely nothing unless the papers create us! Don't tell me that any one among us is afraid of publicity!—not in the particular circle where you and I and Langly and his aunt pursue our eccentric orbits!




          "Plenty of wealthy and fashionable people dread publicity and shrink from it; plenty of them would gladly remain unchronicled and unsung. But it is not so among the fixed stars and planets and meteors and satellites of our particularly flamboyant constellation. I know. I also know that you don't really belong in it. But you'll either become accustomed to it or it will kill you if you don't drop—or soar, as you please—into some other section of eternal space."




          She sat swinging her foot, flushed, animated, her eyes and colour brilliant—a slim, exquisitely groomed woman with all the superficial smoothness of a girl save for the wisdom in her eyes and in her smile, alas!




          And the other's eyes reflected in their clear gray depths no such wisdom, only the haunting knowledge of sorrow and, vaguely, the inexplicable horror of man as he really is—or at least as she had only known him.




          Still swinging her pretty foot, a deliberate smile edging her lips, Molly said:




          "If you'll let me, I'll stand by you, darling."


        




        

          "'If you'll let me, I'll stand by you, darling.'"


        




        

          Strelsa stared at her without comprehension, then dropped her head back on the pillows.




          "If you'll let me stay with you a little while longer—that is all I ask," she said almost drowsily.




          Molly sprang up, came around and kissed her, lightly: "Of course. That was what I was going to ask of you."




          [Pg 329]




          Strelsa closed her eyes. "I'll stay," she murmured.




          Molly laid her own cool face down beside Strelsa's hot cheek, kneeling beside the bed.




          "Dear," she whispered, "let us wait and see what happens. There's just one thing that has distorted your view—a dreadful experience with one man—two years of hell's own horror with one of its wretched inhabitants. I don't believe the impression is going to last a lifetime. I don't believe it is indelible. I believe somehow, some time you will learn that a man's love does not mean horror and degradation; that it is no abuse of friendship which offers love also, to return it with friendship only.




          "Sir Charles offers that; and you refuse because you do not love him and will not use his friendship to aid yourself to material comfort.




          "And I suspect you have said the same thing to Rix. Have you?"




          The girl lay silent, eyes closed.




          "Never mind; don't answer. I know you well enough to know that you said some such thing to Rix.... And it's all right in its way. But the alternative is not what you think it is—not this bargain with Langly for a place to lay your tired head—not this deal to decorate his name and estates in return for personal immunity. You are wrong—I'm not immoral, only unmoral—as many of us are—but you've gone all to pieces, dear—morally, mentally, nervously—and it's not from cowardice, not from depravity. It is the direct result of the two years of terror and desperate self-control—two years of courage—high moral courage, determination, self-suppression—and of the startling and dreadful climax.[Pg 330]




          "That is the blow you are now feeling—and the reaction even after two years more of half-stunned solitude. You are waking, darling; that is all. And it hurts."




          Strelsa's bare arm moved a little, moved, groping, and tightened around Molly's neck. And they remained that way for a long while, Molly kneeling on the floor beside her.




          "Don't you ever cry?" she whispered.




          "Not—now."




          "It would be better if you could."




          "There are no tears—I—I am burnt out—all burnt out——"




          "You need strength."




          "I haven't the desire for it any longer."




          "Not the desire to face things pluckily?"




          "No—no longer. Everything's dead in me except the longing for—quiet. I'll pay any price for it—except misuse of friends."




          "How could you misuse Rix by marrying him?"




          "By accepting what I could never return."




          "Love?"




          "Yes."




          "Does he ask that?"




          "N-no—not now. But—he wants it. And I haven't it to give. So I can't take his—and let him work all his life for my comfort—I can't take it from Sir Charles and accept the position and fortune he offered me once——"




          She lay silent a moment, then unclosed her eyes.




          "Molly," she said, "I don't believe that Sir Charles is going to mind very much."




          Molly met her eyes for an instant, very near, and a[Pg 331] pale flash of telepathy passed between them. Then Strelsa smiled.




          "You mean Chrysos," said Molly.




          "Yes.... Don't you think so?"




          "She's little more than a child.... I don't know. Men are that way—men of Sir Charles's age and experience are likely to drift that way.... But if you are done with Sir Charles, what he does no longer interests me—except that the Lacys will become insufferable if——"




          "Don't talk that way, dear."




          "I don't like the family—except Chrysos."




          "Then be glad for her—if it comes true.... Sir Charles is a dear—almost too perfectly ideal to be a man.... I do wish it for his sake.... He was a little unhappy over me I think."




          "He adores you still, you little villain!" whispered Molly, fondling her. "But—let poets sing and romancers rave—there's nothing that starves as quickly as love. And Sir Charles has been long fasting—good luck to him and more shame on you!"




          Strelsa laughed, cleared her brow and eyes of the soft bright hair, and, flinging out both arms, took Molly to her heart in a swift, hard embrace.




          "There!" she said, breathless, "I adore you anyhow, Molly.... I feel better, too. I'm glad you talked to me.... Do you think I'll get anything for my house?"




          "Yes, when you sell it. That's the hopeless part of it just at this time of year——"




          "Perhaps my luck will turn," said Strelsa. "You know I've had an awful lot of the other kind all my life."




          They laughed.[Pg 332]




          Strelsa went on: "Perhaps when I sell everything I'll have enough left over to buy a little house up here near you, Molly, and have pigs and chickens and a cow!"




          "How long could you stand that kind of existence, silly?"




          Strelsa looked gravely back at her, then with a sigh: "It seems as though I could stand it forever, now. You know I seem to be changing a little all the while. First, when Mrs. Sprowl found me at Colorado Springs and persuaded me to come to New York I was mad for pleasure—crazy about anything that promised gaiety and amusement—anything to make me forget.




          "You know I never went anywhere in Colorado Springs; I was too ill—ill most of the time.... And Mrs. Sprowl said she knew my mother—it's curious, but mother never said anything about her—and she cared for fashionable people.




          "So I came to New York last winter—and you know the rest—I got tired physically, first; then so many wanted to marry me—and so many women urged me to do so many things—and I was unhappy about Rix—and then came this awful financial crash——"




          "Stop thinking of it!"




          "Yes; I mean to. I only wanted you to understand how, one by one, emotions and desires have been killed in me during the last four years.... And even the desire for wealth and position—which I clung to up to yesterday—somehow, now—this morning—has become little more than a dreamy wish.... I'd rather have quiet if I could—if there's enough money left to let me rest somewhere——"




          "There will be," said Molly, watching her.[Pg 333]




          "Do you think so? And—then there would be no necessity for—for——"




          "Langly!"




          Strelsa flushed. "I wonder," she mused. "I wonder whether—but it seems impossible that I should suddenly find I didn't care for everything I cared for this winter. Perhaps I'm too tired to care just now."




          "It might be," said Molly, "that something—for example your friendship with Rix—had made other matters seem less important."




          The girl looked up quickly, saw nothing in Molly's expression to disturb her, then turned her eyes away, and lay silent, considering.




          If her friendship for Quarren had imperceptibly filled her mind, even crowding aside other and most important matters, she did not realise it. She thought of it now, and of him—recalling the letter she had written.




          Vaguely she was aware of the difference in her attitude toward life since she wrote that letter only a few days before. To what was it due? To his letter in reply now lying between the leaves of her New Testament on the table beside her? This was his letter:




          "Hold out, Strelsa! Matters are going well with me. Your tide, too, will turn before you know it. But neither man nor woman is going to aid you, only time, Strelsa, and—something that neither you nor I have bothered about very much—something that has many names in many tongues—but they all mean the same. And the symbol of what they mean is Truth.




          "Why not study it? We never have. All sages of all times have studied it and found comfort; all saints in all ages have found in it strength.[Pg 334]




          "I find its traces in every ancient picture that I touch. But there are books still older that have lived because of it. And one man died for it—man or God as you will—the former is more fashionable.




          "Lives that have been lived because of it, given for it, forgiven for its sake, are worth our casual study.




          "For they say there is no greater thing than Truth. I can imagine no greater. And the search for it is interesting—fascinating—I had no idea how absorbing until recently—until I first saw you, who sent me out into the world to work.




          "Hold out—and study this curious subject of Truth for a little while. Will you?




          "If you'll only study it a while I promise that it will interest you—not in its formalisms, not in its petty rituals and observances, nor in its endless nomenclature, nor its orthodoxy—but just as you discover it for yourself in the histories of men and women—of saint and sinner—and, above all, in the matchless life of Him who understood them all.




          "Non tu corpus eras sine pectore!"




          Lying there, remembering his letter almost word for word, and where it now lay among printed pages incomprehensible to her except by the mechanical processes of formal faith and superficial observance, she wondered how much that, and the scarcely scanned printed page, might have altered her views of life.




          Molly kissed her again and went away downstairs.




          When she was dressed in her habit she went out to the lawn's edge where Langly and the horses had already gathered: he put her up, and they cantered away down the wooded road that led to South Linden.[Pg 335]




          After their first gallop they slowed to a walk on the farther hill slope, chatting of inconsequential things; and it seemed to her that he was in unusually good spirits—almost gay for him—and his short dry laugh rang out once or twice, which was more than she had heard from him in a week.




          From moment to moment she glanced sideways at him, curiously inspecting the sleek-headed symmetry of the man, noticing, as always, his perfectly groomed figure, his narrow head and the well-cut lines of the face and jaw. Once she had seen him—the very first time she had ever met him at Miami—eating a broiled lobster. And somehow his healthy appetite, the clean incision of his sun-bronzed jaw and the working muscles, chewing and swallowing, fascinated her; and she never saw him but she thought of him eating vigorously aboard the Yulan.




          "Langly," she said, "is it going to be disagreeable for you when Mrs. Ledwith returns to South Linden?"




          He looked at her leisurely, eyes, as always, slightly protruding:




          "Why?"




          "The newspapers."




          "Probably," he said.




          "Then—what are you going to do about it?"




          "About what?"




          "The papers."




          "Nothing."




          "Or—about Mrs. Ledwith?"




          "Be civil if I see her."




          "Of course," she said, reddening. "I was wondering whether gossip might be nipped in the bud if you[Pg 336] left before she arrives and remained away until she leaves."




          His prominent eyes were searching her features all the while she was speaking; now they wandered restlessly over the landscape.




          "It's my fashion," he said, "to face things as they come."




          "If you don't mind I'd rather have you go," she said.




          "Where?"




          "Anywhere you care to."




          He said: "I have told you a thousand times that the thing to do is to take Molly Wycherly 'board the Yulan, and——"




          "I do not care to do it until our engagement is announced."




          "Very well," he said, swinging around in his saddle, "I'll announce it to-day and we'll go aboard this evening and clear out."




          "Wh-what!" she faltered.




          "There's no use waiting any longer," he said. "Mrs. Ledwith and my fool of an aunt are coming to-morrow. Did you know that? Well, they are. And every dirty newspaper in town will make the matter insidiously significant! If my aunt hadn't taken it into her head to visit Mrs. Ledwith at this particular moment, there would have been few comments. As it is there'll be plenty—and I don't feel like putting up with them—I don't propose to for my own sake. The time comes, sooner or later, when a man has got to consider himself."




          After a short silence Strelsa raised her gray eyes:




          "Has it occurred to you to consider, me, Langly?"[Pg 337]




          "What? Certainly. Haven't I been doing that ever since we've been engaged——"




          "I—wonder," she mused.




          "What else have I been doing?" he insisted—"denying myself the pleasure of you when I'm half crazy about you——"




          "What!"




          A dull flush settled under his prominent cheek-bones: he looked straight ahead of him between his horse's ears as he rode, sitting his saddle like the perfect horseman he was, although his mount felt the savage pain of a sudden and reasonless spurring and the wicked curb scarcely controlled him.




          Strelsa set her lips, not looking at either horse or man on her right, nor even noticing her own mare who was cutting up in sympathy with the outraged hunter at her withers.




          "Langly?"




          "Yes?"




          "Has it ever occurred to you how painful such scandalous rumours must be for Mrs. Ledwith?"




          "Can I help them?"




          Strelsa said, thoughtfully: "What a horrible thing for a woman! It was generous of your aunt to show people what she thought of such cruel stories."




          "Do you think," he said sneeringly, "that my excellent aunt was inspired by any such motive? You might as well know—if you don't know already—" and his pale eyes rested a moment on the girl beside him—"that my aunt is visiting Mrs. Ledwith solely to embarrass me!"




          "How could it embarrass you?"




          "By giving colour to the lies told about me and the[Pg 338] Ledwiths," he said in a hard voice—"by hinting that Mary Ledwith, free to marry, is accepted by my aunt; and the rest is up to me! That's what that female relative of mine has just done—" His big, white teeth closed with a click and he spurred his horse cruelly again and checked him until the slavering creature almost reared over backward.




          "If you maltreat that horse again, Langly, I'll leave you. Do you understand?" she said, exasperated.




          "I beg your pardon—" Again his jaw fairly snapped, but the horse did not suffer from his displeasure.




          "What has enraged you so?" she demanded.




          "This whole business. There isn't anything my aunt could have done more vicious, more contemptible, than to visit Mrs. Ledwith at this moment. I'll get it from every quarter, now."




          "I suppose she will, too."




          "My aunt? No such luck!"




          "I mean Mrs. Ledwith."




          "She? Oh, I suppose so."




          Strelsa said between tightening lips:




          "Is there nothing you can do, no kindness, no sacrifice you can make to shield Mrs. Ledwith?"




          He stared at her, then his eyes roamed restlessly:




          "How?"




          "I don't know, Langly.... But if there is anything you could do——"




          "What? My aunt and the papers are determined that I shall marry her! I take it that you are not suggesting that, are you?"




          "I am suggesting nothing," she replied in a low voice.[Pg 339]




          "Well, I am. I'm suggesting that you and Molly and I go aboard the Yulan and clear out to-night!"




          "You mean—to announce our engagement first?"




          "Just as you choose," he said without a shade of expression on his features.




          "You would scarcely propose that I sail with you under any other circumstances," she said sharply.




          "I leave it to you and Mrs. Wycherly. The main idea is to clear out and let them howl and tear things up."




          "Howl at Mrs. Ledwith and tear her to tatters while we start around the world on the Yulan?" nodded Strelsa. She was rather white, but she laughed; and he, hearing her, turned and laughed, too—a quick bark of a laugh that startled both horses who were unaccustomed to it.




          "Oh, I guess they won't put her out of business," he said. "She's young and handsome and there are plenty of her sort to marry her—even Dankmere would have a chance there or—" he hesitated, and decided to refrain. But she understood perfectly, and lost the remainder of her colour.




          "You mean Mr. Quarren," she said coolly.




          "I didn't," he replied, lying. And she was aware of his falsehood, too.




          "What started those rumours about Mrs. Ledwith and you, Langly?" she asked in the same pleasantly even tone, and turned her horse's head toward home at the same time. He made his mount pivot showily on his hocks and drew bridle beside her.




          "Oh, they started at Newport."




          "How?"




          "How do I know? Ledwith and I were connected[Pg 340] in business matters; I saw more or less of them both—and he was too busy to be with his wife every time I happened to be with her. So—you know what they said."




          "Yes. When you and she were lunching at different tables at the Santa Regina you used to write notes to her, and everybody saw you."




          "What of it?"




          "Nothing."




          "That is just it; there was nothing in it."




          "Except her reputation.... What a silly and careless girl! But a man doesn't think—doesn't care very much I fancy. And then everybody was offensively sorry for Chester Ledwith. But that was not your lookout, was it, Langly?"




          Sprowl turned his narrow face and looked at her in silence; and after a moment misjudged her.




          "It was not my fault," he said quietly. "I liked his wife and I was friendly with him until his gutter habits annoyed me."




          "He went to pieces, didn't he?"




          Once more Sprowl inspected her features, warily. Once more he misjudged her.




          "He's gone to smash," he said—"but what's that to us?"




          "I wonder," she smiled, but had to control the tremor of her lower lip by catching it between her teeth and looking away from the man beside her. Quickly the hint of tears dried out in her gray eyes—from whatever cause they sprang glimmering there to dim her eyesight. She bent her head, absently arranging, rearranging and shifting her bridle.




          "The thing to do," he said, curling his long mous[Pg 341]tache with powerful fingers—"is for the Wycherlys to stand by us now—and the others there—that little Lacy girl—and Sir Charles if he chooses. We'll have to take the whole lot of them aboard I suppose."




          "Suppose I go with you alone," she said in a low voice.




          He started in his saddle, turned on her a face that was reddening heavily. For an instant she scarcely recognised him, so thick his lips seemed, so congested the veins in forehead and neck. He seemed all mouth and eyes and sanguine colour—and big, even teeth, now, as the lips drew aside disclosing them.




          "Would you do that, Strelsa?"




          "Why not?"




          "Would you do it—for me?"




          Her rapid breathing impeded speech; she said something inarticulate; he leaned from his saddle and caught her in his left arm.




          "By God," he stammered, "I knew it! You can have what you like from me—I don't care what it is!—take it—fill out your own checks—only let's get out of here before those damned women ruin us both!"




          She had strained back and aside from him, and was trying to guide her mare away, but his powerful arm crushed her and his hot breath fell on her face and neck.




          "You can have it your own way I tell you—I swear to God I'll marry you——"




          "What!"




          Almost strangled she wrenched herself free, panting, staring; and he realised his mistake.




          "We can't get a licence if we leave to-night," he said, breathing heavily. "But we can touch at any port and manage that."[Pg 342]




          "You—you would take me—permit me to go—in such a manner?" she breathed, still staring at him.




          "It's necessity, isn't it? Didn't you propose it? It makes no difference to me, Strelsa. I told you I'd do anything you wished."




          "What did you mean—what did you mean by—by—" But she could go no further in speech or thought.




          "The thing to do," he said calmly, "is not to fly off our heads or become panic-stricken. You're doing the latter; I lost control of myself—after what you gave me to hope—after what you said—showing your trust in me," he added, moistening his thick dry lips with his tongue. "I lost my self-command—because I am crazy for you, Strelsa—there's no sense in pretending otherwise—and you knew it all the time, you little coquette!




          "What do you think a man's made of? You wanted a business arrangement and I humoured you; but you knew all the while, and I knew, that—that I am infatuated, absolutely mad about you." He added, boldly: "And I have reason to think it doesn't entirely displease you, haven't I?"




          She did not seem to hear him. He laid his gloved hand over hers, and recoiled before her eyes as from a blow.




          "Are you angry?" he asked.




          Her teeth were still working on her under lip. She made no answer.




          "Strelsa—if you really feel nothing for me—if you mean what you have said about a purely business agreement—I will hold to it. I thought for a moment—when you said—something in your smile made me think——"




          "You need not think any further," she said.[Pg 343]




          "What do you mean?"




          "I mean that I came with you this morning to tell you that I will not marry you."




          "That's nonsense! I've hurt you—made you angry——"




          "I came for that reason," she repeated. "I meant to do it as soon as I had the courage. I meant to do it gently. Now I don't care how I do it. It's enough for you to know that I will not marry you."




          "Is that final?"




          "Yes."




          "I don't believe it. I know perfectly well I was—was too impulsive, too ardent——"




          She turned her face away with a faint, sick look at the summer fields where scores of birds sang in the sunshine.




          "See here," he said, his manner changing, "I tell you I'm sorry. I ask your pardon. Whatever you wish shall be done. Tell me what to do."




          After a few moments she turned toward him again.




          "A few minutes ago I could have told you what to do. I would have told you to marry Mary Ledwith. Also I would have been wrong. Now, as you ask me, I tell you not to marry her."




          His eyes were deadly dangerous, but she met them carelessly.




          "No," she said, "don't marry any woman after your attentions have made her conspicuous. It will be pleasanter for her to be torn to pieces by her friends."




          "You are having your vengeance," he said. "Take it to the limit, Strelsa, and then let us be reconciled."




          "No, it is too late. It was too late even before we started out together. Why—I didn't realise it then[Pg 344]—but it was too late long ago—from the day you spoke as you did in my presence to Mr. Quarren. That finished you, Langly—if, indeed, you ever really began to mean anything at all to me."




          He made a last effort and the veins stood out on his forehead:




          "I am sorry I spoke to Quarren as I did. I like him."




          She said coolly: "You hate him. You and Mr. Caldera almost ruined him in that acreage affair."




          "You are mistaken. Caldera squeezed him; I did not. I knew nothing about it. My agents attend to such petty matters. What motive have I for disliking Quarren?"




          She shrugged her shoulders disdainfully: "Perhaps because you thought he was devoted to me—and I to him.... And you were right," she added: "I am devoted to him because he is a man and a clean one."




          "Have you ended?"




          "Ended what?"




          "Punishing me."




          Her lips curled slightly: "I am afraid you are inclined to self-flattery, Langly. We chasten those whom we care for."




          "Are you silly enough to dismiss me through sheer pique?" he said between his teeth.




          "Pique? I don't understand. I've merely concluded that I don't need your fortune and I don't want your name. You, personally, never figured in the proposed arrangement."




          His visage altered alarmingly:




          "Who have you got on the string now!" he broke out—"you little adventuress! What damned fool is[Pg 345] damned fool enough to marry you when anybody could get you for less if they care to spend the time on you——"




          Suddenly his arm shot out and he wrenched her bridle, dragging her horse around and holding him there.




          "Are you mad?" she whispered, white to the lips. "Take your hand off my bridle!"




          "For another word," he said between clinched teeth, "I'd ride you down and spoil that face of yours! Hold your tongue and listen to me. I've stood all I'm going to from you. I've done all the cringing and boot-licking that is going to be done. You're the sort that needs curb and spurs, and you'll get them if you cut up with me. Is that plain?"




          She had carried no crop that morning or she would have used it; her bridle was useless; spurring might have dragged them both down under the horses' feet.




          "For the last time," he said, "you listen to me. I love you. I want you. You haven't a cent; you could fill out any check you chose to draw over my signature. Now if you are not crazy, or a hopeless fool, behave yourself."




          A great sob choked her; she forced it back and sat, waiting, eyes almost closed.




          "Strelsa, answer me!"




          There was no reply.




          "Answer me, for God's sake!"




          She opened her eyes.




          "Will you marry me?"




          "No."




          His eyes seemed starting from his head and the[Pg 346] deep blood rushed to his face and neck, and he flung her bridle into her face with an inarticulate sound.




          Then, slowly, side by side they advanced along the road together. A groom met them at Witch-Hollow; Strelsa slipped from her saddle without aid and, leisurely, erect, smiling, walked up to the veranda where Molly stood reading the morning paper.




          "Hello dear," she said. "Am I very late for luncheon?"




          "It's over. Will you have a tray out here?"




          "May I?"




          "Don't you want to change, first?"




          "Yes, thanks."




          Molly glanced up from the paper:




          "Isn't Langly stopping for luncheon with you?"




          "No."




          Molly looked at her curiously:




          "Did you enjoy your gallop?"




          "We didn't gallop much."




          "Spooned?"




          Strelsa shuddered slightly. The elder woman dropped her paper and gazed at her.




          "You don't mean to say it's all off, Strelsa!"




          "Entirely. Please don't let's speak of it again—or of him—if you don't mind——"




          "I don't!—you darling!—you poor darling! What has that creature done to you?"




          "Don't speak of him, please."




          "No, I won't. Oh, I'm so glad, Strelsa!—I can't tell you how happy, how immensely relieved—and that cat of an aunt of his here to make mischief!—and poor Mary Ledwith——"




          [Pg 347]




          "Molly, I—I simply can't talk about it—any of it——"




          She turned abruptly, entered the house, and ran lightly up the stairs. Molly waited for her, grimly content with the elimination of Langly Sprowl and already planning separate campaigns in behalf of Sir Charles and Quarren.




          She was still absorbed in her scheming when Strelsa came down. There was not a trace of any emotion except pleasure in her face. In her heart it was the same; only an immense, immeasurable relief reigned there, calming and exciting her alternately. But her face was yet a trifle pale; her hands still unsteady; and every delicate nerve, slowly relaxing from the tension, was regaining its normal quiet by degrees.




          Her appetite was excellent, however. Afterward she and Molly chose neighbouring rockers, and Molly, lighting a cigarette, opened fire:




          "Is it to be Sir Charles after all, darling?" she asked caressingly.
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          Strelsa laughed outright, then, astonished that she had not shrunk from a renewal of the eternal pressure, looked at Molly with wide gray eyes.




          "I don't know what's the matter with me to-day," she said; "I seem to be able to laugh. I've not been very well physically; I've had a ghastly morning; I'm homeless and wretchedly poor—and I'm laughing at it all—the whole thing, Molly. What do you suppose is the matter with me?"




          "You're not in love, are you?" asked Molly with calm suspicion.




          "No, I'm not," said the girl with a quiet conviction that disconcerted the elder woman.[Pg 348]




          "Then I don't see why you should be very happy," said Molly honestly.




          Strelsa considered: "Perhaps it's because to-day I feel unusually well. I slept—which I don't usually."




          "You're becoming devout, too," said Molly.




          "Devout? Oh, you saw me reading in my Testament.... It's an interesting book, Molly," she said naïvely. "You know, as children, and at school, and in church we don't read it with any intelligence—or listen to it in the right way.... Peopleare odd. We have our moments of contrition, abasement, fright, exaltation; but at bottom we know that our religion and a fair observance of it is a sound policy of insurance. We accept it as we take out insurance in view of eventualities and the chance of future fire——"




          "That's flippant," said Molly.




          "I really didn't mean it so.... I was wondering about it all. Recently, re-reading the New Testament, I was struck by finding so much in it that I had never noticed or understood.... You know, Molly, after all Truth is the greatest thing in the world."




          "So I've heard," observed Molly drily.




          "Oh, I've heard it, too, but never thought what it meant—until recently. You see Truth, to me, was just telling it as often as possible. I never thought much about it—that it is the basis of everything worthy and beautiful—such as old pictures—" she added vaguely—"and those things that silversmiths like Benvenuto Cellini did——"




          "What?"




          Strelsa coloured: "Everything worthy is founded on Truth," she said.




          "That sounds like Tupper or a copy-book," said[Pg 349] Molly, laughing. "For surely those profound reflections never emanated originally from you or Rix—did they?"




          Strelsa, much annoyed, picked up the field glasses and levelled them on the river.




          Sir Charles was out there in a launch with Chrysos Lacy. Chrysos fished and Sir Charles baited her hook.




          "That's a touching sight," said Strelsa, laughing.




          Molly said crossly: "Well, if you don't want him, for goodness' sake say so!—and let me have some credit with the Lacys for engineering the thing."




          "Take it, darling!" laughed the girl, "take the credit and let the cash go—to Chrysos!"




          "How indelicate you can be, Strelsa!"




          "Oh, I am. I'm in such rude health that it's almost vulgar. After all, Molly, there's an immense relief in getting rid of your last penny and knowing nothing worse can happen to you."




          "You might die."




          "I don't care."




          "Everybody cares whether they live or die."




          The girl looked at her, surprised.




          "I don't," she said, "—really."




          "Of course you do."




          "But why should I?"




          "Nonsense, Strelsa. No matter how they crack up Heaven, nobody is in a hurry to go there."




          "I wasn't thinking of Heaven.... I was just curious to see what else there is—I'm in no hurry, but it has always interested me.... I've had a theory that perhaps to everybody worthy is given, hereafter, exactly the kind of heaven they expect—to Buddhist, Brahman, Mohammedan, Christian—to the Shinto priest[Pg 350] as well as to the Sagamore.... There's plenty of time—I'm in no hurry, nor would it be too soon to-morrow for me to find out how near I am to the truth."




          "You're morbid, child!"




          "Less this very moment than for years.... Molly, do you know that I am getting well? I wish you knew how well I feel."




          But Molly was no longer listening. High above the distant hangars where the men had gathered since early morning, a great hawk-like thing was soaring in circles. And already the distant racket of another huge winged thing came to her ears on the summer wind.




          "I hope Jim will be careful," she said.[Pg 351]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER XIV


        




        

          Into the long stables at South Linden, that afternoon, Langly Sprowl's trembling horse was led limping, his velvet flanks all torn by spurs and caked with mud, his tender mouth badly lacerated.




          As for his master, it seemed that the ruin of the expensive hunter and four hours' violent and capricious exercise in his reeking saddle had merely whetted his appetite for more violence; and he had been tramping for an hour up and down the length of the library in his big sprawling house when Mr. Kyte, his confidential secretary, came in without knocking.




          Sprowl hearing his step swung on him savagely, but Kyte coolly closed the door behind him and turned the key.




          "Ledwith is here," he said.




          "Ledwith," repeated Sprowl, mechanically.




          "Yes, he's on the veranda. They said you were not at home. He said he'd wait. I thought you ought to know. He acts queerly."




          Langly's protruding eyes became utterly expressionless.




          "All right," he said in dismissal.




          Kyte still lingered:




          "Is there anything I can say or do?"




          "If there was I'd tell you, wouldn't I?"




          Kyte's lowered gaze stole upward toward his em[Pg 352]ployer, sustained his expressionless glare for a second, then shifted.




          "Very well," he said unlocking the library door; "I thought he might be armed, that's all."




          "Kyte!"




          Mr. Kyte turned on the door-sill.




          "What do you mean by saying that?"




          "Saying what?"




          "That you think this fellow Ledwith may be armed?"




          Kyte stood silent.




          "I ask you again," repeated Sprowl, "why you infer that this man might have armed himself to visit this house?"




          Kyte's eyes stole upward, were instantly lowered. Sprowl walked over to him.




          "You're paid to act, not think; do you understand?" he said in a husky, suppressed voice; but his long fingers were twitching.




          "I understand," said Kyte.




          Sprowl's lean head jerked; Kyte went; and the master of the house strode back into the library and resumed his pacing.




          Boots, spurs, the skirts of his riding coat, even his stock were stained with mud and lather; and there was a spot or two across his sun-tanned cheeks.




          Presently he walked to the bay-window which commanded part of the west veranda, and looking out through the lace curtains saw Ledwith sitting there, his sunken eyes fixed on the westering sun.




          The man's clothing hung loosely on his frame, showing bony angles at elbow and knee. Burrs and black swamp-mud stuck to his knickerbockers and golf-stock[Pg 353]ings; he sat very still save for a constant twitching of the muscles.




          The necessity for nervous and physical fatigue drove Sprowl back into the library to tramp up and down over the soft old Saraband rugs, up and down, to and fro, and across sometimes, ranging the four walls with the dull, aimless energy of a creature which long caging is rendering mentally unsound.




          Then the monotony of the exercise began to irritate instead of allaying his restlessness; he went to the bay-window again, saw Ledwith still sitting there, stared at him with a ferocity almost expressionless, and strode out into the great hallway and through the servant-watched doors to the veranda.




          Ledwith looked up, rose. "How are you, Langly?" he said.




          Sprowl nodded, staring him insolently in the face.




          There was a pause, then Ledwith's pallid features twitched into a crooked smile.




          "I wanted to talk over one or two matters with you before I leave," he said.




          "When are you leaving?"




          "To-night."




          "Where are you going?"




          "I don't know—to the Acremont Inn for a few days. After that—I don't know."




          Sprowl, perfectly aware that his footman was listening, walked out across the lawn, and Ledwith went with him. Neither spoke. Shadows of tall trees lay like velvet on the grass; the crests of the woods beyond grew golden, their depths dusky and bluish. Everywhere robins were noisily at supper, tilting for earthworms on the lawns; golden-winged woodpeckers imitated them;[Pg 354] in the late sunlight the grackles' necks were rainbow tinted.




          On distant hillcrests Sprowl could see his brood-mares feeding, switching their tails against the sky; farther away sheep dotted hillside pastures. Farther still the woods of Witch-Hollow lay banded with sunshine and shadow. And Sprowl's protuberant gaze grew fixed and expressionless as he swung on across the meadows and skirted the first grove of oaks, huge outlying pickets of his splendid forest beyond.




          "We can talk here," said Ledwith in a voice which sounded hoarse and painful; and, swinging around on him, Sprowl saw that he was in distress, fighting for breath and leaning against the trunk of an oak.




          "What do you want to talk about?" said Sprowl.




          The struggle for breath left Ledwith mute.




          "Can't you walk and talk at the same time?" demanded Sprowl. "I need exercise."




          "I've got to rest."




          "Well, then, what have you got to say?—because I'm going on. What's the matter with you, anyway," he added sneeringly; "dope?"




          "Partly," said Ledwith without resentment.




          "What else?"




          "Anxiety."




          "Oh. Do you think you have a monopoly of that?"




          Ledwith, without heeding the sneering question, went on, still resting on his elbow against the tree-trunk:




          "I want to talk to you, Langly. I want straight talk from you. Do I get it?"




          "You'll get it; go on," said Sprowl contemptuously.




          "Then—my wife has returned."[Pg 355]




          "Your ex-wife," corrected Sprowl without a shade of expression in voice or features.




          "Yes," said Ledwith—"Mary. I left the house before she arrived, on my way to Acremont across country. She and your aunt drove up together. I saw them from the hill."




          "Very interesting," said Sprowl. "Is that all?"




          Ledwith detached himself from the tree and stood aside, under it, looking down at the grass.




          "You are going to marry her of course," he said.




          "That," retorted Sprowl, "is none of your business."




          "Because," continued Ledwith, not heeding him, "that is the only thing possible. There is nothing else for her to do—for you to do. She knows it, you know it, and so do I."




          "I know all about it," said Sprowl coolly. "Is there anything else?"




          "Only your word to confirm what I have just said."




          "What are you talking about?"




          "Your marriage with Mary."




          "I think I told you that it was none of your business."




          "Perhaps you did. But I've made it my business."




          "May I ask why?"




          "Yes, you may ask, Langly, and I'll tell you. It's because, recently, there have been rumours concerning you and a Mrs. Leeds. That's the reason."




          Sprowl's hands, hanging at his sides, began nervously closing and unclosing:




          "Is that all, Ledwith?"




          "That's all—when you have confirmed what I have[Pg 356] said concerning the necessity for your marriage with the woman you debauched."




          "You lie," said Langly.




          Ledwith smiled. "No," he said wearily, "I don't. She admitted it to me."




          "That is another lie."




          "Ask her. She didn't care what she said to me any more than she cared, after a while, what she did to me. You made her yours, soul and body; she became only your creature, caring less and less for concealment as her infatuation grew from coquetry to imprudence, from recklessness to effrontery.... It's the women of our sort, who, once misled, stop at nothing—not the men. Prudence to the point of cowardice is the amatory characteristic of your sort.... I don't mean physical cowardice," he added, lifting his sunken eyes and letting them rest on Sprowl's powerful frame.




          "Have you finished?" asked the latter.




          "In a moment, Langly. I am merely reminding you of what has happened. Concerning myself I have nothing to say. Look at me. You know what I was; you see what I am. I'm not whining; it's all in a lifetime. And the man who is not fitted to take care of what is his, loses. That's all."




          Sprowl's head was averted after an involuntary glance at the man before him. His face was red—or it may have been the ruddy evening sun striking flat across it.




          Ledwith said: "You will marry her, of course. But I merely wish to hear you say so."




          Sprowl swung on him, his thick lips receding:




          "I'll marry whom I choose! Do you understand that?"[Pg 357]




          "Of course. But you will choose to marry her."




          "Do you think so?"




          "Yes. Or—I'll kill you," he said seriously.




          Langly stared at him, every vein suddenly dark and swollen; then his bark of a laugh broke loose.




          "I suppose you've got it in your pocket," he said.




          Ledwith fumbled in his coat pocket and produced a dully blued weapon of heavy calibre; and Sprowl walked slowly up to him, slapped his face, took the revolver from him, and flung it into the woods.




          "Now go home and punch yourself full of dope," he said; swung on his heel, and sauntered off.




          Ledwith looked after him, one bloodless hand resting on the cheek which Sprowl had struck—watched him out of sight. Then, patiently, he started to search for the weapon, dropping on all-fours, crawling, peering, parting the ferns and bushes. But the sun was low and the woods dusky, and he could not find what he was looking for. So he sat up on the ground among the dead leaves of other years, drew from his pocket what he needed, and slowly bared his scarred arm to the shoulder.




          As for Sprowl, his vigorous tread lengthened to a swinging stride as he shouldered his way through a thicket and out again into the open.




          Already he scarcely remembered Ledwith at all, or his menace, or the blow; scarcely even recollected that Mary Ledwith had returned or that his aunt was within driving distance of his own quarters.




          A dull hot anguish, partly rage, possessed him, tormenting brain and heart incessantly and giving him no rest. His own clumsy madness in destroying what he believed had been a certainty—his stupidity, his loss of[Pg 358] self-control, not only in betraying passion prematurely but in his subsequent violence and brutality, almost drove him insane.




          Never before in any affair with women had he forgotten caution in any crisis; his had been a patience unshakable when necessary, a dogged, driving persistence when the time came, the subtlety of absolute inertness when required. But above all and everything else he has been a master of patience, and so a master of himself; and so he had usually won.




          And now—now in this crisis—a crisis involving the loss of what he cared for enough to marry—if he must marry to have his way with her—what was to be done?




          He tried to think coolly, but the cinders of rage and passion seemed to stir and move with every breath he drew awaking the wild fire within.




          He would try to reason and think clearly—try to retrace matters to the beginning and find out why he had blundered when everything was in his own hands.




          It was his aunt's sudden policy that betrayed him into a premature move—Mary Ledwith's return, and his aunt's visit. Mary Ledwith was there to marry him; his aunt to make mischief unless he did what was expected of him.




          Leisurely but thoroughly he cursed them both as he walked back across his lawn. But he was already thinking of Strelsa again when, as he entered the wide hall, his aunt waddled across the rugs of the drawing-room, pronouncing his name with unmistakable decision. And, before the servants, he swallowed the greeting he had hoped to give her, and led her into the library.




          "Mercy on us, Langly!" she exclaimed, eyeing his[Pg 359] reeking boots and riding-breeches; "do you live like a pig up here?"




          "I've been out," he said briefly. "What do you want?"




          Her little green eyes lighted up, and her smile, which was fading, she forced into a kind of fixed grin.




          "Your polished and thoughtful inquiry is characteristic of you," she said. "Mary is here, and I want you to come over to dinner."




          "I'm not up to it," he said.




          "I want you to come."




          "I tell you I'm not up to it," he said bluntly.




          "And I tell you that you'd better come."




          "Better come?" he repeated.




          "Yes, better come. More than that, Langly, you'd better behave yourself, or I'll make New York too hot to hold you."




          His prominent eyes were expressionless.




          "Ah?" he remarked.




          "Exactly, my friend. Your race is run. You've done one thing too publicly to squirm out of the consequences. The town has stood for a good deal from you. When that girl at the Frivolity Theatre shot herself, leaving a letter directed to you, the limit of public patience was nearly reached. You had to go abroad, didn't you? Well, you can't go abroad this time. Neither London nor Paris nor Vienna nor Budapest—no, nor St. Petersburg nor even Constantinople would stand you! Your course is finished. If you've an ounce of brains remaining you know that you're done for this time. So go and dress and come over to dinner.... And don't worry; I'll keep away from you after you're married."[Pg 360]




          "You'll keep your distance before that," he said slowly.




          "You're mistaken. Many people are afraid of you, but I never was and never could be. You're no good; you never were. If you didn't lug my name about with you I'd let you go to hell. You'll go there anyway, but you'll go married first."




          "I expect to."




          "Married to Mary Ledwith," she said looking at him.




          He picked up a cigar, examined it, yawned, then glanced at her:




          "As I had—recently—occasion to tell Chester Ledwith, I'll marry whom I please. Now suppose you clear out."




          "Are you dining with us?"




          "No."




          "What time may we expect you to-morrow?"




          "At no time."




          "Do you intend to marry Mary Ledwith?"




          "No."




          "Is that final?"




          "Yes!"




          "Do you expect to marry anybody else?"




          "Yes!" he shouted, partly rising from his chair, his narrow face distorted. "Yes, I do! Now you know, don't you! Is the matter settled at last? Do you understand clearly?—you fat-headed, meddlesome old fool!"




          He sprang to his feet in an access of fury and began loping up and down the room, gesticulating, almost mouthing out his hatred and abuse—rendered more furious still by the knowledge of his own weakness and dis[Pg 361]integration—his downfall from that silent citadel of self-control which had served him so many years as a stronghold for defiance or refuge.




          "You impertinent old woman!" he shouted, "if you don't keep your fat nose out of my affairs I'll set a thousand men tampering with the foundations of your investments! Keep your distance and mind your business—I warn you now and for the last time, or else—" He swung around on her, and the jaw muscles began to work—"or else I'll supply the Yellows with a few facts concerning that Englishman's late father and yourself!"




          Mrs. Sprowl's face went pasty-white; in the fat, colourless expanse only the deathless fury of her eyes seemed alive.




          "So that fetched you," he observed, coolly. "I don't want to give you apoplexy; I don't want you messing up my house. I merely want you to understand that it's dangerous to come sniffing and nosing around my threshold. You dounderstand, I guess."




          He continued his promenade but presently came back to her:




          "You know well enough who I want to marry. If you say or do one thing to interfere I'll see that you figure in the Yellows."




          He thought a moment; the colour slowly returned to her face. After a fit of coughing she struggled to rise from her chair. He let her pant and scuffle and kick for a while, then opened the door and summoned her footman.




          "I'm sorry I cannot drive with you this evening," he said quietly, as the footman supported Mrs. Sprowl to her feet, "but I've promised the Wycherlys. Pray[Pg 362] offer my compliments and friendly wishes to Mrs. Ledwith."




          When she had gone he walked back into the library, picked up the telephone and finally got Molly Wycherly on the wire.




          "Won't you ask me to dinner?" he said. "I've an explanation to make to Mrs. Leeds and I'd be awfully obliged to you."




          There was a silence, then Molly said, deliberately:




          "You must be a very absent-minded young man. I saw your aunt for a moment this afternoon and she said that you are dining with her at Mrs. Ledwith's."




          "She was mistaken—" began Sprowl quietly, but Molly cut him short with a laughing "good-bye," and hung up the receiver.




          "That was Langly," she remarked, turning to Strelsa who was already dressed for dinner and who had come into Molly's boudoir to observe the hair-dressing and comprehensive embellishment of that young matron's person by a new maid on probation.




          Strelsa's upper lip curled faintly, then the happy expression returned, and she watched the decorating of Molly until the maid turned her out in the perfection of grooming from crown to toe.




          There was nobody in the music-room. Molly turned again to Strelsa as they entered:




          "What a brute he is!—asking me to invite him here for dinner when Mary Ledwith has just arrived."




          "Did he do that?"




          "Yes. And his excuse was that he had an explanation to make you. What a sneaking way of doing it!"




          Strelsa looked out of the dark window in silence.




          Molly said: "I wish he'd go away, I never can[Pg 363] look at him without thinking of Chester Ledwith—and all that wretched affair.... Not that I am sniffy about Mary—the poor little fool.... Anyway," she added naïvely, "old lady Sprowl has fixed her status and now we all know how to behave toward her."




          Strelsa, arms clasped behind her back, came slowly forward from the window:




          "What a sorry civilisation," she said thoughtfully, "and what sorry codes we frame to govern it."




          "What?" sharply.




          Strelsa looked at her, absently.




          "Nobody seems to be ashamed of anything any more," she said, half to herself. "The only thing that embarrasses us is what the outside world may think of us. We don't seem to care what we think of each other."




          Molly, a trifle red, asked her warmly what she meant.




          "Oh, I was just realising what are the motives that govern us—the majority of us—and how primitive they are. So many among us seem to be moral throwbacks—types reappearing out of the mists of an ancient and unmoral past.... Echoes of primitive ages when nobody knew any better—when life was new, and was merely life and nothing else—fighting, treacherous, cringing life which knew of nothing else to do except to eat, sleep, and reproduce itself—bully the weaker, fawn on the stronger, lie, steal, and watch out that death should not interfere with the main chance."




          Molly, redder than ever, asked her again what she meant.




          "I don't know, dear.... How clean the woods and fields seem after a day indoors with many people."[Pg 364]




          "You mean we all need moral baths?"




          "I do."




          Molly smiled: "For a moment I thought you meant that I do."




          Strelsa smiled, too:




          "You're a good wife, Molly; and a good friend.... I wish you had a baby."




          "I'm—going to."




          They looked at each other a moment; then Strelsa caught her in her arms.




          "Really?"




          Molly nodded:




          "That's why I worry about Jim taking chances in his aeroplane."




          "He mustn't! He's got to stop! What can he be thinking of!" cried Strelsa indignantly.




          "But he—doesn't know."




          "You haven't told him?"




          "No."




          "Why not?"




          "I—don't know how he'll take it."




          "What?"




          Molly flushed: "We didn't want one. I don't know what he'll say. We didn't care for them——"




          Strelsa's angry beauty checked her with its silent scorn; suddenly her pretty head fell forward on Strelsa's breast:




          "Don't look that way at me! I was a fool. How was I to know—anything? I'd never had one.... You can't know whether you want a baby or not until you have one.... I know now. I'm crazy about it.... I think it would—would kill me if Jim is annoyed——"[Pg 365]




          "He won't be, darling!" whispered Strelsa. "Don't mind what he says anyway. He's only a man. He never even knew as much about it as you did. What do men know, anyway? Jim is a dear—just the regular sort of man interested in business and sport and probably afraid that a baby might interfere with both. What does he know about it?... Besides he's too decent to be annoyed——"




          "I'm afraid—I can't stand—even his indifference—" whimpered Molly.




          Strelsa, holding her clasped to her breast, started to speak, but a noise of men in the outer hall silenced her—the aviators returning from their hangars and gathering in the billiard-room for a long one before dressing.




          "Wait," whispered Strelsa, gently disengaging herself—"wait just a moment——"




          And she was out in the hall in an instant, just in time to touch Jim on the arm as he closed the file toward the billiard-room.




          "Hello, Sweetness!" he said, pivoting on his heels and seizing her hands. "Are you coming in to try a cocktail with us?"




          "Jim," she said, "I want to tell you something."




          "Shoot," he said. "And if you don't hurry I'll kiss you."




          "Listen, please. Molly is in the music-room. Make her tell you."




          "Tell me what?"




          "Ask her, Jim.... And, if you care one atom for her—be happy at what she tells you—and tell her that you are. Will you?"




          He stared at her, then lost countenance. Then he[Pg 366] looked at her in a panicky way and started to go, but she held on to him with determination:




          "Smile first!"




          "Thunder! I——"




          "Smile. Oh, Jim, isn't there any decency in men?"




          His mind was working like mad; he stared at her, then through the astonishment and consternation on his good-looking features a faint grin broke out.




          "All right," she whispered, and let him go.




          Molly, idling at the piano, heard his tread behind her, and looked up over her shoulder.




          "Hello, Jim," she said, faintly.




          "Hello, ducky. Strelsa says you have something to tell me."




          "I—Jim?"




          "So she said. So I cut out a long one to find out what it is. What's up, ducky?"




          Molly's gaze grew keener: "Did that child tell you?"




          "She said that you had something to tell me."




          "Did she?"




          "No! Aren't you going to tell me either?"




          He dropped into a chair opposite her; she sat on the piano-stool considering him for a while in silence. Then, dropping her arms with a helpless little gesture:




          "We are going to have a baby. Are you—annoyed?"




          For a second he sat as though paralysed, and the next second he had her in his arms, the grin breaking out from utter blankness.




          "You're a corker, ducky!" he whispered. "You for me all the time!"[Pg 367]




          "Jim!... Really?"




          "Surest thing you know! Which is it?—boy or—Oh, I beg your pardon, dear—I'm not accustomed to the etiquette. But I'm delighted, ducky, overwhelmed!"




          "Oh, Jim! I'm so glad. And I'm crazy about it—perfectly mad about it.... And you're a dear to care——"




          "Certainly I care! What do you take me for—a wooden Indian!" he exclaimed virtuously. "Come on and we'll celebrate——"




          "But, Jim! We can't tell people."




          "Oh—that's the christening. I forgot, ducky. No, we can't talk about it of course. But I'll do anything you say——"




          "Will you?"




          "Will I? Watch me!"




          "Then—then don't take out the Stinger for a while. Do you mind, dear?"




          "What!" he said, jaw dropping.




          "I can't bear it, Jim. I was a good sport before; you know I was. But my nerve has gone. I can't take chances now; I want you to see—it——"




          After a moment he nodded.




          "Sure," he said. "It's like Lent. You've got to offer up something.... If you feel that way—" he sighed unconsciously—"I'll lock up the hangar until——"




          "Oh, darling! Will you?"




          "Yes," said that desolate young man, and kissed his wife without a scowl. He had behaved pretty well—about like the majority of husbands outside of popular romances.[Pg 368]




          The amateur aeronauts left in the morning before anybody was stirring except the servants—Vincent Wier, Lester Caldera, the Van Dynes and the rest, bag, baggage, and, later, two aeroplanes packed and destined for Barent Van Dyne's Long Island estate where there was to be some serious flying attempted over the flat and dusty plains of that salubrious island.




          Sir Charles Mallison was leaving that same day, later; and there were to be no more of Jim's noisy parties; and now under the circumstances, no parties of Molly's, either; because Molly was becoming nervous and despondent and a mania for her husband possessed her—the pretty resurgence of earlier sentiment which, if not more than comfortably dormant, buds charmingly again at a time like this.




          Also she wanted Strelsa, and nobody beside these two; and although she liked parties of all sorts including Jim's sporting ones, and although she liked Sir Charles immensely, she was looking forward to comfort of an empty house with only her husband to decorate the landscape and Strelsa to whisper to in morbid moments.




          For Chrysos was going to Newport, Sir Charles and her maid accompanying her as far as New York from where the Baronet meant to sail the next day.




          His luggage had already gone; his man was packing when Sir Charles sauntered out over the dew-wet lawn, a sprig of sweet-william in his lapel, tall, clear-skinned, nice to look upon.




          What he really thought of what he had seen in America, of the sort of people who had entertained him, of the grotesque imitation of exotic society—or of a certain sort of it—nobody really knew. Doubtless his[Pg 369] estimate was inclined to be a kindly one, for he was essentially that—a philosophical, chivalrous, and modest man; and if his lines had fallen in places where vulgarity, extravagance, and ostentation predominated—if he had encountered little real cultivation, less erudition, and almost nothing worthy of sympathetic interest, he never betrayed either impatience or contempt.




          He had come for one reason only—the same reason that had brought him to America for the first time—to ask Strelsa Leeds to marry him.




          He was man enough to understand that she did not care for him that way, soldier enough to face his fate, keen enough, long since, to understand that Quarren meant more to the woman he cared for than any other man.




          Cool, self-controlled, he watched every chance for an opening in his own behalf. No good chance presented itself. So he made one and offered himself with a dignity and simplicity that won Strelsa's esteem but not her heart.




          After that he stayed on, not hoping, but merely because he liked her. Later he remained because of a vague instinct that he might as well be on hand while Strelsa went through the phase with Langly Sprowl. But he was a wise man, and weeks ago he had seen the inevitable outcome. Also he had divined Quarren's influence in the atmosphere, had watched for it, sensed it, seen it very gradually materialise in a score of acts and words of which Strelsa herself was totally unconscious.




          Then, too, the afternoon before, he had encountered Sprowl riding furiously with reeking spurs, after his morning's gallop with Strelsa; and he had caught a glimpse of the man's face; and that was enough.[Pg 370]




          So there was really nothing to keep him in America any longer. He wanted to get back to his own kind—into real life again, among people of real position and real elegance, where live topics were discussed, where live things were attempted or accomplished, where whatever was done, material or immaterial, was done thoroughly and well.




          There was not one thing in America, now, to keep him there—except a warm and kindly affection for his little friend Chrysos Lacy with whom he had been thrown so constantly at Witch-Hollow.




          Strolling across the lawn, he thought of her with warm gratitude. In her fresh and unspoiled youth he had found relief from a love unreturned, a cool, sweet antidote to passion, a balm for loneliness most exquisite and delightful.




          The very perfection of comradeship it had been, full of charming surprises as well as a rest both mental and physical. For Chrysos made few demands on his intellect—that is, at first she had made very few. Later—within the past few weeks, he remembered now his surprise to find how much there really was to the young girl—and that perhaps her age and inexperience alone marked any particular intellectual chasm between them.




          Thinking of these things he sauntered on across country, and after a while came to the grounds of the Ledwith place, wondering a little that a note from Mrs. Sprowl the evening before should have requested him to present himself at so early an hour.




          A man took his card, returned presently saying that Mrs. Ledwith had not yet risen, but that Mrs. Sprowl would receive him.[Pg 371]




          Conducted to the old lady's apartments he was ushered into a dressing-room done in pastel tints, and which hideously set forth the colouring and proportions of Mrs. Sprowl in lace bed-attire, bolstered up in a big cane-backed chair.




          "I'm ill," she said hoarsely; "I have been ill all night—sitting here because I can't lie down. I'd strangle if I lay down."




          He held her hand in his firm, sun-tanned grasp, looking down compassionately:




          "Awf'lly sorry," he said as though he meant it.




          The old lady peered up at him:




          "You're sailing to-morrow?"




          "To-morrow," he said, gravely.




          "When do you return?"




          "I have made no plans to return."




          "You mean to say that you've given up the fight?"




          "There was never any fight," he said.




          Mrs. Sprowl scowled:




          "Has that heartless girl refused you again, Sir Charles?"




          "Dear Mrs. Sprowl, you are too much my partisan. Mrs. Leeds knows better than you or I where her heart is really inclined. And you and I can scarcely question her decision."




          "Do you think for a moment it is inclined toward that miserable nephew of mine?" she demanded.




          "No," he said.




          "Then—do you mean young Quarren?"




          "I think I do," he said smiling.




          "I'm glad of it!" she said angrily. "If it was not to be you I'm glad that it may be Rix. It—it would have killed me to see her fall into Langly's hands....[Pg 372] I'm ill on account of him—his shocking treatment of me last evening. It was a brutal scene—one of those terrible family scenes!—and he threatened me—cursed me——"




          She closed her eyes a moment, trembling all over her fat body; then they snapped open again with the old fire undiminished:




          "Before I've finished with Langly he'll realise who has hold of him.... But I'm not well. I'm going to Carlsbad. Shall I see you there?"




          "I'm afraid not."




          "You are going back into everything, I suppose."




          "Yes."




          "To forget her, I suppose."




          He said pleasantly:




          "I do not wish to forget her. One prefers to think often of such a woman as Mrs. Leeds. There are not many like her. It is something of a privilege to have cared for her, and the memory is not—painful."




          Mrs. Sprowl glared at him; and, as she thought of Langly, of Strelsa, of the collapse of her own schemes, the baffled rage began to smoulder in her tiny green eyes till they dwindled and dwindled to a pair of phosphorescent sparks imbedded in fat.




          "I did my best," she said hoarsely. "I'm not defeated if you're not. Say the word and I'll start something—" And suddenly she remembered Langly's threat involving the memory of a dead man whose only son now stood before her.




          She knew that her words were vain, her boast empty; she knew there was nothing more for her to do—nothing even that Sir Charles might do toward winning Strelsa without also doing the only thing in the world[Pg 373] which could really terrify herself. Even at the mere thought of it she trembled again, and fear forced her to speech born of fear:




          "Perhaps it is best for you to go," she faltered. "Absence is a last resort.... It may be well to try it——"




          He bent over and took her hand:




          "There is no longer even a last resort," he said kindly. "I am quite reconciled. She is different from any other woman; ours was and is a high type of friendship.... Sometimes, lately, I have wondered whether it ever could have been any more than that to either of us."




          Mrs. Sprowl looked up at him, her face so altered and softened that his own grew graver.




          "You are like your father," she said unsteadily. "It was my privilege to share his friendship.... And his friendship was of that kind—high-minded, generous, pure—asking no more than it gave—no more than it gave——"




          She laid her cheek against Sir Charles's hands, let it rest there an instant, then averting her face motioned his dismissal.




          He went with a pleasant and gentle word or two; she sat bolt upright among her silken pillows, lips grimly compressed, but on her tightly closed eyelids tears trembled.




          Sir Charles drew a long deep breath in the outer sunshine, filling his lungs with the fragrant morning air. Hedges still glistened with spiders' tapestry; the birds which sulked all day in their early moulting-fever still sang a little in the cool of the morning, and he listened to them as he walked while his quiet, impartial[Pg 374] eye ranged over the lovely rolling country, dew-washed and exquisite under a cloudless sky.




          Far away he saw the chimneys of Langly Sprowl's sprawling country-seat, smoke rising from two, but he saw nothing of the angry horseman of the day before. Once, in the distance on the edge of a copse, he saw a man creeping about on all-fours, evidently searching for some lost object in the thicket. Looking back from a long way off he saw him still searching on his hands and knees, and wondered at his patience, half inclined to go back and aid him.




          But about that time one of Sprowl's young bulls came walking over toward him with such menacing observations and deportment that Sir Charles promptly looked about him for an advance to the rear-front—a manœuvre he had been obliged to learn in the late Transvaal unpleasantness.




          And at the same moment he saw Chrysos Lacy.




          There was no time for explanations; clearly she was too frightened to stir; so he quietly picked her up on his advance to the rear-front, carrying her in the first-aid style approved by the H. B. M. medical staff, and scaled the five-bar fence as no barrier had ever been scaled at Aldershot or Olympia by any warrior in khaki or scarlet tunic.




          "Th-thank you," said Chrysos, unwinding her arms from the baronet's neck as the bull came trotting up on the other side of the fence and bellowed at them. Not the slightest atom of fright remained, only a wild-rose tint in her cheeks. She considered the bull, absently, patted a tendril of hair into symmetry; but the breeze loosened it again, and she let it blow across her cheek.




          "We should have been in South Africa together,"[Pg 375] said Sir Charles. "We manœuvre beautifully as a unit."




          The girl laughed, then spying more wild strawberries—the quest of which had beguiled her into hostile territory—dropped on her knees and began to explore.




          The berries were big and ripe—huge drops of crimson honey hanging heavily, five to a stalk. The meadow-grass was red with them, and Sir Charles, without more ado, got down on all-fours and started to gather them with all the serious and thorough determination characteristic of that warrior.




          "You're not to eat any, yet," said Chrysos.




          "Of course not; they're for your breakfast I take it," he said.




          "For yours."




          He straightened up on his knees: "For mine?"




          "Certainly."




          "You didn't go wandering afield at this hour to pick wild strawberries for my breakfast!" he said incredulously.




          "Yes, I did," said the girl; and continued exploring, parting the high grass-stems to feel for and detach some berry-loaded stem.




          "Do you know," he said, returning to his labours, "that I am quite overcome by your thought of me?"




          "Why? We are friends.... And it is to be your last breakfast."


        




        

          "'And it is to be your last breakfast.'"


        




        

          There was not the slightest tremor in her voice, but her pretty face was carefully turned away so that if there was to be anything to notice in the features he could not notice it.




          "I'll miss you a lot," he said.




          "And I you, Sir Charles."[Pg 376]




          "You'll be over, I suppose."




          "I suppose so."




          "That will be jolly," he said, sitting back on his heels to rest, and to watch her—to find pleasure in her youth and beauty as she moved gracefully amid the fragrant grasses, one little sun-tanned hand clasping a great bouquet of the crimson fruit which nodded heavily amid tufts of trefoil leaves.




          In the barred shadow of the pasture-fence they rested from their exertions, she rearranging their bouquets of berries and tying them fast with grass-stems.




          "It has been a pleasant comradeship," he said.




          "Yes."




          "You have found it so, too?"




          "Yes."




          She appeared to be so intent, so absorbed on her bouquet tying that he involuntarily leaned nearer to watch her. A fragrance faintly fresh seemed to grow in the air around him as the hill-breeze stirred her hair. If it came from the waving grass-tops, or the honeyed fruit or from her hair, or perhaps from those small, smooth hands, he did not know.




          For a long while they sat there without speaking, she steadily intent on her tying. Then, while still busy with a cluster, her slim fingers hesitated, wavered, relaxed; her hands fell to her lap, and she remained so, head bent, motionless.




          After a moment he spoke, but she made no answer.




          Through and through him shot the thrilling comprehension of that exquisite avowal, childlike in its silent directness, charming in its surprise. A wave of tenderness and awe mounted within him, touching his bronzed cheeks with a deeper colour.[Pg 377]




          "If you will, Chrysos," he said in a still voice.




          She lifted her head and looked directly at him, and in her questioning gaze there was nothing of fear—merely the question.




          "I can't bear to have you go," she said.




          "I can't go—alone."




          "Could you—care for me?"




          "I love you, Chrysos."




          Her eyes widened in wonder:




          "You—you don't love me—do you?"




          "Yes," he said, "I do. Will you marry me, Chrysos?"




          Her fascinated gaze met his in silence. He drew her close to his shoulder; she laid her cheek against it.[Pg 378]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER XV


        




        

          Toward the end of the first week in August Strelsa wrote to Quarren:




          "Sometimes I wonder whether you realise how my attitude toward everything is altering. Things which seemed important no longer appear so in the sunlit tranquillity of this lovely place. Whatever it is that seems to be changing me in various ways is doing it so subtly, yet so inexorably, that I scarcely notice any difference in myself until some morning I awake with such a delicious sense of physical well-being and such a mental happiness apropos of nothing at all except the mere awaking into the world again, that, thinking it over, I cannot logically account for it.




          "Because, Rix, my worldly affairs seem to be going from bad to worse. I know it perfectly well, yet where is that deadly fear?—where is the dismay, the alternate hours of panic and dull lethargy—the shrinking from a future which only yesterday seemed to threaten me with more than I had strength to endure—menace me with what I had neither the will nor the desire to resist?




          "Gone, my friend! And I am either a fool or a philosopher, but whichever I am, I am a happy one.




          "I wish to tell you something. Last winter when they fished me out of my morbid seclusion, I thought that the life I then entered upon was the only panacea[Pg 379] for the past, the only oblivion, the only guarantee for the future.




          "Now I suppose I have gone to the other extreme, because, let me tell you what I've done. Will you laugh? I can't help it if you do; I've bought a house! What do you think of that?




          "The owner took back a mortgage, but I don't care. I paid so very little for it, and thirty acres of woods and fields—and it is a darling house!—built in the eighteenth century and not in good repair, but it's mine! mine! mine!—and it may need paint and plumbing and all sorts of things which perhaps make for human happiness and perhaps do not. But I tell you I really don't care.




          "And how I did it was this: I took what they offered for my laces and jewels—about a third of their value—but it paid every debt and left me with enough to buy my sweet old house up here.




          "But that's not all! I've rented my town house furnished for a term of five years at seven thousand dollars a year! Isn't it wonderful?




          "And that is not all, either. I am going into business, Rix! Don't dare laugh. Jim has made an arrangement with an independent New York florist, and I'm going to grow flowers under glass for the Metropolitan market.




          "And, if I succeed, I may try fruits outdoors and in. My small brain is humming with schemes, millions of them. Isn't it heavenly?




          "Besides, from my second-story windows I shall be able to see Molly's chimneys above the elms. And Molly is going to remain here all winter, because, Rix—and this is a close secret—a little heir or heiress is[Pg 380] coming to make this House of Wycherly 'an habitation enforced'—and a happier habitation than it has been since they bought it.




          "So you see I shall have neighbours all winter—two neighbours, for Mrs. Ledwith is wretchedly ill and her physicians have advised her to remain here all winter. Poor child—for she is nothing else, Rix—I met her for the first time when I went to call on Mrs. Sprowl. She's so young and so empty-headed, just a shallow, hare-brained, little thing who had no more moral idea of sin than a humming-bird—nor perhaps has she any now except that the world has hurt her and broken her wings and damaged her plumage; and the sunlight in which she sparkled for a summer has faded to a chill gray twilight!—Oh, Rix, it is really pitiful; and somehow I can't seem to remember whether she was guilty or not, because she's so ill, so broken—lying here amid the splendour of her huge house——




          "You know Mrs. Sprowl is on her way to Carlsbad. You haven't written me what took place in your last interview with her; and I've asked you, twice. Won't you tell me?




          "Langly, thank goodness, never disturbs us. And, Rix, do you know that he has never been to call on Mary Ledwith? He keeps to his own estate and nobody even sees him. Which is all I ask at any rate.




          "So Sir Charles called on you and told you about Chrysos? Isn't Sir Charles the most darling man you ever knew? I never knew such a man. There is not one atom of anything small or unworthy in his character. And I tell you very frankly that, thinking about him at times, I am amazed at myself for not falling in love with him.


        




        

          Strelsa Leeds.


        




        

          [Pg 381]




          "Which is proof sufficient that if I couldn't care for him I cannot ever care for any man. Don't you think so?




          "Now all this letter has been devoted to matters concerning myself and not one line to you and the exciting success you and Lord Dankmere are making of your new business.




          "Oh, Rix, I am not indifferent; all the time I have been writing to you, that has been surging and laughing in my heart—like some delicious aria that charmingly occupies your mind while you go happily about other matters—happy because the ceaseless melody that enchants you makes you so.




          "I have read your letter so many times, over and over; and always the same thrill of excitement begins when I come to the part where you begin to suspect that under the daubed surface of that canvas there may be something worth while.




          "Is it really and truly a Van Dyck? Is there any chance that it is not? Is it possible that all these years none of Dankmere's people suspected what was hidden under the aged paint and varnish of that tiresome old British landscape?




          "And it remained for you to suspect it!—for you to discover it? Oh, Rix, I am proud of you!




          "And how perfectly wonderful it is that now you know its history, when it was supposed to have disappeared, where it has remained ever since under its ignoble integument of foolish paint.




          "No, I promise not to say one word about it until I have your permission. I understand quite well why you desire to keep the matter from the newspapers for the present. But—won't it make you and Lord Dank[Pg 382]mere rich? Tell me—please tell me. I don't want money for myself any more, but I do want it for you. You need it; you can do so much with it, use it so intelligently, so gloriously, make the world better with it,—make it more beautiful, and people happier.




          "What a chasm, Rix, between what we were a year ago, and what we care to be—what we are trying to be to-day! Sometimes I think of it, not unhappily, merely wondering.




          "Toward what goal were we moving a year ago? What was there to be of such lives?—what at the end? Why, there was, for us, no more significance in living than there is to any overfed animal!—not as much!




          "Oh, this glorious country of high clouds and far horizons!—and alas! for the Streets of Ascalon where such as I once was go to and fro—'clad delicately in scarlet and ornaments of gold.'




          "'Tell it not in Gath, publish it not in the Streets of Ascalon'—that the pavements of the Philistines have bruised my feet, and their Five Cities weary me, and Philistia's high towers are become a burden to my soul. For their gods are too many and too strange for me. So I am decided to remain here—ere 'they that look out of their windows be darkened' and 'the doors be shut in the Streets'—'and all the daughters of music shall be brought low.'




          "My poor comrade! Must you remain a prisoner in the Streets of Ascalon? Yet, through your soul I know as free and fresh a breeze is blowing as stirs the curtains at my open window!—You wonderful man to evoke in imagery—to visualise and conceive all that[Pg 383] had to be concrete to cure me soul and body of my hurts!


        




        

           


        




        

          "I have been reading Karl Westguard's new novel. Rix, there is no story in it, nothing at all that I can discover except a very earnest warming over of several modern philosophers' views and conclusions concerning social problems.




          "I hate to speak unkindly of it; I wanted to like it because I like Karl Westguard. But it isn't fiction and it isn't philosophy, and its treatment of social problems seems to follow methods already obsolete.




          "Do you think people will buy it? But I don't suppose Karl cares since he's made up his quarrel with his aunt.




          "Poor old lady! Did you ever see anybody so subdued and forlorn? Something has gone wrong with her. She told me that she had had a most dreadful scene with Langly and that she had not been well since.




          "I'm afraid that sounds like gossip, but I wanted you to know. Is it gossip for me to tell you so much? I tell you about everything. If it's gossip, make me stop.


        




        

           


        




        

          "And now—when are you coming to see me? I am still at Molly's, you know. My house is being cleaned and sweetened and papered and chintzed and made livable and lovable.




          "When?—please.


        




        

          "Your friend and comrade,Strelsa."


        




        

          Quarren telegraphed:[Pg 384]




          "I'll come the moment I can. Look for me any day this week. Letter follows."




          Then he wrote her a long letter, and was still at it when Jessie Vining went to lunch and when Dankmere got onto his little legs and strolled out, also. There was no need to arouse anybody's suspicions by hurrying, so Dankmere waited until he turned the corner before his little legs began to trot. Miss Vining would be at her usual table, anyway—and probably as calmly surprised to see him as she always was. For the repeated accident of their encountering at the same restaurant seemed to furnish an endless source of astonishment to them both. Apparently Jessie Vining could never understand it, and to him it appeared to be a coincidence utterly unfathomable.




          Meanwhile Quarren had mailed his letter to Strelsa and had returned to his workshop in the basement where several canvases awaited his attention.




          And it was while he was particularly busy that the front door-bell rang and he had to go up and open.




          At first he did not recognise the figure standing on the steps in the glare of the sun; then, surprised, he held out his rather grimy hand with that instinct of kindness toward anything that seemed to need it; and the thin pallid hand of Ledwith fell limply into his, contracting nervously the next second.




          "Come in," said Quarren, pleasantly. "It's very nice of you to think of me, Ledwith."




          The man's hollow eyes avoided his and roamed restlessly about the gallery, looking at picture after picture and scarcely seeing them. Inside his loose summer[Pg 385] clothing his thin, nervous frame was shifting continually even while he stood gazing almost vacantly at the walls of the gallery.




          For a little while Quarren endeavoured to interest him in the canvases, meaning only charity to a man who had clearly lost his grip on things; then, afraid of bewildering and distressing a mind so nearly extinct, the young fellow remained silent, merely accompanying Ledwith as he moved purposelessly hither and thither or halted capriciously, staring into space and twitching his scarred fingers.




          "You're busy, I suppose," he said.




          "Yes, I am," said Quarren, frankly. "But that needn't make any difference if you'd care to come to the basement and talk to me while I'm at work."




          Ledwith made no reply for a moment, then, abruptly:




          "You're always kind to me, Quarren."




          "Get over that idea," laughed the younger man. "Strange as it may seem my natural inclination is to like people. Come on downstairs."




          In the littered disorder of the basement he found a chair for his visitor, then, without further excuse, went smilingly about his work, explaining it as it progressed:




          "Here's an old picture by some Italian gink—impossible to tell by whom it was painted, but not difficult to assign it to a certain date and school.... See what I'm doing, Ledwith?




          "That's what we call 'rabbit glue' because it's made out of rabbits' bones—or that's the belief, anyway. It's gilder's glue.




          "Now I dissolve this much of it in hot water—then I glue over the face of the picture three layers of tissue-paper, one on top of the other—so![Pg 386]




          "Now here is a new chassis or stretcher over which I have stretched a new linen canvas. Yesterday I sponged it as a tailor sponges cloth; and now it's dry and tight.




          "Now I'm going to reline this battered old Italian canvas. It's already been relined—perhaps a hundred years ago. So first I take off the old relining canvas—with hot water—this way—cleaning off all the old paste or glue from it with alcohol....




          "Now here's a pot of paste in which there is also glue and whitening; and I spread it over the back of this old painting, and then, very gingerly, glue it over the new linen canvas on the stretcher.




          "Now I smooth it with this polished wooden block, and then—just watch me do laundry work!"




          He picked up a flat-iron which was moderately warm, reversed the relined picture on a marble slab, and began to iron it out with the skill and precaution of an expert laundress doing frills.




          Ledwith looked on with a sort of tremulously fixed interest.




          "In three days," said Quarren, laying the plastered picture away, "I'll soak off that tissue paper with warm water. I have to keep it on, you see, so that no flakes of paint shall escape from the painting and no air get in to blister the surface."




          He picked up another picture and displayed it:




          "Here's a picture that I believe to be a study by Greuze. You see I have already relined it and it's fixed on its new canvas and stretcher and is thoroughly dry and ready for cleaning. And this is how I begin."




          He took a fine sponge, soaked it in a weak solution[Pg 387] of alcohol, and very gingerly washed the blackened and dirty canvas. Then he dried it. Then he gave it a coat of varnish.




          "Looks foolish to varnish over a filthy and discoloured picture like this, doesn't it, Ledwith? But I'll tell you why. When that varnish dries hard I shall place my hand on the face of that canvas and begin very cautiously but steadily to rub the varnished surface with my fingers and thumb. And do you know what will happen? The new varnish has partly united with the old yellow and opaque coating of varnish and dust, and it all will turn to a fine gray powder under the friction and will come away leaving the old paint underneath almost as fresh—very often quite as fresh and delicate as when the picture was first painted.




          "Sometimes I have to use three or more coats of new varnish before I can remove the old without endangering the delicate glaze underneath. But sooner or later I get it clean.




          "Then I dig out any old patches or restorations and fill in with a composition of putty, white lead, and a drier, and smooth this with a cork. Then when it is sunned for an hour a day for three weeks or more—or less, sometimes—I'm ready to grind my pure colours, mix them, set my palette, and do as honest a piece of restoring as a study of that particular master's methods permits. And that, Ledwith, is only a little part of my fascinating profession.




          "Sometimes I lift the entire skin of paint from a canvas—picking out the ancient threads from the rotten texture—and transfer it to a new canvas or panel. Sometimes I cross-saw a panel, then chisel to the plaster that lies beneath the painting, and so transfer it to a[Pg 388] new and sound support. Sometimes—" he laughed—"but there are a hundred delicate and interesting surgical operations which I attempt—a thousand exciting problems to solve—experiments without end that tempt me, innovations that allure me——"




          He laughed again:




          "You ought to take up some fad and make a business and even an art out of it!"




          "I?" said Ledwith, dully.




          "Why not? Man, you're young yet, if—if——"




          "Yes, I know, Quarren.... But my mind is too old—very old and very infirm—dying in me of age—the age that comes through those centuries of pain that men sometimes live through in a few months."




          Quarren looked at him hopelessly.




          "Yet," he said, "if only a man wills it, the world is new again."




          "But—if the will fails?"




          "I don't know, Ledwith."




          "I do." He drew up his cuff a little way, his dead eyes resting on Quarren, then, in silence, he drew the sleeve over the scars.




          "Even that can be cured," said the younger man.




          "If there is a will to cure it, perhaps."




          "Even a desire is enough."




          "I have not that desire. Why cure it?"




          "Because, Ledwith, you haven't gone your limit yet. There's more of life; and you're cheating yourself out of it."




          "Yes, perhaps. But what kind of life?" he asked, staring vaguely out into the sunshine of the backyard. "Life in hell has no attractions for me."




          "We make our own hells."[Pg 389]




          "I didn't make mine. They dug the pit and I fell into it—Hell's own pit, Quarren——"




          "You are wrong! You fell into a pit which hurt so much that you supposed it was the pit of hell. And, taking it for granted, you burrowed deeper in blind fury, until it became a real hell. But you dug it. There is no hell that a man does not dig for himself!"




          In Ledwith's dull eyes a smouldering spark seemed to flash, go out, then glimmer palely.




          "Quarren," he said, "I am not going to live in hell alone. I'm going there, shortly, but not alone."




          Something new and sinister in his eyes arrested the other's attention. He considered the man for a few moments, then, coolly:




          "I wouldn't, Ledwith."




          "Why not?"




          "He isn't worth it—even as company in hell."




          "Do you think I'm going to let him live on?"




          "Do you care to sink to his level?"




          "Sink! Can I sink any lower than I am?"




          Quarren shrugged:




          "Easily, if you commit murder."




          "That isn't murder——"




          But Quarren cut him short continuing:




          "Sink lower, you ask? What have you done, anyway—except to commit this crime against yourself?"—touching him on the wrist. "I'm not aware of any other crime committed by you, Ledwith. You're clean as you stand—except for this damnable insult and injury you offer yourself! Can't you reason? A bullet-stung animal sometimes turns and bites itself. Is that why you are doing it?—to arouse the amusement and contempt of your hunter?"[Pg 390]




          "Quarren! By God you shall not say that to me——"




          "Why not? Have you ever considered what that man must think of you to see you turn and tear at the body he has crippled?"




          Ledwith's sunken eyes blazed; he straightened himself, took one menacing step forward; and Quarren laid a light, steady hand on his shoulder.




          "Listen to me," he said; "has it never occurred to you that you could deal him no deeper blow than to let him see a man stand up to him, face to face, where a creature lay writhing before, biting into its own vitals?"




          He smiled into the fixed eyes of the almost mindless man:




          "If you say the word I'll stand by you, Ledwith. If all you want to do is to punish him, murder isn't the way. What does a dead man care? Cut your own throat and the crime might haunt him—and might not. But kill!—Nonsense. It's all over then—except for the murderer."




          He slid his hand quietly to Ledwith's arm, patted it.




          "To punish him you need a doctor.... It's only a week under the new treatment. You know that, don't you? After that a few months to get back nerve and muscle and common sense."




          "And then?" motioned Ledwith with dry lips.




          "Then? Oh, anything that you fancy. It's according to a man's personal taste. You can take him by the neck and beat him up in public if you like—or knock him down in the club as often as he gets up. It all depends, Ledwith. Some of us maintain self-respect[Pg 391] without violence; some of us seem to require it. It's up to you."




          "Yes."




          Quarren said carelessly: "If I were you, I think that I'd face the world as soon as I was physically and mentally well enough—the real world I mean, Ledwith—either here or abroad, just as I felt about it.




          "A man can get over anything except the stigma of dishonesty. And—personally I think he ought to have another chance even after that. But men's ideas differ. As for you, what you become and show that you are, will go ultimately with the world. Beat him up if you like; but, personally, I never even wished to kick a cur. Some men kick 'em to their satisfaction; it's a matter of taste I tell you. Besides——"




          He stopped short; and presently Ledwith looked up.




          "Shall I say it?"




          "Yes. You are kind to me, always."




          "Then—Ledwith, I don't know exactly how matters stand. I can only try to put myself in your present place and imagine what I ought to do, having arrived where you have landed.... And, do you know, if I were you, and if I listened to my better self, I don't think that I'd lay a finger on Langly Sprowl."




          "Why?"




          "For the sake of the woman who betrayed me—and who is now betrayed in turn by the man who betrayed us both."




          Ledwith said through his set teeth: "Do you think I care for her? If I nearly kill him, do you imagine I care what the public will say about her?"




          "You are generous enough to care, Ledwith."[Pg 392]




          "I am not!" he said, hoarsely. "I don't care a damn!"




          "Then why do you care whether or not he keeps his word to her and shares with her a coat of social whitewash?"




          "I—she is only a little fool—alone to face the world now——"




          "You're quite right, Ledwith. She ought to have another chance. First offenders are given it by law.... But even if that chance lay in his marrying her, could you better it by killing him if he won't do it? Or by battering him with a dog-whip?




          "It isn't really much of a chance, considering it on a higher level than the social viewpoint. How much real rehabilitation is there for a woman who marries such a man?"




          He smiled: "Because," he continued, "my viewpoint has changed. Things that once seemed important to me seem so no longer. To live cleanly and do your best in the real world is an aspiration more attractive to me than social absolution."




          Ledwith remained silent for a long while, then muttered something indistinctly.




          "Wait a moment," said Quarren, throwing aside his painter's blouse and pulling on his coat. "I'll ring up a taxi in a second!... You mean it, Ledwith?"




          The man looked at him vacantly, then nodded.




          "You're on!" said Quarren, briskly unhooking the telephone.




          While they were waiting Ledwith laid a shaking hand on Quarren's sleeve and clung to it. He was trembling like a leaf when they entered the cab, whimpering when they left it in front of a wide brown-stone[Pg 393] building composed of several old-time private residences thrown together.




          "Stand by me, Quarren," he whispered brokenly—"you won't go away, will you? You wouldn't leave me to face this all—all alone. You've been kind to me. I—I can do it—I can try to do it just at this moment—if you'll stay close to me—if you'll let me keep hold of you——"




          "Sure thing!" said Quarren cheerfully. "I'll stay as long as you like. Don't worry about your clothes; I'll send for plenty of linen and things for us both. You're all right, Ledwith—you've got the nerve. I——"




          The door opened to his ring; a pleasant-faced nurse in white ushered them in.




          "Dr. Lydon will see you in a moment," she said, singling out Ledwith at a glance.


        




        

           


        




        

          Later that afternoon Quarren telephoned to Dankmere that he would not return for a day or two, and gave careful instructions which Dankmere promised to observe to the letter.




          Then he sent a telegram to Strelsa:




          "Unavoidably detained in town. Hope to be up next week. Am crazy to see your house and its new owner.




          R. S. Q."




          Dankmere at the other end of the telephone hung up the receiver, looked carefully around him to be certain that Jessie Vining was still in the basement where she had gone to straighten up one or two things for Quarren, then, with a perfectly serious face, he began to dance, softly.




          The Earl of Dankmere was light-footed and graceful[Pg 394] when paying tribute to Terpsichore; walking-stick balanced in both hands, straw hat on the back of his head, he performed in absolute silence to the rhythm of the tune running through his head, backward, forward, sideways, airy as a ballet-maiden, then off he went into the back room with a refined kick or two at the ceiling.




          And there, Jessie Vining, entering the front room unexpectedly, discovered the peer executing his art before the mirror, apparently enamoured of his own grace and agility.




          When he caught a glimpse of her in the mirror he stopped very suddenly and came back to find her at her desk, laughing.




          For a moment he remained red and disconcerted, but the memory of the fact that he and Miss Vining were to occupy the galleries all alone—exclusive of intrusive customers—for a day or more, assuaged a slight chagrin.




          "At any rate," he said, "it is just as well that you should know me as I am, Miss Vining—with all my faults and frivolous imperfections, isn't it?"




          "Why?" asked Miss Vining.




          "Why—what?" repeated the Earl, confused.




          "Why should I know all your imperfections?"




          He thought hard for a moment, but seemed to discover no valid reason.




          "You ask such odd questions," he protested. "Now where the deuce do you suppose Quarren has gone? I'll bet he's cut the traces and gone up to see those people at Witch-Hollow."




          "Perhaps," she said, making a few erasures in her type-written folio and rewriting the blank spaces. Then she glanced over the top of the machine at his lordship, who, as it happened, was gazing at her with such pecu[Pg 395]liar intensity that it took him an appreciable moment to rouse himself and take his eyes elsewhere.




          "When do you take your vacation?" he asked, carelessly.




          "I am not going to take one."




          "Oh, but you ought! You'll go stale, fade, droop—er—and all that, you know!"




          "It is very kind of you to feel interested," she said, smiling, "but I don't expect to droop—er—and all that, you know."




          He laughed, after a moment, and so did she—a sweet, fearless, little laugh most complimentary to his lordship if he only knew it—a pretty, frank tribute to what had become a friendship—an accord born of confidence on her part, and of several other things on the part of Lord Dankmere.




          It had been of slow growth at first—imperceptibly their relations had grown from a footing of distant civility to a companionship almost cordial—but not quite; for she was still shy with him at times, and he with her; and she had her moods of unresponsive reserve, and he was moody, too, at intervals.




          "You don't like me to make fun of you, do you?" she asked.




          "Don't I laugh as though I like it?"




          She knitted her pretty brows: "I don't quite know. You see you're a British peer—which is really a very wonderful thing——"




          "Oh, come," he said: "it really is rather a wonderful thing, but you don't believe it."




          "Yes, I do. I stand in awe of you. When you come into the room I seem to hear trumpets sounding in the far distance——"[Pg 396]




          "My boots squeak——"




          "Nonsense! I do hear a sort of a fairy fanfare playing 'Hail to the Belted Earl!'"




          "I wear braces——"




          "How common of you to distort my meaning! I don't care, you may do as you like—dance break-downs and hammer the piano, but to me you will ever remain a British peer—poor but noble——"




          "Wait until we hear from that Van Dyck! You can't call me poor then!"




          She laughed, then, looking at him earnestly, involuntarily clasped her hands.




          "Isn't it perfectly wonderful," she breathed with a happy, satisfied sigh.




          "Are you really very happy about it, Miss Vining?"




          "I? Why shouldn't I be!" she said indignantly. "I'm so proud that our gallery has such a picture. I'm so proud of Mr. Quarren for discovering it—and—" she laughed—"I'm proud of you for possessing it. You see I am very impartial; I'm proud of the gallery, of everybody connected with it including myself. Shouldn't I be?"




          "We are three very perfect people," he said gravely.




          "Do you know that we really are? Mr. Quarren is wonderful, and you are—agreeable, and as for me, why when I rise in the morning and look into the glass I say to myself, 'Who is that rather clever-looking girl who smiles at me every morning in such friendly fashion?' And, would you believe it!—she turns out to be Jessie Vining every time!"




          She was in a gay mood; she rattled away at her machine, glancing over it mischievously at him from time[Pg 397] to time. He, having nothing to do except to look at her, did so as often as he dared.




          And so they kept the light conversational shuttle-cock flying through the sunny afternoon until it drew near to tea-time. Jessie said very seriously:




          "No Englishman can exist without tea. Tea is as essential to him as it is to British fiction. A microscopic examination of any novel made by a British subject will show traces of tea-leaves and curates although, as the text-books on chemistry have it, otherwise the substance of the work may be colourless, tasteless, odourless, and gaseous to the verge of the fourth dimension——"




          "If you don't cease making game of things British and sacred," he threatened, "I'll try to stop you in a way that will astonish you."




          "What will you try to do?" she asked, much interested.




          He looked her steadily in the eyes:




          "I'll try to turn you into a British subject. One can't slam one's own country."




          "How could you turn me into such an object, Lord Dankmere?"




          "There's only one way."




          Innocent for a few moments of his meaning she smilingly and derisively defied him. Then, of a sudden, startled into immobility, the smile froze on her lips.




          At the swift change in her expression his own features were slowly and not unbecomingly suffused.




          Then, incredulous, and a little nervous, she rose to prepare the tea; and he sprang up to bring the folding table.




          The ceremony passed almost in silence; neither he[Pg 398] nor she made the effort to return to the lighter, gayer vein. When they spoke at all it was on some matter connected with business; and her voice seemed to him listless, almost tired.




          Which was natural enough, for the heat had been trying, and, in spite of the open windows, no breath of coolness stirred the curtains.




          So the last minutes of the afternoon passed but the sunshine still reddened the cornices of the houses across the street when she rose to put away the tea-things.




          A little later she pinned on her hat and moved toward the front door with a friendly nod to him in silent adieu.




          "Will you let me walk home with you?" he said.




          "I—think—not, this evening."




          "Were you going anywhere?"




          She paused, her gloved hand on the knob, and he came up to her, slowly.




          "Were you?" he repeated.




          "No."




          "Then—don't you care to let me walk with you?"




          She seemed to be thinking; her head was a trifle lowered.




          He said: "Before you go there is something I wanted to tell you"—she made an involuntary movement and the door opened and hung ajar letting in the lively music of a street-organ. Then he leaned over and quietly closed the door.




          "I'm afraid," he said, "that I'm taking an unwarrantable liberty by interfering in your affairs without consulting you."




          She looked up at him, surprised.




          "It happened yesterday about this hour," he said.[Pg 399]




          "What happened?"




          "Do you remember that you went home about three o'clock instead of waiting until this hour as usual?"




          "Yes."




          "Well, this is what occurred. I left the gallery at this same hour. Ahead of me descending the steps was a young girl who had just delivered a business letter to Mr. Quarren. As she set foot on the pavement a footman attached to an automobile drawn up across the street touched his cap to her and said: 'Beg pardon, Miss Vining, I am Mr. Sprowl's man. Mr. Sprowl would like to see you at the Café Cammargue. The car is waiting.'"




          Miss Vining's colour faded; she stared at Dankmere with widening eyes, and he dropped his hands into his coat-pockets and returned her gaze.




          "I don't understand you," she said in a low voice.




          "Neither did the young girl addressed by the footman. Neither did I. But I was interested. So I said to the footman: 'Bring around your car. I shall have to explain about Miss Vining to Mr. Sprowl.'"




          "What!" she said breathlessly.




          "That's where I interfered, Miss Vining. And the footman looked doubtful, too, but he signalled the chauffeur.... And so I went to the Café Cammargue——"




          He hesitated, looking at her white and distressed face, then continued coolly:




          "Sprowl seemed surprised to see me. He was waiting in a private room.... He's looking rather badly these days.... We talked a few minutes——"




          Pale, angry, every sense of modesty and reserve outraged, the girl faced him, small head erect:[Pg 400]




          "You went there to—to discuss me with that man!"




          He was silent. She turned suddenly and tried to open the door, but he held it closed.




          "I did it because I cared for you enough to do it," he said. "Don't you understand? Don't you suppose I know that kind of man?"




          "It—it was not your business—" she faltered, twisting blindly at the door-knob. "Let me go—please——"




          "I made it my business.... And that man understood that I was making it my business. And he won't attempt to annoy you again.... Can you forgive me?"




          She turned on him excitedly, her eyes flashing with tears, but the impetuous words of protest died on her lips as her eyes encountered his.




          "It was because I love you," he said. And, as he spoke, there was about the man a quiet dignity and distinction that silenced her—something of which she may have had vague glimpses at wide intervals in their acquaintances—something which at times she suspected might lie latent in unknown corners of his character. Now it suddenly confronted her; and she recognised it and stood before him without a word to say.




          It mended matters a little when he smiled, and the familiar friend reappeared beside her; but she still felt strange and shy; and wondering, half fearfully, she let him lift her gloved hands and stand, holding them, looking into her eyes.




          "You know what I am," he said. "I have nothing to say about myself. But I love you very dearly.... I loved before, once, and married. And she died.... After that I didn't behave very well—until I knew you.... It[Pg 401] is really in me to be a decent husband—if you can care for me.... And I don't think we're likely to starve——"




          "I—it isn't that," she said, flushing scarlet.




          "What?"




          "What you have ... I could only care for—what you are."




          "Can you do that?"




          But her calm had vanished, and, head bent and averted, she was attempting to withdraw her hands—and might have freed herself entirely if it had not been for his arm around her.




          This new and disconcerting phase of the case brought her so suddenly face to face with him that it frightened her; and he let her go, and followed her back to the empty gallery where she sank down at her desk, resting her arms on the covered type-machine, and buried her quivering face in them.




          It was excusable. Such things don't usually happen to typewriters and stenographers although they have happened to barmaids.




          When he had been talking eloquently and otherwise for a long time Jessie Vining lifted her pale, tear-stained face from her arms; and his lordship dropped rather gracefully on his knees beside her, and she looked down at him very solemnly and wistfully.




          It was shockingly late when they closed the gallery that evening. And their mode of homeward progress was stranger still, for instead of a tram or of the taxi which Lord Dankmere occasionally prevailed upon her to accept, they drifted homeward on a pink cloud through the light-shot streets of Ascalon.[Pg 402]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER XVI


        




        

          To the solitary and replete pike, lying motionless in shadow, no still-bait within reach is interesting. But the slightest movement in his vicinity of anything helpless instantly rivets his attention; any creature apparently in distress arouses him to direct and lightning action whether he be gorged or not—even, perhaps, while he is still gashed raw with the punishment for his last attempt.




          So it was with Langly Sprowl. He had come into town, sullen, restless, still fretting with checked desire. Within him a dull rage burned; he was ready to injure, ready for anything to distract his mind which, however, had not given up for a moment the dogged determination to recover the ground he had lost with perhaps the only woman in the world he had ever really cared for.




          Yet, he was the kind of man who does not know what real love is. That understanding had not been born in him, and he had not acquired it. He was totally incapable of anything except that fierce passion which is aroused by obstacles when in pursuit of whatever evinces a desire to escape.




          It was that way with him when, by accident, he saw and recognised Jessie Vining one evening leaving the Dankmere Galleries. And Langly Sprowl never denied himself anything that seemed incapable of self-defence.




          He stopped his car and got out and spoke to her,[Pg 403] very civilly, and with a sort of kindly frankness which he sometimes used with convincing effect. She refused the proffered car to take her to her destination, but could not very well avoid his escort; and their encounter ended by her accepting his explanations and his extended hand, perplexed, unwilling to misjudge him, but thankful when he departed.




          After that he continued to meet her occasionally and walk home with her.




          Then he sent his footman and the car for her; and drew Lord Dankmere out of the grab-bag, to his infinite annoyance. Worse, Dankmere had struck him with an impact so terrific that it had knocked him senseless across the table in a private dining-room of the Café Cammargue, where he presently woke up with a most amazing eye to find the terrified proprietor and staff playing Samaritan.




          In various papers annoying paragraphs concerning him had begun to appear—hints of how matters stood between him and Mary Ledwith, ugly innuendo, veiled rumours of the breach between him and his aunt consequent upon his untenable position vis-à-vis Mrs. Ledwith.




          Until Dankmere had inconvenienced his features he had walked downtown to his office every day, lank, long-legged, sleek head held erect, hatchet face pointed straight in front of him, his restless eyes encountering everybody's but seeing nobody unless directly saluted.




          Now, his right eye rivalling a thunder-cloud in tints, he drove one of his racing cars as fast as he dared, swinging through Westchester or scurrying about Long Island. Occasionally he went aboard the Yulan, but a burning restlessness kept him moving; and at last he[Pg 404] returned to South Linden in a cold but deadly rage, determined to win back the chances which he supposed he had thrown away in the very moment of victory.




          Strelsa Leeds had now taken up her abode in her quaint little house; he learned that immediately; and that evening he went over and came upon her moving about in the dusky garden, so intent on inspecting her flowers that he was within a pace of her before she turned her head and saw him.




          "Strelsa," he said, "can we not be friends again? I ask no more than that."




          Too surprised and annoyed to reply she merely gazed at him. And, because, for the first time in his life, perhaps, he really felt every word he uttered, he spoke now with a certain simplicity and self-control that sounded unusual to her ears—so noticeably unlike what she knew of him that it commanded her unwilling attention.




          For his unpardonable brutality and violence he asked forgiveness, promising to serve her faithfully and in friendship for the privilege of attempting to win back her respect and regard. He asked only that.




          He said that he scarcely knew what to do with his life without the hope of recovering her respect and esteem; he asked for a beggar's chance, begged for it with a candour and naïveté almost boyish—so directly to the point tended every instinct in him to recover through caution and patience what he had lost through carelessness and a violence which still astonished him.




          The Bermuda lilies were in bloom and Strelsa stood near them, listening to him, touching the tall stalks absently at intervals. And while she listened she became more conscious still of the great change in herself—of[Pg 405] her altered attitude toward so much in life that once had seemed to her important. After he had ceased she still stood pensively among the lilies, gray eyes brooding. At length, looking up, she said very quietly:




          "Why do you care for my friendship, Langly? I am not the kind of woman you think me—not even the kind I once thought myself. To me friendship is no light thing either to ask for or to give. It means more to me than it once did; and I give it very seldom, and sparingly, and to very, very few. But toward everybody I am gently disposed—because, I am much happier than I ever have been in all my life.... Is not my good will sufficient for any possible relation between you and me?"




          "Then you are no longer angry with me?"




          "No—no longer angry."




          "Can we be friends again? Can you really forgive me, Strelsa?"




          "Why—yes, I could do that.... But, Langly, what have you and I in common as a basis for friendship? What have we ever had in common? Except when we encounter each other by hazard, why should we ever meet at all?"




          "You have not pardoned me, Strelsa," he said patiently.




          "Does that really make any difference to you? It doesn't to me. It is only because I never think of you that it would be an effort to forgive you. I'll make that effort if you wish, but really, Langly, I never think about you at all."




          "If that is true, let me be with you sometimes, Strelsa," he said in a low voice.




          "Why?"[Pg 406]




          "Because I am wretchedly unhappy. And I care for you—more than you realise."




          She said seriously: "You have no right to speak that way to me, Langly."




          "Could you ever again give me the right to say I love you?"




          A quick flush of displeasure touched her cheeks; he saw it in the dusk of the garden, and mistook it utterly:




          "Strelsa—listen to me, dear! I have not slept since our quarrel. I must have been stark mad to say and do what I did.... Don't leave me! Don't go! I beg you to listen a moment——"




          She had started to move away from him and his first forward step broke a blossom from its stalk where it hung white in the dusk.




          "I ask you to go," she said under her breath. "There are people here—on the veranda——"




          Every sense within him told him to go, pretending resignation. That was his policy. He had come here for martyrdom, cuirassed in patience. Every atom of common sense warned him to go.




          But also every physical sense in him was now fully aroused—the silvery star-dusk, the scent of lilies, a slender woman within arm's reach—this woman who had once been so nearly his—who was still rightfully his!—these circumstances were arousing him once more to a temerity which his better senses warned him to subdue. Yet if he could only get nearer to her—if he could once get her into his arms—overwhelm her with the storm of passion rising so swiftly within him, almost choking him—so that his voice and limbs already trembled in its furious surge——




          "Strelsa—I love you! For God's sake show me some[Pg 407] mercy!" he stammered. "I come to you half crazed by the solitude to which your anger has consigned me. I cannot endure it—I need you—I want you—I ask for your compassion——"




          "Hush!" she pleaded, hastily retreating before him through the snowy banks of rockets—"I have asked you not to speak to me that way! I ask you to go—to go now!—because——"




          "Will you listen to me! Will you wait a moment! I am only trying to tell you that I love you, dear——"




          He almost caught her, but she sprang aside, frightened, still retreating before him.




          "I cannot go until you listen to me!—" he said thickly, trampling through the flowers to intercept her. "You've got to listen!—do you hear?"




          She had almost reached the terrace; the shadowy veranda opened widely beyond.




          "There are people here! Don't you understand?" she said once more in a choking voice; but he only advanced, and she fell back before him to the very edge of the porch lattice.




          "Now listen to me!" he said between his teeth. "I love you and I'll never give you up——"




          Suddenly she turned on him, hands tightly clenched:




          "Be silent!" she whispered fiercely. "I tell you what you say is indecent, revolting! If there were a man here he'd kill you! Do you understand?"




          At the same instant his eyes became fixed on a figure in white which took shadowy shape on the dark veranda, rising and coming slowly forward.




          Ghostlike as it was he knew it instantly, stood rooted in his tracks while Strelsa stole away from him through the star-lit gloom, farther, farther, slipping forever[Pg 408] from him now—he knew that as he stood there staring like a damned man upon that other dim shape in the darkness beyond.




          It was his first glimpse of her since her return from Reno. And now, unbidden, memories half strangled were already in full resurrection, gasping in his ears of things that had been—of forgotten passion, of pleasure promised; and, because never tasted, it had been the true and only pleasure for such a man as he—the pleasure of anticipation. But the world had never, would never believe that. Only he, and the phantom there in the dusk before him, knew it to be true.




          Slightly reeling he turned away in the darkness. In his haunted ears sounded a young wife's voice, promising, caressing; through and through him shot a thrill of the old excitement, the old desire, urging him again toward belated consummation.




          And again the old impatience seized him, the old ruthlessness, the old anger at finding her weak in every way except one, the old contempt which had turned to sullen amazement when she wrote him that she had gone to Reno and that they must wait for their happiness until the courts decreed it legal.




          Now as he swung along under the high stars he was thinking of these things. And he felt that he had not tried her enough, had not really exerted himself—that women who are fools require closer watching than clever ones; that he could have overcome her scruples with any real effort and saved her from giving him the slip and sowing a wind in Reno which already had become enough of a breeze to bother him.




          With her, for a while, he might be able to distract his mind from this recent obsession tormenting him. To[Pg 409] overcome her would interest him; and he had no doubt it could be done—for she was a little fool—silly enough to slap the world in the face and brave public opinion at Reno. No—it was not necessary to marry such a woman. She might think so, but it wasn't.




          He had behaved unwisely, too. Why should he not have gone to see her when she returned? By doing so, and acting cleverly, he could have avoided trouble with his aunt, and also these annoying newspaper paragraphs. Also he could have avoided the scene with Ledwith—and the aborted reconciliation just now with Strelsa, where he had stood staring at the apparition of Mary Ledwith as lost souls stand transfixed before the pallid shades of those whom they have destroyed.




          At his lodge-gate a half-cowering dog fawned on him and he kicked it aside. The bruised creature fled, and Sprowl turned in at his gates and walked slowly up the cypress-bordered drive.


        




        

           


        




        

          He thought it all out that night, studied it carefully. What he needed was distraction from the present torment. Mary Ledwith could give that to him. What a fool she had been ever to imagine that she could be anything more than his temporary mistress.




          "The damned little idiot," he mused—"cutting away to Reno before I knew what she was up to—and involving us both in all that talk! What did she flatter herself I wanted, anyway.... But I ought to have called on her at once; now it's going to be difficult."




          Yet he sullenly welcomed the difficulty—hoped that she'd hold out. That was what he wanted, the excitement of it to take his mind from Strelsa—keep him interested and employed until the moment arrived once[Pg 410] more when he might venture to see her again. He was, by habit, a patient man. Only in the case of Strelsa Leeds had passion ever prematurely betrayed him; and, pacing his porch there in the darkness, he set his teeth and wondered at himself and cursed himself, unable to reconcile what he knew of himself with what he had done to the only woman he had ever wished to marry as a last resort.


        




        

           


        




        

          For two weeks Sprowl kept to himself. Few men understood better than he what was the medicinal value of time. Only once had he dared ignore it.




          So one evening, late in August, still dressed in knickerbockers and heather-spats, he walked from his lawn across country to make the first move in a new game with Mary Ledwith.




          Interested, confident, already amused, and in far better spirits than he had been for many a day, he strode out across the fields, swinging his walking-stick, his restless eyes seeing everything and looking directly at nothing.




          Which was a mistake on his part for once, because, crossing a pasture corner, his own bull, advancing silently from a clump of willows, nearly caught him; but Sprowl went over the fence and, turning, brought down his heavy stick across the brute's ringed nose; and the animal bellowed at him and tore up the sod and followed along inside the fence thundering his baffled fury as long as Sprowl remained in sight.




          It was not all bad disposition. Sprowl, who cared nothing for animals, hated the bull, and, when nothing more attractive offered, was accustomed to come to the fence, irritate the animal, lure him within range, and[Pg 411] strike him. He had done it many times; and, some day, he meant to go into the pasture with a rifle, stand the animal's charge, and shoot him.




          It was a calm, primrose-tinted sunset where trees and hills and a distant spire loomed golden-black against the yellow west. No trees had yet turned, although, here and there on wooded hills, single discoloured branches broke the green monotony.




          No buckwheat had yet been cut, but above the ruddy fields of stalks the snow of the blossoms had become tarnished in promise of maturity—the first premonition of autumn except for a few harvest apples yellow amid green leaves.




          He had started without any definite plan, a confident but patient opportunist; and as he approached the Ledwith property and finally sighted the chimneys of the house above the trees, something—some errant thought seemed to amuse him, for he smiled slightly. His smile was as rare as his laughter—and as brief; and there remained no trace of it as he swung up the last hill and stood there gazing ahead.




          The sun had set. A delicate purple haze already dimmed distances; and the twilight which falls more swiftly as summer deepens into autumn was already stealing into every hollow and ravine, darkening the alders where the stream stole swampwards. A few laggard crows were still winging toward the woods; a few flocks of blackbirds passed overhead almost unseen against the sky. Somewhere some gardener had been burning leaves and refuse, and the odour made the dusk more autumn-like.




          As he crossed the line separating his land from the Ledwith estate he nodded to the daughter of one of his[Pg 412] own gardeners who was passing with a collie; and then he turned to look again at the child whose slender grace and freshness interested him.




          "Look out for that bull, Europa," he said, staring after her as she walked on.




          She looked back at him, laughingly, and thanked him and went on quite happily, the collie plodding at her heels. Recently Sprowl had been very pleasant to her.




          When she was out of sight he started forward, climbed the fence into the road, followed it to the drive-way, and followed that among the elms and Norway firs to the porch.




          It was so dark here among the trees that only the lighted transom guided him up the steps.




          To the maid who came to the door he said coolly: "Say to Mrs. Ledwith that Mr. Sprowl wishes to see her for a moment on a very important matter."




          "Mrs. Ledwith is not at home, sir."




          "What?"




          "Mrs. Ledwith is not at home."




          "Where is she; out?"




          "Y-yes, sir."




          "Where?"




          "I don't know, sir——"




          "Yes, you do. Mrs. Ledwith is at home but has given you instructions concerning me. Isn't that so?"




          The maid, crimson and embarrassed, made no answer, and he walked past her into the drawing-room.




          "Light up here," he said.




          "Please, sir——"




          "Do as I tell you, my good girl. Here—where's that button?—there!—" as the pretty room sprang[Pg 413] into light—"Now never mind your instructions but go and say to Mrs. Ledwith that I must see her."




          He calmly unfolded a flat packet of fresh bank-notes, selected one, changed it on reflection for another of higher denomination, and handed it to her. The girl hesitated, still irresolute until he lifted his narrow head and stared at her. Then she went away hurriedly.




          When she returned to say that Mrs. Ledwith was not at home to Mr. Sprowl he shrugged and bade her inform her mistress that their meeting was not a matter of choice but of necessity, and that he would remain where he was until she received him.




          Again the maid went away, evidently frightened, and Sprowl lighted a cigarette and began to saunter about. When he had examined everything in the room he strolled into the farther room. It was unlighted and suited him to sit in; and he installed himself in a comfortable chair and, throwing his cigarette into the fire-place, lighted a cigar.




          This was a game he understood—a waiting game. The game was traditional with his forefathers; every one of them had played it; their endless patience had made a fortune to which each in turn had added before he died. Patience and courage—courage of the sort known as personal bravery—had distinguished all his race. He himself had inherited patience, and had used it wisely except in that one inexplicable case!—and personal courage in him had never been lacking, nor had what often accompanies it, coolness, obstinacy, and effrontery.




          He had decided to wait until his cigar had been leisurely finished. Then, other measures—perhaps walking upstairs, unannounced, perhaps an unresentful with[Pg 414]drawal, a note by messenger, and another attempt to see her to-morrow—he did not yet know—had arrived at no conclusion—but would make up his mind when he finished his cigar and then do whatever caution dictated.




          Once a servant came to the door to look around for him, and when she discovered him in the half-light of the music-room she departed hastily for regions above. This amused Sprowl.




          As he lounged there, thoroughly comfortable, he could hear an occasional stir in distant regions of the house, servants moving perhaps, a door opened or closed, faint creaks from the stairs. Once the distant sounds indicated that somebody was using a telephone; once, as he neared the end of his cigar, a gray cat stole in, caught sight of him, halted, her startled eyes fixed on him, then turned and scuttled out into the hall.




          Finally he rose, flicked his cigar ashes into the fireplace, stretched his powerful frame, yawned, and glanced at his watch.




          And at the same instant somebody entered the front door with a latch-key.




          Sprowl stood perfectly still, interested, waiting: and two men, bare-headed and in evening dress, came swiftly but silently into the drawing-room. One was Quarren, the other Chester Ledwith. Quarren took hold of Ledwith's arm and tried to draw him out of the room. Then Ledwith caught sight of Sprowl and started toward him, but Quarren again seized his companion by the shoulder and dragged him back.




          "I tell you to keep quiet," he said in a low voice—"Keep out of this!—go out of the house!"




          "I can't, Quarren! I——"[Pg 415]




          "You promised not to come in until that man had left——"




          "I know it. I meant to—but, good God! Quarren! I can't stand there——"




          He was struggling toward Sprowl and Quarren was trying to push him back into the hall.




          "You said that you had given up any idea of personal vengeance!" he panted. "Let me deal with him quietly——"




          "I didn't know what I was saying," retorted Ledwith, straining away from the man who held him, his eyes fixed on Sprowl. "I tell you I can't remain quiet and see that blackguard in this house——"




          "But he's going I tell you! He's going without a row—without any noise. Can't you let me manage it——"




          He could not drag Ledwith to the door, so he forced him into a chair and stood guard, glancing back across his shoulder at Sprowl.




          "You'd better go," he said in a low but perfectly distinct voice.




          Sprowl, still holding his cigar, sauntered forward into the drawing-room.




          "I suppose you are armed," he said contemptuously. "If you threaten me I'll take away your guns and slap both your faces—ask the other pup how it feels, Quarren."




          Ledwith struggled to rise but Quarren had him fast.




          "Get out of here, Sprowl," he said. "You'll have a bad time of it if he gets away from me."




          Sprowl stared, hands in his pockets, puffing his cigar.




          "I've a notion to kick you both out," he drawled.[Pg 416]




          "It would be a mistake," panted Quarren. "Can't you go while there's time, Sprowl! I tell you he'll kill you in this room if you don't."




          "I won't—kill him!—Let go of me, Quarren," gasped Ledwith. "I—I won't do murder; I've promised you that—for her sake——"




          "Let him loose, Quarren," said Sprowl.


        




        

          "'Let him loose, Quarren,' said Sprowl."


        




        

          He waited for a full minute, watching the struggling men in silent contempt. Then with a shrug he went out into the hall, leisurely put on his hat, picked up his stick, opened the door, and sauntered out into the darkness.




          "Now," breathed Quarren fiercely, "you play the man or I'm through with you! He's gone and he won't come back—I'll see to that! And it's up to you to show what you're made of!"




          Ledwith, freed, stood white and breathing hard for a few moments. Then a dull flush suffused his thin face; he looked down, stood with hanging head, until Quarren laid a hand on his shoulder.




          "It's up to you, Ledwith," he said quietly. "I don't blame you for losing your head a moment, but if you mean what you said, I should say that this is your chance.... And if I were you I'd simply go upstairs and speak to her.... She's been through hell.... She's in it still. But you're out; and you can stay out if you choose. There's no need to wallow if you don't want to. You're not in very good shape yet, but you're a man. And now, if you do care for her, I really believe it's up to you.... Will you go upstairs?"




          Ledwith turned and went out into the familiar hall. Then, as though dazed, resting one thin hand on the rail, he mounted the stairway, head hanging, feeling his[Pg 417] way blindly back toward all that life had ever held for him, but which he had been too weak to keep or even to defend.




          Quarren waited for a while; Ledwith did not return. After a few minutes an excited maid came down, stared at him, then, reassured, opened the door for him with a smile. And he went out into the starlight.




          He had been walking for only a few moments when he overtook Sprowl sauntering down a lane; and the latter glanced around and, recognising him, halted.




          "Where's the other hero?" he asked.




          "Probably discussing you with the woman he is likely to remarry."




          Sprowl shrugged:




          "That's what that kind of a man is made for—to marry what others don't have to marry."




          "You lie," said Quarren quietly.




          Sprowl stared at him: then the long-pent fury overwhelmed his common sense again, and again it was in regard to the woman he had lost by his violence.




          "You know," he said, measuring his words, "that you're the same kind of a man, too. And some day, if you're good, you can marry what I don't have to marry——"




          He reeled under Quarren's blow, then struck at him blindly with his walking-stick, leaping at him savagely but recoiling, dizzy, half senseless under another blow so terrific that it almost nauseated him.




          He stood for a time, supporting himself against a tree; then as his wits returned he lifted his bruised face and stared murderously about him. Quarren was walking toward Witch-Hollow—half way there already and out of earshot as well as sight.[Pg 418]




          Against the stars something moved on a near hill-top, and Sprowl reeled forward in pursuit, breaking into a heavy and steady run as the thing disappeared in the darkness. But he had seen it move, just beyond that fence, and he seized the top rail and got over and ran forward in the darkness, clutching his stick and calling to Quarren by name.




          Where had he gone? He halted to listen, peering around with swollen eyes. Blood dripped from his lips and cheek; he passed his hand over them, glaring, listening. Suddenly he heard a dull sound close behind him in the night; whirled to confront what was coming with an unseen rush, thundering down on him, shaking the very ground.




          He made no outcry; there was no escape, nothing to do but to strike; and he struck with every atom of his strength; and went crashing down into darkness. And over his battered body bellowed and raged the bull.


        




        

           


        




        

          Even the men who found them there in the morning could scarcely drive away the half-crazed brute. And the little daughter of the gardener, who had discovered what was there in the pasture, cowered in the fence corner, crying her heart out for her father's dead master who had spoken kindly to her since she had grown up and who had even taken her into his arms and kissed her the day before when she had brought him a rare orchid from the greenhouse.


        




        

           


        




        

          Every newspaper in America gave up the right-hand columns to huge headlines and an account of the tragedy at South Linden. Every paper in the world[Pg 419] chronicled it. There were few richer men in the world than Langly Sprowl. The tragedy moved everybody in various ways; stocks, however, did not move either way to the surprise of everybody. On second thoughts, however, the world realised that his wealth had been too solidly invested to cause a flurry. Besides he had a younger brother financing something or other for the Emperor of China. Now he would return. The great race would not become extinct.


        




        

           


        




        

          That night Quarren went back to the Wycherlys and found Molly waiting for him in the library.




          "What on earth did Mary Ledwith want of Jim this evening?" she asked.




          "Sprowl was in the house."




          "What!"




          "That's why the poor child telephoned. She was probably afraid of him, and wanted Jim there."




          Molly's teeth clicked:




          "Jim would have half-killed him. It's probably a good thing he was in town. What did you do?"




          "Nothing. Sprowl went all right."




          "What did Mary say to you?"




          "I didn't see her."




          "You didn't see her?"




          "No."




          Molly's eyes grew rounder:




          "Where is Chester Ledwith? He didn't go with you into the house, did he?"




          "Yes, he did."




          "But where is he? You—you don't mean to say——"




          "Yes, I do. He went upstairs and didn't re[Pg 420]turn.... So I waited for a while and then—came back."




          They sat silent for a while, then Molly lifted her eyes to his and they were brimming with curiosity.




          "If they become reconciled," she said, "how are people going to take it, Rix?"




          "Characteristically I suppose."




          "You mean that some will be nasty about it?"




          "Some."




          "But then——"




          "Oh, Molly, Molly," he said, smiling, "there are more important things than what a few people are likely to think or say. The girl made a fool of herself, and the man weakened and nearly went to pieces. He's found himself again; he's disposed to help her find herself. It was only one of those messes that the papers report every day. Few get out of such pickles, but I believe these two are going to.... And somehow, do you know—from something Sprowl said to-night, I don't believe that she went the entire limit—took the last ditch."




          Molly reddened: "Why?"




          "Because, although they do it in popular fiction, men like Sprowl never really boast of their successes. His sort keep silent—when there's anything to conceal."




          "Did he boast?"




          "He did. I was sure he was lying, and I—" he shrugged.




          "Told him so?"




          "Well, something of that sort."




          "I believe he was lying, too.... It was just like that romantic little fool to run off to Reno after nothing worse than the imprudence of infatuation. I've[Pg 421] known her a long while, Rix. She's too shallow for real passion, too selfish to indulge it anyway. His name and fortune did the business for her—little idiot. Really she annoys me."




          Quarren smiled: "Her late husband seems to like her. Fools feminine have made many a man happy. You'll be nice to her I'm sure."




          "Of course.... Everybody will on Mrs. Sprowl's account."




          Quarren laughed again, then:




          "Meanwhile this Ledwith business has prevented my talking to Strelsa over the telephone," he said.




          "Oh, Rix! You said you were going to surprise her in the morning!"




          "But I want to see her, Molly. I don't want to wait——"




          "It's after ten and Strelsa has probably retired. She's a perfect farmer, I tell you—yawns horribly every evening at nine. Why, I can't keep her awake long enough to play a hand at Chinese Khan! Be reasonable, Rix. You had planned to surprise her in the morning.... And—I'm lonely without Jim.... Besides, if you are clever enough to burst upon Strelsa's view in the morning when the day is young and all before her, and when she's looking her very best, nobody can tell what might happen.... And I'll whisper in your ear that the child has really missed you.... But don't be in a hurry with her, will you, Rix?"




          "No," he said absently.




          Molly picked up her knitting.




          "If Chester Ledwith doesn't return by twelve I'm going to have the house locked," she said, stifling a yawn.[Pg 422]




          At twelve o'clock the house was accordingly locked for the night.




          "It's enough to compromise her," said Molly, crossly. "What a pair of fools they are."[Pg 423]


        




        

           


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CHAPTER XVII


        




        

          Strelsa, a pink apron pinned about her, a trowel in her gloved hand, stood superintending the transplanting of some purple asters which not very difficult exploit was being attempted by a local yokel acting as her "hired man."




          The garden, a big one with a wall fronting the road, ran back all the way to the terrace in the rear of the house beyond which stretched the western veranda.




          And it was out on this veranda that Quarren stepped in the wake of Strelsa's maid, and from there he caught his first view of Strelsa's garden, and of Strelsa herself, fully armed and caparisoned for the perennial fray with old Dame Nature.




          "You need not go down there to announce me," he said; "I'll speak to Mrs. Leeds myself."




          But before he could move, Strelsa, happening to turn around, saw him on the veranda, gazed at him incredulously for a moment, then brandished her trowel with a clear, distant cry of greeting, and came toward him, laughing in her excitement and surprise. They met midway, and she whipped off her glove and gave him her hand in a firm, cool clasp.




          "Why the dickens didn't you wire!" she said. "You're a fraud, Rix! I might easily have been away!—You might have missed me—we might have[Pg 424] missed each other.... Is that all you care about seeing me?—after all these weeks!"




          "I wanted to surprise you," he explained feebly.


        




        

          "'I wanted to surprise you,' he explained feebly."


        




        

          "Well, you didn't! That is—not much. I'd been thinking of you—and I glanced up and saw you. You're stopping at Molly's I suppose."




          "Yes."




          "When did you arrive?"




          "L-last night," he admitted.




          "What! And didn't call me up! I refuse to believe it of you!"




          She really seemed indignant, and he followed her into the pretty house where presently she became slightly mollified by his exuberant admiration of the place.




          "Are you in earnest?" she said. "Do you really think it so pretty? If you do I'll take you upstairs and show you my room, and the three beautiful spick and span guest rooms. But you'll never occupy one!" she added, still wrathful at his apparent neglect of her. "I don't want anybody here who isn't perfectly devoted to me. And it's very plain that you are not."




          He mildly insisted that he was but she denied it, hotly.




          "And I shall never get over it," she added. "But you may come upstairs and see what you have missed."




          They went over the renovated house thoroughly; she, secretly enchanted at his admiration and praise of everything, pointed out any object that seemed to have escaped his attention merely to hear him approve it. Finally she relented.




          "You are satisfactory," she said as they returned to the front veranda and seated themselves. "And really, Rix, I'm so terribly glad to see you that I for[Pg 425]give your neglect.... Are you well? You don't look very well," she added earnestly. "Why are you so white?"




          "I'm in fine shape, thank you."




          "I didn't mean your figure," she laughed—"Oh, that was a common kind of a joke, wasn't it? But I'm only a farmer, Rix. You must expect the ruder and simpler forms of speech from a lady of the woodshed!... Why are you so pale?"




          "Do I seem particularly underdone?"




          "That's horrid, too. Are you and I going to degenerate just because you work for a living? You are unusually thin, anyway; and the New York pallor is very noticeable. Will you stay and get sun-burnt?"




          "I could stay a few days."




          "How many?"




          "How many do you want me? Two whole days, Strelsa?"




          She laughed at him, then looked at him a trifle shyly, but laughed again as she answered:




          "I want you to stay always, of course. Don't pretend that you don't know it, because you are perfectly aware that I never tire of you. But if you can stay only two days don't let us waste any time——"




          "We're not wasting it here together, are we?"




          "Don't you want to walk? I haven't a horse yet, except for agricultural purposes. I'll rinse my hands and take off this apron—" She stood unpinning and untying it, her gray eyes never leaving him in their unabashed delight in him.




          Then she disappeared for a few minutes only to reappear wearing a pair of stout little shoes and carry[Pg 426]ing a walking-stick which she said she used in rough country.




          And first they visited her garden where all the old-fashioned autumn flowers were in riotous bloom—scarlet sage, rockets, thickets of gladiolus, heavy borders of asters, marigolds, and coreopsis; and here she gave a few verbal directions to the yokel who gaped toothlessly in reply.




          After that, side by side, they swung off together across the hill, she, lithe and slender, setting the springy pace and twirling her walking-stick, he, less accustomed to the open and more so to the smooth hot streets of the city, slackening pace first.




          She chided and derided him and bantered him scornfully, then with sudden sweet concern halted, reproaching herself for setting too hot a pace for a city-worn and work-worn man.




          But the cool shadows of the woods were near, and she made him rest on the little footbridge—the same bridge where he had encountered Ledwith for the first time in years. He recognised the spot.




          After they had seated themselves and Strelsa, resting on the back of the bridge seat, was contentedly dabbling in the stream with her cane, Quarren said, slowly:




          "Shall I tell you why I did not disturb you last night, Strelsa?"




          "You can't excuse it——"




          "You shall be judge and jury. It's rather a long story, though——"




          "I am listening."




          "Then, it has to do with Ledwith. He's not very well but he's better than he was. You see he wanted to take a course of treatment to regain his health, and[Pg 427] there seemed to be nobody else, so—I offered to see him through."




          "That's like you, Rix," she said, looking at him.




          "Oh, it wasn't anything—I had nothing to do——"




          "That's like you, too. Did you pull him through?"




          "He pulled himself through.... It was strenuous for two or three days—and hot as the devil in that sanitarium." ... He laughed. "We both were wrecks when we came out two weeks later—oh, a bit groggy, that's really all.... And he had no place to go—and seemed to be inclined to keep hold of my sleeve—so I telephoned Molly. And she said to bring him up. That was nice of her, wasn't it?"




          "Everybody is wonderful except you," she said.




          "Nonsense," he said, "it wasn't I who went through a modified hell. He's got a lot of backbone, Ledwith.... And so we came up last night.... And—now here's the interesting part, Strelsa! We strolled over to call on Mrs. Ledwith——"




          "What!"




          "Certainly. I myself didn't see her but—" he laughed—"she seemed to be at home to her ex-husband."




          "Rix!"




          "It's a fact. He went back there for breakfast this morning after he'd changed his clothes."




          "After—what?"




          "Yes. It seems that they started out in a canoe about midnight and he didn't turn up at Witch-Hollow until just before breakfast—and then he only stayed long enough to change to boating flannels.... You should see him; he's twenty years younger.... I fancy they'll get along together in future."[Pg 428]




          "Oh, Rix!" she said, "that was darling of you! You are wonderful even if you don't seem to know it!... And to think—to think that Mary Ledwith is going to be happy again!... Oh, you don't know how it has been with her—the silly, unhappy little thing!




          "Why, after Mrs. Sprowl left, the girl went all to pieces. Molly and I did what we could—but Molly isn't strong and Mrs. Ledwith was at my house almost all the time—Oh, it was quite dreadful, and I'm sure she was really losing her senses—because—I think I'll tell you—I tell you everything—" She hesitated, and then, lowering her voice:




          "She had come to see me, and she was lying on the lounge in my dressing-room, crying; and I was doing my hair. And first I knew she sobbed out that she had killed her husband and wanted to die, and she caught up that pistol that Sir Charles gave me at the Bazaar last winter—it looked like a real one—and the next thing I knew she had fired a charge of Japanese perfume at her temple, and it was all over her face and hair!... Don't laugh, Rix; she thought she had killed herself, and I had a horrid, messy time of it reviving her."




          "You poor child," he exclaimed trying not to laugh—"she had no brains to blow out anyway.... That's a low thing to say. Ledwith likes her.... I really believe she's been scared into life-long good behaviour."




          "She wasn't—really—horrid," said Strelsa in a low voice. "She told me so."




          "I don't doubt it," he said. "But one way or the other you might as well reproach a humming-bird for its morals. There are such people."[Pg 429]




          After a short silence she said:




          "Tell me about people in town."




          "There are few there. Besides," he added smilingly, "I don't see much of your sort of people."




          "My sort?" she repeated, lifting her gray eyes. "Am I not your sort, Rix?"




          "Are you? You should see me in my overalls and shirt-sleeves, stained with solvents and varnish, sticky with glue and reeking turpentine, ironing out a canvas with a warm flat-iron!... Am I your kind, Strelsa?"




          "Yes.... Am I your kind?"




          "You always were. You know that."




          "Yes, I do know it, now." She sat very still, hands folded, considering him with gray and speculative eyes.




          "From the very beginning," she said, "you have never once disappointed me."




          "What!" he exclaimed incredulously.




          "Never," she repeated.




          "Why—why, I got in wrong the very first time!" he said.




          "You mean that wager we made?"




          "Yes."




          "But you behaved like a good sportsman."




          "Well, I wasn't exactly a bounder. But you were annoyed."




          She smiled: "Was I?"




          "You seemed to be."




          "Yet I sat in a corner behind some palms with you until daylight."




          They looked at each other and laughed over the reminiscence. Then he said:[Pg 430]




          "I did disappoint you when you found out what sort of a man I was."




          "No, you didn't."




          "I proved it, too," he said under his breath.




          Her lips were set firmly, almost primly, but she blushed.




          "You meant to be nice to me," she said. "You meant to do me honour."




          "The honour of offering you such a man as I was," he said with smiling bitterness.




          "Rix! I was the fool—the silly little prig! I have blushed and blushed to remember how I behaved; how I snubbed you and—good heavens!—even lectured and admonished you!—How I ran away from you with all the self-possession andsavoir-faire of a country schoolgirl! What on earth you thought of me in those days I dread to surmise——"




          "But Strelsa, what was there to do except what you did?"




          "If I'd known anything I could have thanked you for caring that way for me and dismissed you as a friend instead of fleeing as though you had affronted me——"




          "I did affront you."




          "You didn't intend to.... It would have been easy enough to tell you that I liked you—but not that way.... And all those miserable, lonely, unhappy months could have been spared me——"




          "Were you unhappy?"




          "Didn't you know it?"




          "I never dreamed you were."




          "Well, I was—thinking of what I had done to you.... And all those men bothering me, every moment, and everybody at me to marry everybody else—and all I[Pg 431] wanted was to be friends with you!... I wasn't sure of what I wanted from the very beginning, of course, but I knew it as soon as I saw you at the Bazaar again.... I was so lonely, Rix——"




          She looked up out of clear, fearless eyes; he leaned forward and took her hands in his.




          "I know what you want," he said quietly. "You want my friendship and you have it—every atom of it, Strelsa. I will never overstep the borders again; I understand you thoroughly.... You know what you have done for me—what I was when you came into my life. My gratitude is a living thing. Through you, because of you, the whole unknown world—all of real life—has opened before me. You did it for me, Strelsa."




          "You did it for yourself and for me," she said in a low voice. "What are you trying to tell me, Rix? That I did this for you? When it is you—it was you from the first—it has always been you who led, who awakened first, who showed courage and common sense and patience and the cheerful wisdom which—which saved me——"




          The emotion in her voice stirred him thrillingly; her hands lay confidently in his; her gray eyes met his so sweetly, so honestly, that hope awoke for a moment.




          "Strelsa," he said, "however it was with us—however it is now, I think that together we amount to more than we ever could have amounted to apart."




          "I know it," she said fervently. "I was nothing until I began to comprehend you."




          "What was I before you awoke me?"




          "A man neglecting his nobler self.... But it could not have lasted; your real self could not have long[Pg 432] endured that harlequinade we once thought was real life.... I'm glad if you think that I—something about me—aroused you.... But if I had not, somebody or some circumstance would have very soon served the same purpose."




          "Do you think so?" he said, stooping to kiss her hands. She looked at him while he did so, confused by the quick pleasure of the contact, then schooled herself to endure it, setting her lips in a grave, firm line.




          And it was a most serious face he lifted his eyes to as she quietly withdrew her fingers from his.




          "You always played the courtier to perfection," she said, trying to speak lightly. "Tell me about that accomplished and noble peer, Lord Dankmere. Are you still inclined to like him?"




          He accepted her light and careless change of tone instantly, and spoke laughingly of Dankmere:




          "He's really a mighty nice fellow, Strelsa. Anyway, I like him. And what do you think his lordship has been and gone and done?"




          "Has he become a Russian dancer, Rix?"




          "No, bless his heart! He's fallen head over ears in love and is engaged and is going to marry!"




          "Who?"




          "Our stenographer!"




          "Rix!"




          "Certainly.... She's pretty and sweet and good and most worthy; and she's as crazy about Dankmere as he is about her.... Really, Strelsa, she's a charming young girl, and she'll make as pretty a countess as any of the Dankmeres have married in many a generation."




          Strelsa's lip curled: "I don't doubt that. They[Pg 433] were always a horrid cock-fighting, prize-fighting, dissolute lot, weren't they?"




          "Something like that. But the present Dankmere is a good sort—really he is, Strelsa. And as for Jessie Vining, she's sweet. You'll be nice to them, won't you?"




          She said: "I'd be nice to them anyway. But now that you ask me to I'll be whatever you wish."




          "You are a corker," he said almost tenderly; but with a slight smile she kept her hands out of his reach.




          "We mustn't degenerate into sentimentalism just because we're glad to see each other," she said so calmly that he did not notice the tremor in her voice. "And by the way, how is Mr. Westguard?"




          They both laughed.




          "Speaking of sentiment," said Quarren, "Karl now exudes it daily. He and Bleecker De Groot and Mrs. Caldera—to Lester's rage—have started a weekly paper called Brotherhood, consisting of pabulum for the horny-handed.




          "I couldn't do anything with Karl. Just look at him! He's really a good story-teller if he chooses. He could write jolly-good novels if he would. But the spectacle of De Groot weeping over a Bowery audience has finished him; and he's hard at work on a volume called 'The World's Woe,' and means to publish it himself because no publisher will take it."




          "Poor Karl," she said, smiling.




          "No," said Quarren, "that's the worst of it. His aunt has settled a million on him.... I tell you, Strelsa, the rich convert has less honour among the poor than the dingiest little 'dip' among the gorgeous corsairs of Wall Street.[Pg 434]




          "I don't know how it happens, but Christ was never yet successfully preached from Fifth Avenue, and the millionaire whose heart bleeds for the poor needs a sterner surgeon than a complacent conscience to really stop the hemorrhage."




          "Rich men do good, Rix," she said thoughtfully.




          "But not by teaching or practising the thrift of celestial insurance—not by admonition to orthodoxy and exhortation to worship a Creator who sees to it that no two people are created equal. There is only one thing the rich can give to the poor for Christ's sake; and even that will always be taken with suspicion and distrust. No; there are only two ways to live: one is the life of self-discipline; the other is to actually imitate the militant Son of Man whose faith we pretend to profess—but whose life-history we merely parody, turning His crusade into a grotesque carnival. I know of no third course consistent."




          "To lead an upright life within bounds where your lines have fallen, or to strip and go forth militant," she mused. "There is no third course, as you say.... Do you know, Rix, that I have become a wonderfully happy sort of person?"




          "So have I," he said, laughingly.




          "It's just because we have something to do, isn't it?"




          "That—and the leisure which the idle never have. It seems like a paradox, doesn't it?—to say that the idle never have any time to themselves."




          "I know what you mean. I expect to work rather hard the rest of my life," she said seriously, "and yet I can foresee lots and lots of most delicious leisure awaiting me."[Pg 435]




          "Do you foresee anything else, pretty prophetess?"




          "What else do you mean?"




          "Well, for example, you will be alone here all winter."




          "Do you mean loneliness?" she asked, smiling. "I don't expect to suffer from that. Molly will be here all winter and—you will write to me—" she turned to him—"won't you, Rix?"




          "Certainly. Besides I'm coming up to see you every week."




          "Every week!" she repeated, taken a little aback but smiling her sweet, confused smile. "Do you realise what you are so gaily engaging to do?"




          "Perfectly. I'm going to build up here."




          "What!"




          "Of course."




          "A—a house?"




          He looked at her, hesitated, then looking away:




          "Either a house or—an addition."




          "An addition?"




          "If you'll let me, Strelsa—some day."




          She understood him then. The painful colour stole into her cheeks, faintly burning, and she closed her eyes for a moment to endure it, sitting silent, motionless, her little sun-tanned hands tightly clasped on her knees.




          Then, unclosing her eyes she looked at him, delicate lips tightening.




          "I thought our relations were to remain on a higher plane," she said steadily.




          "Our relations are to remain what you desire them to be, dear."




          "I desire them to be what they are—always."[Pg 436]




          "Then that is my wish also," he said with a smile so genuine and gay that, a little confused by his acquiescence, her own response was slow. But presently her smile dawned, a little tremulous and uncertain, and her gray eyes remained wistful though the lips curled deliciously.




          "I would do anything in the world for you, Rix, except—that," she said in a low voice.




          "I know you would, you dear girl."




          "Don't you really believe it?"




          "Of course I do!"




          "But—I can't do that—ever. It would—would spoil you for me.... What in the world would I do if you were spoiled for me, Rix? I haven't anybody else.... What would I do here—all alone? I couldn't stay—I wouldn't know what to do—where to go in the world.... It would be lonely—lonely——"




          She bent her head, and remained so, gray eyes fixed on her clasped fingers. For a long while she sat bowed over, thinking; once or twice she lifted her eyes to look at him, but her gaze always became confused and remote; and he did not offer to break the silence.




          At last she looked up with a movement of decision, her face clearing.




          "You understand, don't you, Rix?" she said, rising.




          He nodded, rising also; and they descended the steps together and walked slowly away toward Witch-Hollow.




          From the hill-top they noticed one of Sprowl's farm-waggons slowly entering the drive, followed on foot by several men and a little girl. Her blond hair and apron[Pg 437] fluttered in the breeze. She was too far away for them to see that she was weeping.




          "I wonder what they've got in that waggon?" said Quarren, curiously.




          Strelsa's gaze became indifferent, then passed on and rested on the blue range of hills beyond.




          "Isn't it wonderful about Chrysos," she said.




          "The quaint little thing," he said almost tenderly. "She told Molly what happened—how she sat down under a fence to tie wild strawberries for Sir Charles, and how, all at once, she realised what his going out of her life meant to her—and how the tears choked her to silence until she suddenly found herself in his arms.... Can you see it as it happened, Strelsa?—as pretty a pastoral as ever the older poets—" He broke off abruptly, and she looked up, but he was still smiling as though the scene of another man's happiness, so lightly evoked, were a visualisation of his own. And again her gray eyes grew wistful as though shyly pleading for his indulgence and silently asking his pardon for all that she could never be to him or to any man.




          So they came across fields and down through fragrant lanes to Witch-Hollow, where the fat setter gambolled ponderously around them with fat barkings and waggings, and where Molly, sewing on the porch, smoothed the frail and tiny garment over her knee and raised her pretty head to survey them with a smiling intelligence that made Strelsa blush.




          "It isn't so!" she found an opportunity to whisper into Molly's ear. "If you look at us that way you'll simply make him miserable and break my heart."




          Molly glanced after Quarren who had wandered indoors to find a cigarette in the smoking-room.[Pg 438]




          "If you don't marry that delectable young man," she said, "I'll take a stick and beat you, Strelsa."




          "I don't want to—I don't want to!" protested the girl, getting possession of Molly's hands and covering them with caresses. And, resting her soft lips on Molly's fingers, she looked at her; and the young matron saw tears glimmering under the soft, dark lashes.




          "I can't love him—that way," whispered the girl. "I would if I could.... I couldn't care for him more than I do.... And—and it terrifies me to think of losing him."




          "Losing him?"




          "Yes—by doing what you—what he—wishes."




          "You think you'll lose him if you marry him?"




          "I—yes. It would spoil him for me—spoil everything for me in the world——"




          "Well, you listen to me," said Molly, exasperated. "When he has stood a certain amount of this silliness from you he'll really and actually turn into the sexless comrade you think you want. But he'll go elsewhere for a mate. There are plenty suitable in the world. If you'd never been born there would have been another for him. If you passed out of his life there would some day be another.




          "Will we women never learn the truth?—that at best we are incidental to man, but that, when we love, man is the whole bally thing to us?




          "Let him escape and you'll see, Strelsa. You'll get, perhaps, what you're asking for now, but he'll get what he is asking for, too—if not from you, from some girl of whom you and I and he perhaps have never heard.




          "But she exists; don't worry. And any man worth his title is certain to encounter her sooner or later."[Pg 439]




          The girl, flushed, dumb, watched her out of wide gray eyes in which the unshed tears had dried. The pretty matron slowly shook her head:




          "Because you once bit into tainted fruit you laid the axe to the entire orchard. What nonsense! Rottenness is the exception; soundness the rule. But you concluded that the hazard of bad fortune—that the unhappy chance of your first and only experience—was not an exception but the universal rule.... Very well; think it! He'll get over it some time, but you never will, Strelsa. You'll remember it all your life.




          "For I tell you that we women who go to our graves without having missed a single pang—we who die having known happiness and its shadow which is sorrow—the happiness and sorrow which come through love of man alone—die as we should die, in deep content of destiny fulfilled—which is the only peace beyond all understanding."




          The girl lowered her head and, resting her cheek on Molly's shoulder, looked down at the baby garment on her knees.




          "That also?" she whispered.




          "Yes.... Unless we pass that way, also, we can never die content.... But until a month ago I did not know it.... Strelsa—Strelsa! Are you never going to know what love can be?"




          The girl rose slowly, flushing and whitening by turns, and stood a moment, her hands covering her eyes.




          And standing so:




          "Do you think he will go away—from me—some day?"




          "Yes; he will go—unless——"




          "Must it be—that way?"[Pg 440]




          "It will be that way, Strelsa."




          "I had never thought of that."




          "Think of it as the truth. It will be so unless you love him in his own fashion—and for his own sake. Try—if you care for him enough to try.... And if you do, you will love him for your own sake, too."




          "I—I had thought of—of giving myself—for his sake—because he wishes it.... I don't believe I'll be—much afraid—of him. Do you?"




          Molly's wise sweet eyes sparkled with silent laughter. Then without another glance at the tall, young girl before her she picked up her sewing, drew the needle from the hem, and smoothed out the lace embroidery on her knees.




          After a while she said:




          "Jim's returning on the noon train. Will you and Rix be here to luncheon?"




          "I don't know."




          "Well, ask him; I have my orders to give if you'll stay."




          Strelsa walked into the house; Quarren, still hunting about for a cigarette, looked up as she entered the smoking-room.




          "Where the dickens does Jim keep his cigarettes?" he asked. "Do you know, Strelsa?"




          "You poor boy!" she exclaimed laughingly, "have you been searching all this time? The wonder is that you haven't perished. Why didn't you ask me for one when we were at—our house?"




          "Your house?" he corrected, smiling.




          Her gray eyes met his with a frightened sort of courage.




          "Our house—if you wish—" But her lips had be[Pg 441]gun to tremble and she could not control them or force from them another word for all her courage.




          He came over to where she stood, one slim hand resting against the wall; and she looked back bravely into his keen eyes—the clear, direct, questioning eyes of a boy.




          "I—I will—marry you," she said.




          A swift flush touched his face to the temples.




          "Don't you—want me?" she said, tremulously.




          "If you love me, Strelsa."




          "Isn't it enough—that you—love——"




          "No, dear."




          She lost her colour.




          "Rix! Don't you want me?" she faltered.




          "Not unless you want me, Strelsa."




          She drew a long unsteady breath. Suddenly the tears sprang to her eyes, and she held out both hands to him, blindly.




          "I—do love you," she whispered.... "I'll give what you give.... Only you must teach me—not to be—afraid."




          Her cheek lay close to his shoulder; his arms drew her nearer. And, after he had waited a long while, her gray eyes, which had been watching his face, slowly closed, and she lifted her lips toward his.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        




        




        




        The MOONLIT WAY


      




      

        A Novel


      




      

        BY


        ROBERT W. CHAMBERS


      




      

        AUTHOR OF


        “THE COMMON LAW,” “THE FIGHTING CHANCE,” ETC.




        ILLUSTRATED BY


        A. I. KELLER


      




      

         




         


      




      

        D. APPLETON AND COMPANY


        NEW YORK    LONDON


        1919


      




      

         


      




      

        HIS STRAINED GAZE SOUGHT TO FIX ITSELF ON THIS FACE—(PAGE 325)


      




      

        Copyright, 1919, by


        ROBERT W. CHAMBERS


      




      

        Copyright, 1918, 1919, by the


        INTERNATIONAL MAGAZINE CO.


      




      

        Printed in the United States of America


      




      

         


      




      

        to


        MY FRIEND
FRANK HITCHCOCK


      




      

         


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          CONTENTS


        




        

          

            	

              

                CHAPTER


              


            



            	

              

                 


              


            



            	

              

                PAGE


              


            

          




          

            	



            	

              

                Prologue—Claire-de-Lune


              


            



            	

              

                1


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                I.


              


            



            	

              

                A Shadow Dance


              


            



            	

              

                19


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                II.


              


            



            	

              

                Sunrise


              


            



            	

              

                28


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                III.


              


            



            	

              

                Sunset


              


            



            	

              

                39


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                IV.


              


            



            	

              

                Dusk


              


            



            	

              

                46


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                V.


              


            



            	

              

                In Dragon Court


              


            



            	

              

                57


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                VI.


              


            



            	

              

                Dulcie


              


            



            	

              

                78


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                VII.


              


            



            	

              

                Opportunity Knocks


              


            



            	

              

                87


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                VIII.


              


            



            	

              

                Dulcie Answers


              


            



            	

              

                102


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                IX.


              


            



            	

              

                Her Day


              


            



            	

              

                109


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                X.


              


            



            	

              

                Her Evening


              


            



            	

              

                123


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XI.


              


            



            	

              

                Her Night


              


            



            	

              

                131


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XII.


              


            



            	

              

                The Last Mail


              


            



            	

              

                155


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XIII.


              


            



            	

              

                A Midnight Tête-à-Tête


              


            



            	

              

                170


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XIV.


              


            



            	

              

                Problems


              


            



            	

              

                186


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XV.


              


            



            	

              

                Blackmail


              


            



            	

              

                194


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XVI.


              


            



            	

              

                The Watcher


              


            



            	

              

                205


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XVII.


              


            



            	

              

                A Conference


              


            



            	

              

                216


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XVIII.


              


            



            	

              

                The Babbler


              


            



            	

              

                233


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XIX.


              


            



            	

              

                A Chance Encounter


              


            



            	

              

                249


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XX.


              


            



            	

              

                Grogan’s


              


            



            	

              

                265


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXI.


              


            



            	

              

                The White Blackbird


              


            



            	

              

                278


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXII.


              


            



            	

              

                Foreland Farms


              


            



            	

              

                292


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXIII.


              


            



            	

              

                A Lion in the Path


              


            



            	

              

                312


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXIV.


              


            



            	

              

                A Silent House


              


            



            	

              

                328


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXV.


              


            



            	

              

                Starlight


              


            



            	

              

                339


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXVI.


              


            



            	

              

                ’Be-N Eirinn I!


              


            



            	

              

                349


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXVII.


              


            



            	

              

                The Moonlit Way


              


            



            	

              

                366


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXVIII.


              


            



            	

              

                Green Jackets


              


            



            	

              

                385


              


            

          




          

            	

              

                XXIX.


              


            



            	

              

                Asthore


              


            



            	

              

                407


              


            

          


        




        

           


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          



        






        

           


        




        

          Novels By Robert W. Chambers


        




        

          The Laughing Girl


          The Restless Sex


          Barbarians


          The Dark Star


          The Girl Philippa


          Who Goes There!


          Athalie


          The Business of Life


          The Gay Rebellion


          The Streets of Ascalon


          The Common Law


          The Fighting Chance


          The Younger Set


          The Danger Mark


          The Firing Line


          Japonette


          Quick Action


          The Adventures of A Modest Man


          Anne’s Bridge


          Between Friends


          The Better Man


          Police!!!


          Some Ladies in Haste


          The Tree of Heaven


          The Tracer of Lost Persons


          The Hidden Children


          The Moonlit Way


          Cardigan


          The Reckoning


          The Maid-at-Arms


          Ailsa Paige


          Special Messenger


          The Haunts of Men


          Lorraine


          Maids of Paradise


          Ashes of Empire


          The Red Republic


          Blue-Bird Weather


          A Young Man in a Hurry


          The Green Mouse


          Iole


          The Mystery of Choice


          The Cambric Mask


          The Maker of Moons


          The King in Yellow


          In Search of the Unknown


          The Conspiritors


          A King and a Few Dukes


          In the Quarter


          Outsiders


        




        

           


        




        

          1


        


      




      

        

          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
PROLOGUE 


          


          CLAIRE-DE-LUNE



        




        

          There was a big moon over the Bosphorus; the limpid waters off Seraglio Point glimmered; the Golden Horn was like a sheet of beaten silver inset with topaz and ruby where lanterns on rusting Turkish warships dyed the tarnished argent of the flood. Except for these, and the fixed lights on the foreign guard-ships and on a big American steam yacht, only a pale and nebulous shoreward glow betrayed the monster city.




          Over Pera the full moon’s lustre fell, silvering palace, villa, sea and coast; its rays glimmered on bridge and wharf, bastion, tower arsenal, and minarette, transforming those big, sprawling, ramshackle blotches of architecture called Constantinople into that shadowy, magnificent enchantment of the East, which all believe in, but which exists only in a poet’s heart and mind.




          Night veiled the squalour of Balat, and its filth, its meanness, its flimsy sham. Moonlight made of Galata a marvel, ennobling every bastard dome, every starved façade, every unlovely and attenuated minarette, and invested with added charm each really lovely ruin, each tower, palace, mosque, garden wall and balcony, and every crenelated battlement, where the bronze bulk of 2ancient cannon slanted, outlined in silver under the Prophet’s moon.




          Tiny moving lights twinkled on the Galata Bridge; pale points of radiance dotted Scutari; but the group of amazing cities called Constantinople lay almost blotted out under the moon.




          Darker at night than any capital in the world, its huge, solid and ancient shapes bulking gigantic in the night, its noble ruins cloaked, its cheap filth hidden, its flimsy Coney Island aspect transfigured and the stylographic-pen architecture of a hundred minarettes softened into slender elegance, Constantinople lay dreaming its immemorial dreams under the black shadow of the Prussian eagle.


        




        

           


        




        

          The German Embassy was lighted up like a Pera café; the drawing-rooms crowded with a brilliant throng where sashes, orders, epaulettes and sabre-tache glittered, and jewels blazed and aigrettes waved under the crystal chandeliers, accenting and isolating sombre civilian evening dress, which seemed mournful, rusty, and out of the picture, even when plastered over with jewelled stars.




          Few Turkish officials and officers were present, but the disquieting sight of German officers in Turkish uniforms was not uncommon. And the Count d’Eblis, Senator of France, noted this phenomenon with lively curiosity, and mentioned it to his companion, Ferez Bey.




          Ferez Bey, lounging in a corner with Adolf Gerhardt, for whom he had procured an invitation, and flanked by the Count d’Eblis, likewise a guest aboard the rich German-American banker’s yacht, was very much in his element as friend and mentor.




          For Ferez Bey knew everybody in the Orient—knew 3when to cringe, when to be patronising, when to fawn, when to assert himself, when to be servile, when impudent.




          He was as impudent to Adolf Gerhardt as he dared be, the banker not knowing the subtler shades and differences; he was on an equality with the French senator, Monsieur le Comte d’Eblis because he knew that d’Eblis dared not resent his familiarity.




          Otherwise, in that brilliant company, Ferez Bey was a jackal—and he knew it perfectly—but a valuable jackal; and he also knew that.




          So when the German Ambassador spoke pleasantly to him, his attitude was just sufficiently servile, but not overdone; and when Von-der-Hohe Pasha, in the uniform of a Turkish General of Division, graciously exchanged a polite word with him during a moment’s easy gossip with the Count d’Eblis, Ferez Bey writhed moderately under the honour, but did not exactly squirm.




          To Conrad von Heimholz he ventured to present his German-American patron, Adolf Gerhardt, and the thin young military attaché condescended in his Prussian way to notice the introduction.




          “Saw your yacht in the harbour,” he admitted stiffly. “It is astonishing how you Americans permit no bounds to your somewhat noticeable magnificence.”




          “She’s a good boat, the Mirage,” rumbled Gerhardt, in his bushy red beard, “but there are plenty in America finer than mine.”




          “Not many, Adolf,” insisted Ferez, in his flat, Eurasian voice—“not ver’ many anyw’ere so fine like your Mirage.”




          “I saw none finer at Kiel,” said the attaché, staring at Gerhardt through his monocle, with the habitual insolence and disapproval of the Prussian junker. “To 4me it exhibits bad taste”—he turned to the Count d’Eblis—“particularly when the Meteor is there.”




          “Where?” asked the Count.




          “At Kiel. I speak of Kiel and the ostentation of certain foreign yacht owners at the recent regatta.”




          Gerhardt, redder than ever, was still German enough to swallow the meaningless insolence. He was not getting on very well at the Embassy of his fellow countrymen. Americans, properly presented, they endured without too open resentment; for German-Americans, even when millionaires, their contempt and bad manners were often undisguised.




          “I’m going to get out of this,” growled Gerhardt, who held a good position socially in New York and in the fashionable colony at Northbrook. “I’ve seen enough puffed up Germans and over-embroidered Turks to last me. Come on, d’Eblis——”




          Ferez detained them both:




          “Surely,” he protested, “you would not miss Nihla!”




          “Nihla?” repeated d’Eblis, who had passed his arm through Gerhardt’s. “Is that the girl who set St. Petersburg by the ears?”




          “Nihla Quellen,” rumbled Gerhardt. “I’ve heard of her. She’s a dancer, isn’t she?”




          Ferez, of course, knew all about her, and he drew the two men into the embrasure of a long window.




          It was not happening just exactly as he and the German Ambassador had planned it together; they had intended to let Nihla burst like a flaming jewel on the vision of d’Eblis and blind him then and there.




          Perhaps, after all, it was better drama to prepare her entrance. And who but Ferez was qualified to prepare that entrée, or to speak with authority concerning the history of this strange and beautiful young girl who had suddenly appeared like a burning star 5in the East, had passed like a meteor through St. Petersburg, leaving several susceptible young men—notably the Grand Duke Cyril—mentally unhinged and hopelessly dissatisfied with fate.




          “It is ver’ fonny, d’Eblis—une histoire chic, vous savez! Figurez vous——”




          “Talk English,” growled Gerhardt, eyeing the serene progress of a pretty Highness, Austrian, of course, surrounded by gorgeous uniforms and empressement.




          “Who’s that?” he added.




          Ferez turned; the gorgeous lady snubbed him, but bowed to d’Eblis.




          “The Archduchess Zilka,” he said, not a whit abashed. “She is a ver’ great frien’ of mine.”




          “Can’t you present me?” enquired Gerhardt, restlessly; “—or you, d’Eblis—can’t you ask permission?”




          The Count d’Eblis nodded inattentively, then turned his heavy and rather vulgar face to Ferez, plainly interested in the “histoire” of the girl, Nihla.




          “What were you going to say about that dancer?” he demanded.




          Ferez pretended to forget, then, apparently recollecting:




          “Ah! Apropos of Nihla? It is a ver’ piquant storee—the storee of Nihla Quellen. Zat is not ’er name. No! Her name is Dunois—Thessalie Dunois.”




          “French,” nodded d’Eblis.




          “Alsatian,” replied Ferez slyly. “Her fathaire was captain—Achille Dunois?—you know——?”




          “What!” exclaimed d’Eblis. “Do you mean that notorious fellow, the Grand Duke Cyril’s hunting cheetah?”




          “The same, dear frien’. Dunois is dead—his bullet head was crack open, doubtless by som’ ladee’s angree 6husban’. There are a few thousan’ roubles—not more—to stan’ between some kind gentleman and the prettee Nihla. You see?” he added to Gerhardt, who was listening without interest, “—Dunois, if he was the Gran’ Duke’s cheetah, kept all such merry gentlemen from his charming daughtaire.”




          Gerhardt, whose aspirations lay higher, socially, than a dancing girl, merely grunted. But d’Eblis, whose aspirations were always below even his own level, listened with visibly increasing curiosity. And this was according to the programme of Ferez Bey and Excellenz. As the Hun has it, “according to plan.”




          “Well,” enquired d’Eblis heavily, “did Cyril get her?”




          “All St. Petersburg is still laughing at heem,” replied the voluble Eurasian. “Cyril indeed launched her. And that was sufficient—yet, that first night she storm St. Petersburg. And Cyril’s reward? Listen, d’Eblis, they say she slapped his sillee face. For me, I don’t know. That is the storee. And he was ver’ angree, Cyril. You know? And, by God, it was what Gerhardt calls a ‘raw deal.’ Yess? Figurez vous!—this girl, déjà lancée—and her fathaire the Grand Duke’s hunting cheetah, and her mothaire, what? Yes, mon ami, a ’andsome Géorgianne, caught quite wild, they say, by Prince Haledine! For me, I believe it. Why not?... And then the beautiful Géorgianne, she fell to Dunois—on a bet?—a service rendered?—gratitude of Cyril?——Who knows? Only that Dunois must marry her. And Nihla is their daughtaire. Voilà!”




          “Then why,” demanded d’Eblis, “does she make such a fuss about being grateful? I hate ingratitude, Ferez. And how can she last, anyway? To dance for the German Ambassador in Constantinople is all very 7well, but unless somebody launches her properly—in Paris—she’ll end in a Pera café.”




          Ferez held his peace and listened with all his might.




          “I could do that,” added d’Eblis.




          “Please?” inquired Ferez suavely.




          “Launch her in Paris.”




          The programme of Excellenz and Ferez Bey was certainly proceeding as planned.




          But Gerhardt was becoming restless and dully irritated as he began to realise more and more what caste meant to Prussians and how insignificant to these people was a German-American multimillionaire. And Ferez realised that he must do something.




          There was a Bavarian Baroness there, uglier than the usual run of Bavarian baronesses; and to her Ferez nailed Gerhardt, and wriggled free himself, making his way amid the gorgeous throngs to the Count d’Eblis once more.




          “I left Gerhardt planted,” he remarked with satisfaction; “by God, she is uglee like camels—the Baroness von Schaunitz! Nev’ mind. It is nobility; it is the same to Adolf Gerhardt.”




          “A homely woman makes me sick!” remarked d’Eblis. “Eh, mon Dieu!—one has merely to look at these ladies to guess their nationality! Only in Germany can one gather together such a collection of horrors. The only pretty ones are Austrian.”




          Perhaps even the cynicism of Excellenz had not realised the perfection of this setting, but Ferez, the nimble witted, had foreseen it.




          Already the glittering crowds in the drawing rooms were drawing aside like jewelled curtains; already the stringed orchestra had become mute aloft in its gilded gallery.




          The gay tumult softened; laughter, voices, the rustle 8of silks and fans, the metallic murmur of drawing-room equipment died away. Through the increasing stillness, from the gilded gallery a Thessalonian reed began skirling like a thrush in the underbrush.




          Suddenly a sand-coloured curtain at the end of the east room twitched open, and a great desert ostrich trotted in. And, astride of the big, excited, bridled bird, sat a young girl, controlling her restless mount with disdainful indifference.




          “Nihla!” whispered Ferez, in the large, fat ear of the Count d’Eblis. The latter’s pallid jowl reddened and his pendulous lips tightened to a deep-bitten crease across his face.




          To the weird skirling of the Thessalonian pipe the girl, Nihla, put her feathered steed through its absurd paces, aping the haute-école.




          There is little humour in your Teuton; they were too amazed to laugh; too fascinated, possibly by the girl herself, to follow the panicky gambols of the reptile-headed bird.




          The girl wore absolutely nothing except a Yashmak and a zone of blue jewels across her breasts and hips.




          Her childish throat, her limbs, her slim, snowy body, her little naked feet were lovely beyond words. Her thick dark hair flew loose, now framing, now veiling an oval face from which, above the gauzy Yashmak’s edge, two dark eyes coolly swept her breathless audience.




          But under the frail wisp of cobweb, her cheeks glowed pink, and two full red lips parted deliciously in the half-checked laughter of confident, reckless youth.


        




        

           


        




        

          NIHLA PUT HER FEATHERED STEED THROUGH ITS ABSURD PACES


        




        

          Over hurdle after hurdle she lifted her powerful, half-terrified mount; she backed it, pirouetted, made 9it squat, leap, pace, trot, run with wings half spread and neck stretched level.




          She rode sideways, then kneeling, standing, then poised on one foot; she threw somersaults, faced to the rear, mounted and dismounted at full speed. And through the frail, transparent Yashmak her parted red lips revealed the glimmer of teeth and her childishly engaging laughter rang delightfully.




          Then, abruptly, she had enough of her bird; she wheeled, sprang to the polished parquet, and sent her feathered steed scampering away through the sand-coloured curtains, which switched into place again immediately.




          Breathless, laughing that frank, youthful, irresistible laugh which was to become so celebrated in Europe, Nihla Quellen strolled leisurely around the circle of her applauding audience, carelessly blowing a kiss or two from her slim finger-tips, evidently quite unspoiled by her success and equally delighted to please and to be pleased.




          Then, in the gilded gallery the strings began; and quite naturally, without any trace of preparation or self-consciousness, Nihla began to sing, dancing when the fascinating, irresponsible measure called for it, singing again as the sequence occurred. And the enchantment of it all lay in its accidental and detached allure—as though it all were quite spontaneous—the song a passing whim, the dance a capricious after-thought, and the whole thing done entirely to please herself and give vent to the sheer delight of a young girl, in her own overwhelming energy and youthful spirits.




          Even the Teuton comprehended that, and the applause grew to a roar with that odd undertone of animal 10menace always to be detected when the German herd is gratified and expresses pleasure en masse.




          But she wouldn’t stay, wouldn’t return. Like one of those beautiful Persian cats, she had lingered long enough to arouse delight. Then she went, deaf to recall, to persuasion, to caress—indifferent to praise, to blandishment, to entreaty. Cat and dancer were similar; Nihla, like the Persian puss, knew when she had had enough. That was sufficient for her: nothing could stop her, nothing lure her to return.




          Beads of sweat were glistening upon the heavy features of the Count d’Eblis. Von-der-Goltz Pasha, strolling near, did him the honour to remember him, but d’Eblis seemed dazed and unresponsive; and the old Pasha understood, perhaps, when he caught the beady and expressive eyes of Ferez fixed on him in exultation.




          “Whose is she?” demanded d’Eblis abruptly. His voice was hoarse and evidently out of control, for he spoke too loudly to please Ferez, who took him by the arm and led him out to the moonlit terrace.




          “Mon pauvere ami,” he said soothingly, “she is actually the propertee of nobodee at present. Cyril, they say, is following her—quite ready for anything—marriage——”




          “What!”




          Ferez shrugged:




          “That is the gosseep. No doubt som’ man of wealth, more acceptable to her——”




          “I wish to meet her!” said d’Eblis.




          “Ah! That is, of course, not easee——”




          “Why?”




          Ferez laughed:




          “Ask yo’self the question again! Excellenz and his guests have gone quite mad ovaire Nihla——”
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          “I care nothing for them,” retorted d’Eblis thickly; “I wish to know her.... I wish to know her!... Do you understand?”




          After a silence, Ferez turned in the moonlight and looked at the Count d’Eblis.




          “And your newspapaire—Le Mot d’Ordre?”




          “Yes.... If you get her for me.”




          “You sell to me for two million francs the control stock in Le Mot d’Ordre?”




          “Yes.”




          “An’ the two million, eh?”




          “I shall use my influence with Gerhardt. That is all I can do. If your Emperor chooses to decorate him—something—the Red Eagle, third class, perhaps——”




          “I attend to those,” smiled Ferez. “Hit’s ver’ fonny, d’Eblis, how I am thinking about those Red Eagles all time since I know Gerhardt. I spik to Von-der-Goltz de votre part, si vous le voulez? Oui? Alors——”




          “Ask her to supper aboard the yacht.”




          “God knows——”




          The Count d’Eblis said through closed teeth:




          “There is the first woman I ever really wanted in all my life!... I am standing here now waiting for her—waiting to be presented to her now.”




          “I spik to Von-der-Goltz Pasha,” said Ferez; and he slipped through the palms and orange trees and vanished.




          For half an hour the Count d’Eblis stood there, motionless in the moonlight.




          She came about that time, on the arm of Ferez Bey, her father’s friend of many years.




          And Ferez left her there in the creamy Turkish moonlight on the flowering terrace, alone with the Count d’Eblis.
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          When Ferez came again, long after midnight, with Excellenz on one arm and the proud and happy Adolf Gerhardt on the other, the whole cycle of a little drama had been played to a conclusion between those two shadowy figures under the flowering almonds on the terrace—between this slender, dark-eyed girl and this big, bulky, heavy-visaged man of the world.




          And the man had been beaten and the girl had laid down every term. And the compact was this: that she was to be launched in Paris; she was merely to borrow any sum needed, with privilege to acquit the debt within the year; that, if she ever came to care for this man sufficiently, she was to become only one species of masculine property—a legal wife.




          And to every condition—and finally even to the last, the man had bowed his heavy, burning head.




          “D’Eblis!” began Gerhardt, almost stammering in his joy and pride. “His highness tells me that I am to have an order—an Imperial d-decoration——”




          D’Eblis stared at him out of unseeing eyes; Nihla laughed outright, alas, too early wise and not even troubling her lovely head to wonder why a decoration had been asked for this burly, bushy-bearded man from nowhere.




          But within his sinuous, twisted soul Ferez writhed exultingly, and patted Gerhardt on the arm, and patted d’Eblis, too—dared even to squirm visibly closer to Excellenz, like a fawning dog that fears too much to venture contact in his wriggling demonstrations.




          “You take with you our pretty wonder-child to Paris to be launched, I hear,” remarked Excellenz, most affably, to d’Eblis. And to Nihla: “And upon a yacht fit for an emperor, I understand. Ach! Such a going forth is only heard of in the Arabian Nights. Eh 13bien, ma petite, go West, conquer, and reign! It is a prophecy!”




          And Nihla threw back her head and laughed her full-throated laughter under the Turkish moon.


        




        

           


        




        

          Later, Ferez, walking with the Ambassador, replied humbly to the curt question:




          “Yes, I have become his jackal. But always at the orders of Excellenz.”


        




        

           


        




        

          Later still, aboard the Mirage, Ferez stood alone by the after-rail, staring with ratty eyes at the blackness beyond the New Bridge.




          “Oh, God, be merciful!” he whispered. He had often said it on the eve of crime. Even an Eurasian rat has emotions. And Ferez had been in love with Nihla many years, and was selling her now at a price—selling her and Adolf Gerhardt and the Count d’Eblis and France—all he had to barter—for he had sold his soul too long ago to remember even what he got for it.




          The silence seemed more intense for the sounds that made it audible. From, the unlighted cities on the seven hills came an unbroken howling of dogs; transparent waves of the limpid Bosphorus slapped the vessel’s sides, making a mellow and ceaseless clatter. Far away beyond Galata Quay, in the inner reek of unseen Stamboul, the notes of a Turkish flute stole out across the darkness, where some Tzigane—some unseen wretch in rags—was playing the melancholy song of Mourad. And, mournfully responsive to the reedy complaint of a homeless wanderer from a nation without a home, the homeless dogs of Islam wailed their miserere under the Prophet’s moon.




          The tragic wolf-song wavered from hill to hill; from the Fields of the Dead to the Seven Towers, from 14Kassim to Tophane, seeming to swell into one dreadful, endless plaint:




          “My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?”




          “And me!” muttered Ferez, shivering in the windy vapours from the Black Sea, which already dampened his face with their creeping summer chill.




          “Ferez!”




          He turned slowly. Swathed in a white wool bernous, Nihla stood there in the foggy moonlight.




          “Why?” she enquired, without preliminaries and with the unfeigned curiosity of a child.




          He did not pretend to misunderstand her in French:




          “Thou knowest, Nihla. I have never touched thy heart. I could do nothing for thee——”




          “Except to sell me,” she smiled, interrupting him in English, without the slightest trace of accent.




          But Ferez preferred the refuge of French:




          “Except to launch thee and make possible thy career,” he corrected her very gently.




          “I thought you were in love with me?”




          “I have loved thee, Nihla, since thy childhood.”




          “Is there anything on earth or in paradise, Ferez, that you would not sell for a price?”




          “I tell thee——”




          “Zut! I know thee, Ferez!” she mocked him, slipping easily into French. “What was my price? Who pays thee, Colonel Ferez? This big, shambling, world-wearied Count, who is, nevertheless, afraid of me? Did he pay thee? Or was it this rich American, Gerhardt? Or was it Von-der-Goltz? Or Excellenz?”




          “Nihla! Thou knowest me——”




          Her clear, untroubled laughter checked him:




          “I know you, Ferez. That is why I ask. That is why I shall have no reply from you. Only my wits can ever answer me any questions.”
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          She stood laughing at him, swathed in her white wool, looming like some mocking spectre in the misty moonlight of the after-deck.




          “Oh, Ferez,” she said in her sweet, malicious voice, “there was a curse on Midas, too! You play at high finance; you sell what you never had to sell, and you are paid for it. All your life you have been busy selling, re-selling, bargaining, betraying, seeking always gain where only loss is possible—loss of all that justifies a man in daring to stand alive before the God that made him!... And yet—that which you call love—that shadowy emotion which you have also sold to-night—I think you really feel for me.... Yes, I believe it.... But it, too, has its price.... What was that price, Ferez?”




          “Believe me, Nihla——”




          “Oh, Ferez, you ask too much! No! Let me tell you, then. The price was paid by that American, who is not one but a German.”




          “That is absurd!”




          “Why the Red Eagle, then? And the friendship of Excellenz? What is he then, this Gerhardt, but a millionaire? Why is nobility so gracious then? What does Gerhardt give for his Red Eagle?—for the politeness of Excellenz?—for the crooked smile of a Bavarian Baroness and the lifted lorgnette of Austria? What does he give for me? Who buys me after all? Enver? Talaat? Hilmi? Who sells me? Excellenz? Von-der-Goltz? You? And who pays for me? Gerhardt, who takes his profit in Red Eagles and offers me to d’Eblis for something in exchange to please Excellenz—and you? And what, at the end of the bargaining, does d’Eblis pay for me—pay through Gerhardt to you, and through you to Excellenz, and through Excellenz to the Kaiser Wilhelm II——”
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          Ferez, showing his teeth, came close to her and spoke very softly:




          “See how white is the moonlight off Seraglio Point, my Nihla!... It is no whiter than those loveliest ones who lie fathoms deep below these little silver waves.... Each with her bowstring snug about her snowy neck.... As fair and young, as warm and fresh and sweet as thou, my Nihla.”




          He smiled at her; and if the smile stiffened an instant on her lips, the next instant her light, dauntless laughter mocked him.




          “For a price,” she said, “you would sell even Life to that old miser, Death! Then listen what you have done, little smiling, whining jackal of his Excellency! I go to Paris and to my career, certain of my happy destiny, sure of myself! For my opportunity I pay if I choose—pay what I choose—when and where it suits me to pay!——”




          She slipped into French with a little laugh:




          “Now go and lick thy fingers of whatever crumbs have stuck there. The Count d’Eblis is doubtless licking his. Good appetite, my Ferez! Lick away lustily, for God does not temper the jackal’s appetite to his opportunities!”




          Ferez let his level gaze rest on her in silence.




          “Well, trafficker in Eagles, dealer in love, vendor of youth, merchant of souls, what strikes you silent?”




          But he was thinking of something sharper than her tongue and less subtle, which one day might strike her silent if she laughed too much at Fate.




          And, thinking, he showed his teeth again in that noiseless snicker which was his smile and laughter too.




          The girl regarded him for a moment, then deliberately mimicked his smile:




          “The dogs of Stamboul laugh that way, too,” she 17said, baring her pretty teeth. “What amuses you? Did the silly old Von-der-Goltz Pasha promise you, also, a dish of Eagle?—old Von-der-Goltz with his spectacles an inch thick and nothing living within what he carries about on his two doddering old legs! There’s a German!—who died twenty years ago and still walks like a damned man—jingling his iron crosses and mumbling his gums! Is it a resurrection from 1870 come to foretell another war? And why are these Prussian vultures gathering here in Stamboul? Can you tell me, Ferez?—these Prussians in Turkish uniforms! Is there anything dying or dead here, that these buzzards appear from the sky and alight? Why do they crowd and huddle in a circle around Constantinople? Is there something dead in Persia? Is the Bagdad railroad dying? Is Enver Bey at his last gasp? Is Talaat? Or perhaps the savoury odour comes from the Yildiz——”




          “Nihla! Is there nothing sacred—nothing thou fearest on earth?”




          “Only old age—and thy smile, my Ferez. Neither agrees with me.” She stretched her arms lazily.




          “Allons,” she said, stifling a pleasant yawn with one slim hand,“—my maid will wake below and miss me; and then the dogs of Stamboul yonder will hear a solo such as they never heard before.... Tell me, Ferez, do you know when we are to weigh anchor?”




          “At sunrise.”




          “It is the same to me,”—she yawned again—“my maid is aboard and all my luggage. And my Ferez, also.... Mon dieu! And what will Cyril have to say when he arrives to find me vanished! It is, perhaps, well for us that we shall be at sea!”




          Her quick laughter pealed; she turned with a careless 18gesture of salute, friendly and contemptuous; and her white bernous faded away in the moonlit fog.




          And Ferez Bey stood staring after her out of his near-set, beady eyes, loving her, desiring her, fearing her, unrepentant that he had sold her, wondering whether the day might dawn when he would find it best to kill her for the prosperity and peace of mind of the only living being in whose service he never tired—himself.
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          A SHADOW DANCE



        




        

          Three years later Destiny still wore a rosy face for Nihla Quellen. And, for a young American of whom Nihla had never even heard, Destiny still remained the laughing jade he had always known, beckoning him ever nearer, with the coquettish promise of her curved forefinger, to fame and wealth immeasurable.


        




        

           


        




        

          Seated now on a moonlit lawn, before his sketching easel, this optimistic young man, whose name was Barres, continued to observe the movements of a dim white figure which had emerged from the villa opposite, and was now stealing toward him across the dew-drenched grass.




          When the white figure was quite near it halted, holding up filmy skirts and peering intently at him.




          “May one look?” she inquired, in that now celebrated voice of hers, through which ever seemed to sound a hint of hidden laughter.




          “Certainly,” he replied, rising from his folding camp stool.




          She tiptoed over the wet grass, came up beside him, gazed down at the canvas on his easel.




          “Can you really see to paint? Is the moon bright enough?” she asked.




          “Yes. But one has to be familiar with one’s palette.”
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          “Oh. You seem to know yours quite perfectly, monsieur.”




          “Enough to mix colours properly.”




          “I didn’t realise that painters ever actually painted pictures by moonlight.”




          “It’s a sort of hit or miss business, but the notes made are interesting,” he explained.




          “What do you do with these moonlight studies?”




          “Use them as notes in the studio when a moonlight picture is to be painted.”




          “Are you then a realist, monsieur?”




          “As much of a realist as anybody with imagination can be,” he replied, smiling at her charming, moonlit face.




          “I understand. Realism is merely honesty plus the imagination of the individual.”




          “A delightful mot, madam——”




          “Mademoiselle,” she corrected him demurely. “Are you English?”




          “American.”




          “Oh. Then may I venture to converse with you in English?” She said it in exquisite English, entirely without accent.




          “You are English!” he exclaimed under his breath.




          “No ... I don’t know what I am.... Isn’t it charming out here? What particular view are you painting?”




          “The Seine, yonder.”




          She bent daintily over his sketch, holding up the skirts of her ball-gown.




          “Your sketch isn’t very far advanced, is it?” she inquired seriously.




          “Not very,” he smiled.




          They stood there together in silence for a while, 21looking out over the moonlit river to the misty, tree-covered heights.




          Through lighted rows of open windows in the elaborate little villa across the lawn came lively music and the distant noise of animated voices.




          “Do you know,” he ventured smilingly, “that your skirts and slippers are soaking wet?”




          “I don’t care. Isn’t this June night heavenly?”




          She glanced across at the lighted house. “It’s so hot and noisy in there; one dances only with discomfort. A distaste for it all sent me out on the terrace. Then I walked on the lawn. Then I beheld you!... Am I interrupting your work, monsieur? I suppose I am.” She looked up at him naïvely.




          He said something polite. An odd sense of having seen her somewhere possessed him now. From the distant house came the noisy American music of a two-step. With charming grace, still inspecting him out of her dark eyes, the girl began to move her pretty feet in rhythm with the music.




          “Shall we?” she inquired mischievously.... “Unless you are too busy——”




          The next moment they were dancing together there on the wet lawn, under the high lustre of the moon, her fresh young face and fragrant figure close to his.




          During their second dance she said serenely:




          “They’ll raise the dickens if I stay here any longer. Do you know the Comte d’Eblis?”




          “The Senator? The numismatist?”




          “Yes.”




          “No, I don’t know him. I am only a Latin Quarter student.”




          “Well, he is giving that party. He is giving it for me—in my honour. That is his villa. And I”—she 22laughed—“am going to marry him—perhaps! Isn’t this a delightful escapade of mine?”




          “Isn’t it rather an indiscreet one?” he asked smilingly.




          “Frightfully. But I like it. How did you happen to pitch your easel on his lawn?”




          “The river and the hills—their composition appealed to me from here. It is the best view of the Seine.”




          “Are you glad you came?”




          They both laughed at the mischievous question.


        




        

           


        




        

          During their third dance she became a little apprehensive and kept looking over her shoulder toward the house.




          “There’s a man expected there,” she whispered, “Ferez Bey. He’s as soft-footed as a cat and he always prowls in my vicinity. At times it almost seems to me as though he were slyly watching me—as though he were employed to keep an eye on me.”




          “A Turk?”




          “Eurasian.... I wonder what they think of my absence? Alexandre—the Comte d’Eblis—won’t like it.”




          “Had you better go?”




          “Yes; I ought to, but I won’t.... Wait a moment!” She disengaged herself from his arms. “Hide your easel and colour-box in the shrubbery, in case anybody comes to look for me.”




          She helped him strap up and fasten the telescope-easel; they placed the paraphernalia behind the blossoming screen of syringa. Then, coming together, she gave herself to him again, nestling between his arms with a little laugh; and they fell into step once more with the distant dance-music. Over the grass their united shadows glided, swaying, gracefully interlocked—moon-born 23phantoms which dogged their light young feet....


        




        

           


        




        

          A man came out on the stone terrace under the Chinese lanterns. When they saw him they hastily backed into the obscurity of the shrubbery.




          “Nihla!” he called, and his heavy voice was vibrant with irritation and impatience.




          He was a big man. He walked with a bulky, awkward gait—a few paces only, out across the terrace.




          “Nihla!” he bawled hoarsely.




          Then two other men and a woman appeared on the terrace where the lanterns were strung. The woman called aloud in the darkness:




          “Nihla! Nihla! Where are you, little devil?” Then she and the two men with her went indoors, laughing and skylarking, leaving the bulky man there alone.




          The young fellow in the shrubbery felt the girl’s hand tighten on his coat sleeve, felt her slender body quiver with stifled laughter. The desire to laugh seized him, too; and they clung there together, choking back their mirth while the big man who had first appeared waddled out across the lawn toward the shrubbery, shouting:




          “Nihla! Where are you then?” He came quite close to where they stood, then turned, shouted once or twice and presently disappeared across the lawn toward a walled garden. Later, several other people came out on the terrace, calling, “Nihla, Nihla,” and then went indoors, laughing boisterously.




          The young fellow and the girl beside him were now quite weak and trembling with suppressed mirth.


        




        

           


        




        

          They had not dared venture out on the lawn, although dance music had begun again.
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          “Is it your name they called?” he asked, his eyes very intent upon her face.




          “Yes, Nihla.”




          “I recognise you now,” he said, with a little thrill of wonder.




          “I suppose so,” she replied with amiable indifference. “Everybody knows me.”




          She did not ask his name; he did not offer to enlighten her. What difference, after all, could the name of an American student make to the idol of Europe, Nihla Quellen?




          “I’m in a mess,” she remarked presently. “He will be quite furious with me. It is going to be most disagreeable for me to go back into that house. He has really an atrocious temper when made ridiculous.”




          “I’m awfully sorry,” he said, sobered by her seriousness.




          She laughed:




          “Oh, pouf! I really don’t care. But perhaps you had better leave me now. I’ve spoiled your moonlight picture, haven’t I?”




          “But think what you have given me to make amends!” he replied.




          She turned and caught his hands in hers with adorable impulsiveness:




          “You’re a sweet boy—do you know it! We’ve had a heavenly time, haven’t we? Do you really think you ought to go—so soon?”




          “Don’t you think so, Nihla?”




          “I don’t want you to go. Anyway, there’s a train every two hours——”




          “I’ve a canoe down by the landing. I shall paddle back as I came——”




          “A canoe!” she exclaimed, enchanted. “Will you take me with you?”
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          “To Paris?”




          “Of course! Will you?”




          “In your ball-gown?”




          “I’d adore it! Will you?”




          “That is an absolutely crazy suggestion,” he said.




          “I know it. The world is only a big asylum. There’s a path to the river behind these bushes. Quick—pick up your painting traps——”




          “But, Nihla, dear——”




          “Oh, please! I’m dying to run away with you!”




          “To Paris?” he demanded, still incredulous that the girl really meant it.




          “Of course! You can get a taxi at the Pont-au-Change and take me home. Will you?”




          “It would be wonderful, of course——”




          “It will be paradise!” she exclaimed, slipping her hand into his. “Now, let us run like the dickens!”




          In the uncertain moonlight, filtering through the shrubbery, they found a hidden path to the river; and they took it together, lightly, swiftly, speeding down the slope, all breathless with laughter, along the moonlit way.


        




        

           


        




        

          In the suburban villa of the Comte d’Eblis a wine-flushed and very noisy company danced on, supped at midnight, continued the revel into the starlit morning hours. The place was a jungle of confetti.




          Their host, restless, mortified, angry, perplexed by turns, was becoming obsessed at length with dull premonitions and vaguer alarms.




          He waddled out to the lawn several times, still wearing his fancy gilt and tissue cap, and called:




          “Nihla! Damnation! Answer me, you little fool!”




          He went down to the river, where the gaily painted row-boats and punts lay, and scanned the silvered 26flood, tortured by indefinite apprehensions. About dawn he started toward the weed-grown, slippery river-stairs for the last time, still crowned with his tinsel cap; and there in the darkness he found his aged boat-man, fishing for gudgeon with a four-cornered net suspended to the end of a bamboo pole.




          “Have you see anything of Mademoiselle Nihla?” he demanded, in a heavy, unsteady voice, tremulous with indefinable fears.




          “Monsieur le Comte, Mademoiselle Quellen went out in a canoe with a young gentleman.”




          “W-what is that you tell me!” faltered the Comte d’Eblis, turning grey in the face.




          “Last night, about ten o’clock, M’sieu le Comte. I was out in the moonlight fishing for eels. She came down to the shore—took a canoe yonder by the willows. The young man had a double-bladed paddle. They were singing.”




          “They—they have not returned?”




          “No, M’sieu le Comte——”




          “Who was the—man?”




          “I could not see——”




          “Very well.” He turned and looked down the dusky river out of light-coloured, murderous eyes. Then, always awkward in his gait, he retraced his steps to the house. There a servant accosted him on the terrace:




          “The telephone, if Monsieur le Comte pleases——”




          “Who is calling?” he demanded with a flare of fury.




          “Paris, if it pleases Monsieur le Comte.”




          The Count d’Eblis went to his own quarters, seated himself, and picked up the receiver:




          “Who is it?” he asked thickly.




          “Max Freund.”




          “What has h-happened?” he stammered in sudden terror.
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          Over the wire came the distant reply, perfectly clear and distinct:




          “Ferez Bey was arrested in his own house at dinner last evening, and was immediately conducted to the frontier, escorted by Government detectives.... Is Nihla with you?”




          The Count’s teeth were chattering now. He managed to say:




          “No, I don’t know where she is. She was dancing. Then, all at once, she was gone. Of what was Colonel Ferez suspected?”




          “I don’t know. But perhaps we might guess.”




          “Are you followed?”




          “Yes.”




          “By—by whom?”




          “By Souchez.... Good-bye, if I don’t see you. I join Ferez. And look out for Nihla. She’ll trick you yet!”




          The Count d’Eblis called:




          “Wait, for God’s sake, Max!”—listened; called again in vain. “The one-eyed rabbit!” he panted, breathing hard and irregularly. His large hand shook as he replaced the instrument. He sat there as though paralysed, for a moment or two. Mechanically he removed his tinsel cap and thrust it into the pocket of his evening coat. Suddenly the dull hue of anger dyed neck, ears and temple:




          “By God!” he gasped. “What is that she-devil trying to do to me? What has she done!”




          After another moment of staring fixedly at nothing, he opened the table drawer, picked up a pistol and poked it into his breast pocket.




          Then he rose, heavily, and stood looking out of the window at the paling east, his pendulous under lip aquiver.
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II 


          


          SUNRISE



        




        

          The first sunbeams had already gilded her bedroom windows, barring the drawn curtains with light, when the man arrived. He was still wearing his disordered evening dress under a light overcoat; his soiled shirt front was still crossed by the red ribbon of watered silk; third class orders striped his breast, where also the brand new Turkish sunburst glimmered.




          A sleepy maid in night attire answered his furious ringing; the man pushed her aside with an oath and strode into the semi-darkness of the corridor. He was nearly six feet tall, bulky; but his legs were either too short or something else was the matter with them, for when he walked he waddled, breathing noisily from the ascent of the stairs.




          “Is your mistress here?” he demanded, hoarse with his effort.




          “Y—yes, monsieur——”




          “When did she come in?” And, as the scared and bewildered maid hesitated: “Damn you, answer me! When did Mademoiselle Quellen come in? I’ll wring your neck if you lie to me!”




          The maid began to whimper:




          “Monsieur le Comte—I do not wish to lie to you.... Mademoiselle Nihla came back with the dawn——”




          “Alone?”
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          The maid wrung her hands:




          “Does Monsieur le Comte m-mean to harm her?”




          “Will you answer me, you snivelling cat!” he panted between his big, discoloured teeth. He had fished out a pistol from his breast pocket, dragging with it a silk handkerchief, a fancy cap of tissue and gilt, and some streamers of confetti which fell to the carpet around his feet.




          “Now,” he breathed in a half-strangled voice, “answer my questions. Was she alone when she came in?”




          “N-no.”




          “Who was with her?”




          “A—a——”




          “A man?”




          The maid trembled violently and nodded.




          “What man?”




          “M-Monsieur le Comte, I have never before beheld him——”




          “You lie!”




          “I do not lie! I have never before seen him, Monsieur le——”




          “Did you learn his name?”




          “No——”




          “Did you hear what they said?”




          “They spoke in English——”




          “What!” The man’s puffy face went flabby white, and his big, badly made frame seemed to sag for a moment. He laid a large fat hand flat against the wall, as though to support and steady himself, and gazed dully at the terrified maid.




          And she, shivering in her night-robe and naked feet, stared back into the pallid face, with its coarse, greyish moustache and little short side-whiskers which vulgarized it completely—gazed in unfeigned terror at the sagging, deadly, lead-coloured eyes.
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          “Is the man there—in there now—with her?” demanded the Comte d’Eblis heavily.




          “No, monsieur.”




          “Gone?”




          “Oh, Monsieur le Comte, the young man stayed but a moment——”




          “Where were they? In her bedroom?”




          “In the salon. I—I served a pâté—a glass of wine—and the young gentleman was gone the next minute——”




          A dull red discoloured the neck and features of the Count.




          “That’s enough,” he said; and waddled past her along the corridor to the furthest door; and wrenched it open with one powerful jerk.




          In the still, golden gloom of the drawn curtains, now striped with sunlight, a young girl suddenly sat up in bed.




          “Alexandre!” she exclaimed in angry astonishment.




          “You slut!” he said, already enraged again at the mere sight of her. “Where did you go last night!”




          “What are you doing in my bedroom?” she demanded, confused but flushed with anger. “Leave it! Do you hear!—” She caught sight of the pistol in his hand and stiffened.




          He stepped nearer; her dark, dilated gaze remained fixed on the pistol.




          “Answer me,” he said, the menacing roar rising in his voice. “Where did you go last night when you left the house?”




          “I—I went out—on the lawn.”




          “And then?”




          “I had had enough of your party: I came back to Paris.”




          “And then?”
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          “I came here, of course.”




          “Who was with you?”




          Then, for the first time, she began to comprehend. She swallowed desperately.




          “Who was your companion?” he repeated.




          “A—man.”




          “You brought him here?”




          “He—came in—for a moment.”




          “Who was he?”




          “I—never before saw him.”




          “You picked up a man in the street and brought him here with you?”




          “N-not on the street——”




          “Where?”




          “On the lawn—while your guests were dancing——”




          “And you came to Paris with him?”




          “Y-yes.”




          “Who was he?”




          “I don’t know——”




          “If you don’t name him, I’ll kill you!” he yelled, losing the last vestige of self-control. “What kind of story are you trying to tell me, you lying drab! You’ve got a lover! Confess it!”




          “I have not!”




          “Liar! So this is how you’ve laughed at me, mocked me, betrayed me, made a fool of me! You!—with your fierce little snappish ways of a virgin! You with your dangerous airs of a tiger-cat if a man so much as laid a finger on your vicious body! So Mademoiselle-Don’t-touch-me had a lover all the while. Max Freund warned me to keep an eye on you!” He lost control of himself again; his voice became a hoarse shout: “Max Freund begged me not to trust you! You filthy little beast! Good God! Was I crazy to believe in you—to talk without reserve in your presence! What kind of imbecile 32was I to offer you marriage because I was crazy enough to believe that there was no other way to possess you! You—a Levantine dancing girl—a common painted thing of the public footlights—a creature of brasserie and cabaret! And you posed as Mademoiselle Nitouche! A novice! A devotee of chastity! And, by God, your devilish ingenuity at last persuaded me that you actually were what you said you were. And all Paris knew you were fooling me—all Paris was laughing in its dirty sleeve—mocking me—spitting on me——”




          “All Paris,” she said, in an unsteady voice, “gave you credit for being my lover. And I endured it. And you knew it was not true. Yet you never denied it.... But as for me, I never had a lover. When I told you that I told you the truth. And it is true to-day as it was yesterday. Nobody believes it of a dancing girl. Now, you no longer believe it. Very well, there is no occasion for melodrama. I tried to fall in love with you: I couldn’t. I did not desire to marry you. You insisted. Very well; you can go.”




          “Not before I learn the name of your lover of last night!” he retorted, now almost beside himself with fury, and once more menacing her with his pistol. “I’ll get that much change out of all the money I’ve lavished on you!” he yelled. “Tell me his name or I’ll kill you!”




          She reached under her pillow, clutched a jewelled watch and purse, and hurled them at him. She twisted from her arm a gemmed bracelet, tore every flashing ring from her fingers, and flung them in a handful straight at his head.




          “There’s some more change for you!” she panted. “Now, leave my bedroom!”




          “I’ll have that man’s name first!”
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          The girl laughed in his distorted face. He was within an ace of shooting her—of firing point-blank into the lovely, flushed features, merely to shatter them, destroy, annihilate. He had the desire to do it. But her breathless, contemptuous laugh broke that impulse—relaxed it, leaving it flaccid. And after an interval something else intervened to stay his hand at the trigger—something that crept into his mind; something he had begun to suspect that she knew. Suddenly he became convinced that she did know it—that she believed that he dared not kill her and stand the investigation of a public trial before a juge d’instruction—that he could not afford to have his own personal affairs scrutinised too closely.




          He still wanted to kill her—shoot her there where she sat in bed, watching him out of scornful young eyes. So intense was his need to slay—to disfigure, brutalise this girl who had mocked him, that the raging desire hurt him physically. He leaned back, resting against the silken wall, momentarily weakened by the violence of passion. But his pistol still threatened her.




          No; he dared not. There was a better, surer way to utterly destroy her,—a way he had long ago prepared,—not expecting any such contingency as this, but merely as a matter of self-insurance.




          His levelled weapon wavered, dropped, held loosely now. He still glared at her out of pallid and blood-shot eyes in silence. After a while:




          “You hell-cat,” he said slowly and distinctly. “Who is your English lover? Tell me his name or I’ll beat your face to a pulp!”




          “I have no English lover.”




          “Do you think,” he went on heavily, disregarding her reply, “that I don’t know why you chose an Englishman? 34You thought you could blackmail me, didn’t you?”




          “How?” she demanded wearily.




          Again he ignored her reply:




          “Is he one of the Embassy?” he demanded. “Is he some emissary of Grey’s? Does he come from their intelligence department? Or is he only a police jackal? Or some lesser rat?”




          She shrugged; her night-robe slipped and she drew it over her shoulder with a quick movement. And the man saw the deep blush spreading over face and throat.




          “By God!” he said, “you are an actress! I admit it. But now you are going to learn something about real life. You think you’ve got me, don’t you?—you and your Englishman? Because I have been fool enough to trust you—hide nothing from you—act frankly and openly in your presence. You thought you’d get a hold on me, so that if I ever caught you at your treacherous game you could defy me and extort from me the last penny! You thought all that out—very thriftily and cleverly—you and your Englishman between you—didn’t you?”




          “I don’t know what you mean.”




          “Don’t you? Then why did you ask me the other day whether it was not German money which was paying for the newspaper which I bought?”




          “The Mot d’Ordre?”




          “Certainly.”




          “I asked you that because Ferez Bey is notoriously in Germany’s pay. And Ferez Bey financed the affair. You said so. Besides, you and he discussed it before me in my own salon.”




          “And you suspected that I bought the Mot d’Ordre with German money for the purpose of carrying out German propaganda in a Paris daily paper?”
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          “I don’t know why Ferez Bey gave you the money to buy it.”




          “He did not give me the money.”




          “You said so. Who did?”




          “You!” he fairly yelled.




          “W-what!” stammered the girl, confounded.




          “Listen to me, you rat!” he said fiercely. “I was not such a fool as you believed me to be. I lavished money on you; you made a fortune for yourself out of your popularity, too. Do you remember endorsing a cheque drawn to your order by Ferez Bey?”




          “Yes. You had borrowed every penny I possessed. You said that Ferez Bey owed you as much. So I accepted his cheque——”




          “That cheque paid for the Mot d’Ordre. It is drawn to your order; it bears your endorsement; the Mot d’Ordre was purchased in your name. And it was Max Freund who insisted that I take that precaution. Now, try to blackmail me!—you and your English spy!” he cried triumphantly, his voice breaking into a squeak.




          Not yet understanding, merely conscious of some vague and monstrous danger, the girl sat motionless, regarding him intently out of beautiful, intelligent eyes.




          He burst into laughter, made falsetto by the hysteria of sheer hatred:




          “That’s where you are now!” he said, leering down at her. “Every paper I ever made you sign incriminates you; your cancelled cheque is in the same packet; your dossier is damning and complete. You didn’t know that Ferez Bey was sent across the frontier yesterday, did you? Your English spy didn’t inform you last night, did he?”




          “N-no.”




          “You lie! You did know it! That was why you 36stole away last night and met your jackal—to sell him something besides yourself, this time! You knew they had arrested Ferez! I don’t know how you knew it, but you did. And you told your lover. And both of you thought you had me at last, didn’t you?”




          “I—what are you trying to say to me—do to me?” she stammered, losing colour for the first time.




          “Put you where you belong—you dirty spy!” he said with grinning ferocity. “If there is to be trouble, I’ve prepared for it. When they try you for espionage, they’ll try you as a foreigner—a dancing girl in the pay of Germany—as my mistress whom Max Freund and I discover in treachery to France, and whom I instantly denounce to the proper authorities!”




          He shoved his pistol into his breast pocket and put on his marred silk hat.




          “Which do you think they will believe—you or the Count d’Eblis?” he demanded, the nervous leer twitching at his heavy lips. “Which do you think they will believe—your denials and counter-accusations against me, or Max Freund’s corroboration, and the evidence of the packet I shall now deliver to the authorities—the packet containing every cursed document necessary to convict you!—you filthy little——”




          The girl bounded from her bed to the floor, her dark eyes blazing:




          “Damn you!” she said. “Get out of my bedroom!”




          Taken aback, he retreated a pace or two, and, at the furious menace of the little clenched fist, stepped another pace out into the corridor. The door crashed in his face; the bolt shot home.


        




        

           


        




        

          In twenty minutes Nihla Quellen, the celebrated and adored of European capitals, crept out of the street 37door. She wore the dress of a Finistère peasant; her hair was grey, her step infirm.




          The commissaire, two agents de police, and a Government detective, one Souchez, already on their way to identify and arrest her, never even glanced at the shabby, infirm figure which hobbled past them on the sidewalk and feebly mounted an omnibus marked Gare du Nord.


        




        

           


        




        

          For a long time Paris was carefully combed for the dancer, Nihla Quellen, until more serious affairs occupied the authorities, and presently the world at large. For, in a few weeks, war burst like a clap of thunder over Europe, leaving the whole world stunned and reeling. The dossier of Nihla Quellen, the dancing girl, was tossed into secret archives, together with the dossier of one Ferez Bey, an Eurasian, now far beyond French jurisdiction, and already very industrious in the United States about God knows what, in company with one Max Freund.




          As for Monsieur the Count d’Eblis, he remained a senator, an owner of many third-rate decorations, and of the Mot d’Ordre.




          And he remained on excellent terms with everybody at the Swedish, Greek, and Bulgarian legations, and the Turkish Embassy, too. And continued in cipher communication with Max Freund and Ferez Bey in America.




          Otherwise, he was still president of the Numismatic Society of Spain, and he continued to add to his wonderful collection of coins, and to keep up his voluminous numismatic correspondence.




          He was growing stouter, too, which increased his spinal waddle when he walked; and he became very 38prosperous financially, through fortunate “operations,” as he explained, with one Bolo Pasha.




          He had only one regret to interfere with his sleep and his digestion; he was sorry he had not fired his pistol into the youthful face of Nihla Quellen. He should have avenged himself, taken his chances, and above everything else he should have destroyed her beauty. His timidity and caution still caused him deep and bitter chagrin.




          For nearly a year he heard absolutely nothing concerning her. Then one day a letter arrived from Ferez Bey through Max Freund, both being in New York. And when, using his key to the cipher, he extracted the message it contained, he had learned, among other things, that Nihla Quellen was in New York, employed as a teacher in a school for dancing.




          The gist of his reply to Ferez Bey was that Nihla Quellen had already outlived her usefulness on earth, and that Max Freund should attend to the matter at the first favourable opportunity.
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III 


          


          SUNSET



        




        

          On the edge of evening she came out of the Palace of Mirrors and crossed the wet asphalt, which already reflected primrose lights from a clearing western sky.




          A few moments before, he had been thinking of her, never dreaming that she was in America. But he knew her instantly, there amid the rush and clatter of the street, recognised her even in the twilight of the passing storm—perhaps not alone from the half-caught glimpse of her shadowy, averted face, nor even from that young, lissome figure so celebrated in Europe. There is a sixth sense—the sense of nearness to what is familiar. When it awakes we call it premonition.




          The shock of seeing her, the moment’s exciting incredulity, passed before he became aware that he was already following her through swarming metropolitan throngs released from the toil of a long, wet day in early spring.




          Through every twilit avenue poured the crowds; through every cross-street a rosy glory from the west was streaming; and in its magic he saw her immortally transfigured, where the pink light suffused the crossings, only to put on again her lovely mortality in the shadowy avenue.




          At Times Square she turned west, straight into the dazzling fire of sunset, and he at her slender heels, not knowing why, not even asking it of himself, not thinking, not caring.
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          A third figure followed them both.




          The bronze giants south of them stirred, swung their great hammers against the iron bell; strokes of the hour rang out above the din of Herald Square, inaudible in the traffic roar another square away, lost, drowned out long before the pleasant bell-notes penetrated to Forty-second Street, into which they both had turned.




          Yet, as though occultly conscious that some hour had struck on earth, significant to her, she stopped, turned, and looked back—looked quite through him, seeing neither him nor the one-eyed man who followed them both—as though her line of vision were the East itself, where, across the grey sea’s peril, a thousand miles of cannon were sounding the hour from the North Sea to the Alps.




          He passed her at her very elbow—aware of her nearness, as though suddenly close to a young orchard in April. The girl, too, resumed her way, unconscious of him, of his youthful face set hard with controlled emotion.




          The one-eyed man followed them both.




          A few steps further and she turned into the entrance to one of those sprawling, pretentious restaurants, the sham magnificence of which becomes grimy overnight. He halted, swung around, retraced his steps and followed her. And at his heels two shapes followed them very silently—her shadow and his own—so close together now, against the stucco wall that they seemed like Destiny and Fate linked arm in arm.




          The one-eyed man halted at the door for a few moments. Then he, too, went in, dogged by his sinister shadow.




          The red sunset’s rays penetrated to the rotunda and were quenched there in a flood of artificial light; and 41there their sun-born shadows vanished, and three strange new shadows, twisted and grotesque, took their places.




          She continued on into the almost empty restaurant, looming dimly beyond. He followed; the one-eyed man followed both.




          The place into which they stepped was circular, centred by a waterfall splashing over concrete rocks. In the ruffled pool goldfish glimmered, nearly motionless, and mandarin ducks floated, preening exotic plumage.




          A wilderness of tables surrounded the pool, set for the expected patronage of the coming evening. The girl seated herself at one of these.




          At the next table he found a place for himself, entirely unnoticed by her. The one-eyed man took the table behind them. A waiter presented himself to take her order; another waiter came up leisurely to attend to him. A third served the one-eyed man. There were only a few inches between the three tables. Yet the girl, deeply preoccupied, paid no attention to either man, although both kept their eyes on her.




          But already, under the younger man’s spellbound eyes, an odd and unforeseen thing was occurring: he gradually became aware that, almost imperceptibly, the girl and the table where she sat, and the sleepy waiter who was taking her orders, were slowly moving nearer to him on a floor which was moving, too.




          He had never before been in that particular restaurant, and it took him a moment or two to realise that the floor was one of those trick floors, the central part of which slowly revolves.




          Her table stood on the revolving part of the floor, his upon fixed terrain; and he now beheld her moving toward him, as the circle of tables rotated on its axis, 42which was the waterfall and pool in the middle of the restaurant.




          A few people began to arrive—theatrical people, who are obliged to dine early. Some took seats at tables placed upon the revolving section of the floor, others preferred the outer circles, where he sat in a fixed position.




          Her table was already abreast of his, with only the circular crack in the floor between them; he could easily have touched her.




          As the distance began to widen between them, the girl, her gloved hands clasped in her lap, and studying the table-cloth with unseeing gaze, lifted her dark eyes—looked at him without seeing, and once more gazed through him at something invisible upon which her thoughts remained fixed—something absorbing, vital, perhaps tragic—for her face had become as colourless, now, as one of those translucent marbles, vaguely warmed by some buried vein of rose beneath the snowy surface.




          Slowly she was being swept away from him—his gaze following—hers lost in concentrated abstraction.




          He saw her slipping away, disappearing behind the noisy waterfall. Around him the restaurant continued to fill, slowly at first, then more rapidly after the orchestra had entered its marble gallery.




          The music began with something Russian, plaintive at first, then beguiling, then noisy, savage in its brutal precision—something sinister—a trampling melody that was turning into thunder with the throb of doom all through it. And out of the vicious, Asiatic clangour, from behind the dash of too obvious waterfalls, glided the girl he had followed, now on her way toward him again, still seated at her table, still gazing at nothing out of dark, unseeing eyes.
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          It seemed to him an hour before her table approached his own again. Already she had been served by a waiter—was eating.




          He became aware, then, that somebody had also served him. But he could not even pretend to eat, so preoccupied was he by her approach.




          Scarcely seeming to move at all, the revolving floor was steadily drawing her table closer and closer to his. She was not looking at the strawberries which she was leisurely eating—did not lift her eyes as her table swept smoothly abreast of his.




          Scarcely aware that he spoke aloud, he said:




          “Nihla—Nihla Quellen!...”




          Like a flash the girl wheeled in her chair to face him. She had lost all her colour. Her fork had dropped and a blood-red berry rolled over the table-cloth toward him.




          “I’m sorry,” he said, flushing. “I did not mean to startle you——”




          The girl did not utter a word, nor did she move; but in her dark eyes he seemed to see her every sense concentrated upon him to identify his features, made shadowy by the lighted candles behind his head.




          By degrees, smoothly, silently, her table swept nearer, nearer, bringing with it her chair, her slender person, her dark, intelligent eyes, so unsmilingly and steadily intent on him.




          He began to stammer:




          “—Two years ago—at—the Villa Tresse d’Or—on the Seine.... And we promised to see each other—in the morning——”




          She said coolly:




          “My name is Thessalie Dunois. You mistake me for another.”




          “No,” he said, in a low voice, “I am not mistaken.”
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          Her brown eyes seemed to plunge their clear regard into the depths of his very soul—not in recognition, but in watchful, dangerous defiance.




          He began again, still stammering a trifle:




          “—In the morning, we were to—to meet—at eleven—near the fountain of Marie de Médicis—unless you do not care to remember——”




          At that her gaze altered swiftly, melted into the exquisite relief of recognition. Suspended breath, released, parted her blanched lips; her little guardian heart, relieved of fear, beat more freely.




          “Are you Garry?”




          “Yes.”




          “I know you now,” she murmured. “You are Garret Barres, of the rue d’Eryx.... You are Garry!” A smile already haunted her dark young eyes; colour was returning to lip and cheek. She drew a deep, noiseless breath.




          The table where she sat continued to slip past him; the distance between them was widening. She had to turn her head a little to face him.




          “You do remember me then, Nihla?”




          The girl inclined her head a trifle. A smile curved her lips—lips now vivid but still a little tremulous from the shock of the encounter.




          “May I join you at your table?”




          She smiled, drew a deeper breath, looked down at the strawberry on the cloth, looked over her shoulder at him.




          “You owe me an explanation,” he insisted, leaning forward to span the increasing distance between them.




          “Do I?”




          “Ask yourself.”




          After a moment, still studying him, she nodded as 45though the nod answered some silent question of her own:




          “Yes, I owe you one.”




          “Then may I join you?”




          “My table is more prudent than I. It is running away from an explanation.” She fixed her eyes on her tightly clasped hands, as though to concentrate thought. He could see only the back of her head, white neck and lovely dark hair.




          Her table was quite a distance away when she turned, leisurely, and looked back at him.




          “May I come?” he asked.




          She lifted her delicate brows in demure surprise.




          “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said, amiably.




          The one-eyed man had never taken his eyes off them.
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          DUSK



        




        

          She had offered him her hand; he had bent over it, seated himself, and they smilingly exchanged the formal banalities of a pleasantly renewed acquaintance.




          A waiter laid a cover for him. She continued to concern herself, leisurely, with her strawberries.




          “When did you leave Paris?” she enquired.




          “Nearly two years ago.”




          “Before war was declared?”




          “Yes, in June of that year.”




          She looked up at him very seriously; but they both smiled as she said:




          “It was a momentous month for you then—the month of June, 1914?”




          “Very. A charming young girl broke my heart in 1914; and so I came home, a wreck—to recuperate.”




          At that she laughed outright, glancing at his youthful, sunburnt face and lean, vigorous figure.




          “When did you come over?” he asked curiously.




          “I have been here longer than you have. In fact, I left France the day I last saw you.”




          “The same day?”




          “I started that very same day—shortly after sunrise. I crossed the Belgian frontier that night, and I sailed for New York the morning after. I landed here a week later, and I’ve been here ever since. That, monsieur, is my history.”
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          “You’ve been here in New York for two years!” he repeated in astonishment. “Have you really left the stage then? I supposed you had just arrived to fill an engagement here.”




          “They gave me a try-out this afternoon.”




          “You? A try-out!” he exclaimed, amazed.




          She carelessly transfixed a berry with her fork:




          “If I secure an engagement I shall be very glad to fill it ... and my stomach, also. If I don’t secure one—well—charity or starvation confronts me.”




          He smiled at her with easy incredulity.




          “I had not heard that you were here!” he repeated. “I’ve read nothing at all about you in the papers——”




          “No ... I am here incognito.... I have taken my sister’s name. After all, your American public does not know me.”




          “But——”




          “Wait! I don’t wish it to know me!”




          “But if you——”




          The girl’s slight gesture checked him, although her smile became humorous and friendly:




          “Please! We need not discuss my future. Only the past!” She laughed: “How it all comes back to me now, as you speak—that crazy evening of ours together! What children we were—two years ago!”




          Smilingly she clasped her hands together on the table’s edge, regarding him with that winning directness which was a celebrated part of her celebrated personality; and happened to be natural to her.




          “Why did I not recognise you immediately?” she demanded of herself, frowning in self-reproof. “I am stupid! Also I have, now and then, thought about you——” She shrugged her shoulders, and again her face faltered subtly:




          “Much has happened to distract my memories,” she 48added carelessly, impaling a strawberry, “—since you and I took the key to the fields and the road to the moon—like the pair of irresponsibles we were that night in June.”




          “Have you really had trouble?”




          Her slim figure straightened as at a challenge, then became adorably supple again; and she rested her elbows on the table’s edge and took her cheeks between her hands.




          “Trouble?” she repeated, studying his face. “I don’t know that word, trouble. I don’t admit such a word to the honour of my happy vocabulary.”




          They both laughed a little.




          She said, still looking at him, and at first speaking as though to herself:




          “Of course, you are that same, delightful Garry! My youthful American accomplice!... Quite unspoiled, still, but very, very irresponsible ... like all painters—like all students. And the mischief which is in me recognised the mischief in you, I suppose.... I did surprise you that night, didn’t I?... And what a night! What a moon! And how we danced there on the wet lawn until my skirts and slippers and stockings were drenched with dew!... And how we laughed! Oh, that full-hearted, full-throated laughter of ours! How wonderful that we have lived to laugh like that! It is something to remember after death. Just think of it!—you and I, absolute strangers, dancing every dance there in the drenched grass to the music that came through the open windows.... And do you remember how we hid in the flowering bushes when my sister and the others came out to look for me? How they called, ‘Nihla! Nihla! Little devil, where are you?’ Oh, it was funny—funny! And to see him come out on the lawn—do you remember? He looked so fat and 49stupid and anxious and bad-tempered! And you and I expiring with stifled laughter! And he, with his sash, his decorations and his academic palms! He’d have shot us both, you know....”




          They were laughing unrestrainedly now at the memory of that impossible night a year ago; and the girl seemed suddenly transformed into an irresponsible gamine of eighteen. Her eyes grew brighter with mischief and laughter—laughter, the greatest magician and doctor emeritus of them all! The immortal restorer of youth and beauty.




          Bluish shadows had gone from under her lower lashes; her eyes were starry as a child’s.




          “Oh, Garry,” she gasped, laying one slim hand across his on the table-cloth, “it was one of those encounters—one of those heavenly accidents that reconcile one to living.... I think the moon had made me a perfect lunatic.... Because you don’t yet know what I risked.... Garry!... It ruined me—ruined me utterly—our night together under the June moon!”




          “What!” he exclaimed, incredulously.




          But she only laughed her gay, undaunted little laugh:




          “It was worth it! Such moments are worth anything we pay for them! I laughed; I pay. What of it?”




          “But if I am partly responsible I wish to know——”




          “You shall know nothing about it! As for me, I care nothing about it. I’d do it again to-night! That is living—to go forward, laugh, and accept what comes—to have heart enough, gaiety enough, brains enough to seize the few rare dispensations that the niggardly gods fling across this calvary which we call life! Tenez, that alone is living; the rest is making the endless stations on bleeding knees.”
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          “Yet, if I thought—” he began, perplexed and troubled, “—if I thought that through my folly——”




          “Folly! Non pas! Wisdom! Oh, my blessed accomplice! And do you remember the canoe? Were we indeed quite mad to embark for Paris on the moonlit Seine, you and I?—I in evening gown, soaked with dew to the knees!—you with your sketching block and easel! Quelle déménagement en famille! Oh, Garry, my friend of gayer days, was that really folly! No, no, no, it was infinite wisdom; and its memory is helping me to live through this very moment!”




          She leaned there on her elbows and laughed across the cloth at him. The mockery began to dance again and glimmer in her eyes:




          “After all I’ve told you,” she added, “you are no wiser, are you? You don’t know why I never went to the Fountain of Marie de Médicis—whether I forgot to go—whether I remembered but decided that I had had quite enough of you. You don’t know, do you?”




          He shook his head, smiling. The girl’s face grew gradually serious:




          “And you never heard anything more about me?” she demanded.




          “No. Your name simply disappeared from the billboards, kiosques, and newspapers.”




          “And you heard no malicious gossip? None about my sister, either?”




          “None.”




          She nodded:




          “Europe is a senile creature which forgets overnight. Tant mieux.... You know, I shall sing and dance under my sister’s name here. I told you that, didn’t I?”




          “Oh! That would be a great mistake——”




          “Listen! Nihla Quellen disappeared—married some fat bourgeois, died, perhaps,”—she shrugged,—“anything 51you wish, my friend. Who cares to listen to what is said about a dancing girl in all this din of war? Who is interested?”




          It was scarcely a question, yet her eyes seemed to make it so.




          “Who cares?” she repeated impatiently. “Who remembers?”




          “I have remembered you,” he said, meeting her intently questioning gaze.




          “You? Oh, you are not like those others over there. Your country is not at war. You still have leisure to remember. But they forget. They haven’t time to remember anything—anybody—over there. Don’t you think so?” She turned in her chair unconsciously, and gazed eastward. “—They have forgotten me over there—” And her lips tightened, contracted, bitten into silence.




          The strange beauty of the girl left him dumb. He was recalling, now, all that he had ever heard concerning her. The gossip of Europe had informed him that, though Nihla Quellen was passionately and devotedly French in soul and heart, her mother had been one of those unmoral and lovely Georgians, and her father an Alsatian, named Dunois—a French officer who entered the Russian service ultimately, and became a hunting cheetah for the Grand Duke Cyril, until himself hunted into another world by that old bag of bones on the pale and shaky nag. His daughter took the name of Nihla Quellen and what money was left, and made her début in Constantinople.




          As the young fellow sat there watching her, all the petty gossip of Europe came back to him—anecdotes, panegyrics, eulogies, scandals, stage chatter, Quarter “divers,” paid réclames—all that he had ever read and heard about this notorious young girl, now seated there 52across the table, with her pretty head framed by slender, unjewelled fingers. He remembered the gems she had worn that June night, a year ago, and their magnificence.




          “Well,” she said, “life is a pleasantry, a jest, a bon-mot flung over his shoulder by some god too drunk with nectar to invent a better joke. Life is an Olympian epigram made between immortal yawns. What do you think of my epigram, Garry?”




          “I think you are just as clever and amusing as I remember you, Nihla.”




          “Amusing to you, perhaps. But I don’t entertain myself very successfully. I don’t think poverty is a very funny joke. Do you?”




          “Poverty!” he repeated, smiling his unbelief.




          She smiled too, displayed her pretty, ringless hands humorously, for his inspection, then framed her oval face between them again and made a deliberate grimace.




          “All gone,” she said. “I am, as you say, here on my uppers.”




          “I can’t understand, Nihla——”




          “Don’t try to. It doesn’t concern you. Also, please forget me as Nihla Quellen. I told you that I’ve taken my sister’s name, Thessalie Dunois.”




          “But all Europe knows you as Nihla Quellen——”




          “Listen!” she interrupted sharply. “I have troubles enough. Don’t add to them, or I shall be sorry I met you again. I tell you my name is Thessa. Please remember it.”




          “Very well,” he said, reddening under the rebuke.




          She noted the painful colour in his face, then looked elsewhere, indifferently. Her features remained expressionless for a while. After a few moments she looked around at him again, and her smile began to glimmer:




          “It’s only this,” she said; “the girl you met once in 53your life—the dancing singing-girl they knew over there—is already an episode to be forgotten. End her career any way you wish, Garry,—natural death, suicide—or she can repent and take the veil, if you like—or perish at sea—only end her.... Please?” she added, with the sweet, trailing inflection characteristic of her.




          He nodded. The girl smiled mischievously.




          “Don’t nod your head so owlishly and pretend to understand. You don’t understand. Only two or three people do. And I hope they’ll believe me dead, even if you are not polite enough to agree with them.”




          “How can you expect to maintain your incognito?” he insisted. “There will be plenty of people in your very first audience——”




          “I had a sister, did I not?”




          “Was she your sister?—the one who danced with you—the one called Thessa?”




          “No. But the play-bills said she was. Now, I’ve told you something that nobody knows except two or three unpleasant devils—” She dropped her arms on the table and leaned a trifle forward:




          “Oh, pouf!” she said. “Don’t let’s be mysterious and dramatic, you and I. I’ll tell you: I gave that woman the last of my jewels and she promised to disappear and leave her name to me to use. It was my own name, anyway, Thessalie Dunois. Now, you know. Be as discreet and nice as I once found you. Will you?”




          “Of course.”




          “‘Of course,’” she repeated, smiling, and with a little twitch of her shoulders, as though letting fall a burdensome cloak. “Allons! With a free heart, then! I am Thessalie Dunois; I am here; I am poor—don’t be frightened! I shall not borrow——”
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          “That’s rotten, Thessa!” he said, turning very red.




          “Oh, go lightly, please, my friend Garry. I have no claim on you. Besides, I know men——”




          “You don’t appear to!”




          “Tiens! Our first quarrel!” she exclaimed, laughingly. “This is indeed serious——”




          “If you need aid——”




          “No, I don’t! Please, why do you scowl at me? Do you then wish I needed aid? Yours? Allez, Monsieur Garry, if I did I’d venture, perhaps, to say so to you. Does that make amends?” she added sweetly.




          She clasped her white hands on the cloth and looked at him with that engaging, humorous little air which had so easily captivated her audiences in Europe—that, and her voice with the hint of recklessness ever echoing through its sweetness and youthful gaiety.




          “What are you doing in New York?” she asked. “Painting?”




          “I have a studio, but——”




          “But no clients? Is that it? Pouf! Everybody begins that way. I sang in a café at Dijon for five francs and my soup! At Rennes I nearly starved. Oh, yes, Garry, in spite of a number of obliging gentlemen who, like you, offered—first aid——”




          “That is absolutely rotten of you, Thessa. Did I ever——”




          “No! For goodness’ sake let me jest with you without flying into tempers!”




          “But——”




          “Oh, pouf! I shall not quarrel with you! Whatever you and I were going to say during the next ten minutes shall remain unsaid!... Now, the ten minutes are over; now, we’re reconciled and you are in good humour again. And now, tell me about yourself, your 55painting—in other words, tell me the things about yourself that would interest a friend.”




          “Are you?”




          “Your friend? Yes, I am—if you wish.”




          “I do wish it.”




          “Then I am your friend. I once had a wonderful evening with you.... I’m having a very good time now. You were nice to me, Garry. I really was sorry not to see you again.”




          “At the fountain of Marie de Médicis,” he said reproachfully.




          “Yes. Flatter yourself, monsieur, because I did not forget our rendezvous. I might have forgotten it easily enough—there was sufficient excuse, God knows—a girl awakened by the crash of ruin—springing out of bed to face the end of the world without a moment’s warning—yes, the end of all things—death, too! Tenez, it was permissible to forget our rendezvous under such circumstances, was it not? But—I did not forget. I thought about it in a dumb, calm way all the while—even while he stood there denouncing me, threatening me, noisy, furious—with the button of the Legion in his lapel—and an ugly pistol which he waved in the air—” She laughed:




          “Oh, it was not at all gay, I assure you.... And even when I took to my heels after he had gone—for it was a matter of life or death, and I hadn’t a minute to lose—oh, very dramatic, of course, for I ran away in disguise and I had a frightful time of it leaving France! Well, even then, at top speed and scared to death, I remembered the fountain of Marie de Médicis, and you. Don’t be too deeply flattered. I remembered these items principally because they had caused my downfall.”




          “I? I caused——”
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          “No. I caused it! It was I who went out on the lawn. It was I who came across to see who was painting by moonlight. That began it—seeing you there—in moonlight bright enough to read by—bright enough to paint by. Oh, Garry—and you were so good-looking! It was the moon—and the way you smiled at me. And they all were dancing inside, and he was so big and fat and complacent, dancing away in there!... And so I fell a prey to folly.”




          “Was it really our escapade that—that ruined you?”




          “Well—it was partly that. Pouf! It is over. And I am here. So are you. It’s been nice to see you.... Please call our waiter.” She glanced at her cheap, leather wrist watch.




          As they rose and left the dining-room, he asked her if they were not to see each other again. A one-eyed man, close behind them, listened for her reply.




          She continued to walk on slowly beside him without answering, until they reached the rotunda.




          “Do you wish to see me again?” she enquired abruptly.




          “Don’t you also wish it?”




          “I don’t know, Garry.... I’ve been annoyed in New York—bothered—seriously.... I can’t explain, but somehow—I don’t seem to wish to begin a friendship with anybody....”




          “Ours began two years ago.”




          “Did it?”




          “Did it not, Thessa?”




          “Perhaps.... I don’t know. After all—it doesn’t matter. I think—I think we had better say good-bye—until some happy hazard—like to-day’s encounter—” She hesitated, looked up at him, laughed:




          “Where is your studio?” she asked mischievously.




          The one-eyed man at their heels was listening.
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V 


          


          IN DRAGON COURT



        




        

          There was a young moon in the southwest—a slender tracery in the April twilight—curved high over his right shoulder as he walked northward and homeward through the flare of Broadway.




          His thoughts were still occupied with the pleasant excitement of his encounter with Thessalie Dunois; his mind and heart still responded to the delightful stimulation. Out of an already half-forgotten realm of romance, where, often now, he found it increasingly difficult to realise that he had lived for five happy years, a young girl had suddenly emerged as bodily witness, to corroborate, revive, and refresh his fading faith in the reality of what once had been.




          Five years in France!—France with its clear sun and lovely moon; its silver-grey cities, its lilac haze, its sweet, deep greenness, its atmosphere of living light!—France, the dwelling-place of God in all His myriad aspects—in all His protean forms! France, the sanctuary of Truth and all her ancient and her future liberties; France, blossoming domain of Love in Love’s million exquisite transfigurations, wherein only the eye of faith can recognise the winged god amid his camouflage!


        




        

           


        




        

          Wine-strong winds of the Western World, and a pitiless Western sun which etches every contour with terrible precision, leaving nothing to imagination—no delicate 58mystery to rest and shelter souls—had swept away and partly erased from his mind the actuality of those five past years.




          Already that past, of which he had been a part, was becoming disturbingly unreal to him. Phantoms haunted its ever-paling sunlight; its scenes were fading; its voices grew vague and distant; its hushed laughter dwindled to a whisper, dying like a sigh.




          Then, suddenly, against that misty tapestry of tinted spectres, appeared Thessalie Dunois in the flesh!—straight out of the phantom-haunted void had stepped this glowing thing of life! Into the raw reek and familiar dissonance of Broadway she had vanished. Small wonder that he had followed her to keep in touch with the vanishing past, as a sleeper, waking against his will, strives still to grasp the fragile fabric of a happy dream.




          Yet, in spite of Thessalie, in spite of dreams, in spite of his own home-coming, and the touch of familiar pavements under his own feet, the past, to Barres, was utterly dead, the present strange and unreal, the future obscure and all aflame behind a world afire with war.




          For two years, now, no human mind in America had been able to adjust itself to the new heaven and the new earth which had sprung into lurid being at the thunderclap of war.




          All things familiar had changed in the twinkling of an eye; all former things had passed away, leaving the stunned brain of humanity dulled under the shock.




          Slowly, by degrees, the world was beginning to realise that the civilisation of Christ was being menaced once again by a resurgence from that ancient land of legend where the wild Hun denned;—that again the endless hordes of barbarians were rushing in on Europe out of their Eastern fastnesses—hordes which filled the 59shrinking skies with their clamour, vaunting the might of Baal, cheering their antichrist, drenching the knees of their own red gods with the blood of little children.




          It seemed impossible for Americans to understand that these things could be—were really true—that the horrors the papers printed were actualities happening to civilised people like themselves and their neighbours.




          Out of their own mouths the German tribes thundered their own disgrace and condemnation, yet America sat dazed, incredulous, motionless. Emperor and general, professor and junker, shouted at the top of their lungs the new creed, horrible as the Black Mass, reversing every precept taught by Christ.




          Millions of Teuton mouths cheered fiercely for the new religion—Frightfulness; worshipped with frantic yells the new trinity—Wotan, Kaiser and Brute Strength.




          Stunned, blinded, deafened, the Western World, still half-paralysed, stirred stiffly from its inertia. Slowly, mechanically, its arteries resumed their functions; the reflex, operating automatically, started trade again in its old channels; old habits were timidly resumed; minds groped backward, searching for severed threads which connected yesterday with to-day—groped, hunted, found nothing, and, perplexed, turned slowly toward the smoke-choked future for some reason for it all—some outlook.




          There was no explanation, no outlook—nothing save dust and flame and the din of Teutonic hordes trampling to death the Son of Man.




          So America moved about her worn, deep-trodden and familiar ways, her mind slowly clearing from the cataclysmic concussion, her power of vision gradually returning, adjusting itself, little by little, to this new heaven and new earth and this hell entirely new.
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          The Lusitania went down; the Great Republic merely quivered. Other ships followed; only a low murmur of pain came from the Western Colossus.




          But now, after the second year, through the thickening nightmare the Great Republic groaned aloud; and a new note of menace sounded in her drugged and dreary voice.




          And the thick ears of the Hun twitched and he paused, squatting belly-deep in blood, to listen.


        




        

           


        




        

          Barres walked homeward. Somewhere along in the 40’s he turned eastward into one of those cross-streets originally built up of brownstone dwelling houses, and now in process of transformation into that architectural and commercial miscellany which marks the transition stage of the metropolis anywhere from Westchester to the sea.




          Altered for business purposes, basements displayed signs and merchandise of bootmakers, dealers in oriental porcelains, rare prints, silverware; parlour windows modified into bay windows, sheeted with plate-glass, exposed, perhaps, feminine headgear, or an expensive model gown or two, or the sign of a real-estate man, or of an upholsterer.




          Above the parlour floors lived people of one sort or another; furnished and unfurnished rooms and suites prevailed; and the brownstone monotony was already indented along the building line by brand-new constructions of Indiana limestone, behind the glittering plate-glass of which were to be seen reticent displays of artistic furniture, modern and antique oil paintings, here and there the lace-curtained den of some superior ladies’ hair-dresser, where beautifying also was accomplished at a price, alas!




          Halfway between Sixth Avenue and Fifth, on the 61north side of the street, an enterprising architect had purchased half a dozen squatty, three-storied houses, set back from the sidewalk behind grass-plots. These had been lavishly stuccoed and transformed into abodes for those irregulars in the army of life known as “artists.”




          In the rear the back fences had been levelled; six corresponding houses on the next street had been purchased; a sort of inner court established, with a common grass-plot planted with trees and embellished by a number of concrete works of art, battered statues, sundials, and well-curbs.




          Always the army of civilisation trudges along screened, flanked, and tagged after by life’s irregulars, who cannot or will not conform to routine. And these are always roaming around seeking their own cantonments, where, for a while, they seem content to dwell at the end of one more aimless étape through the world—not in regulation barracks, but in regions too unconventional, too inconvenient to attract others.




          Of this sort was the collection of squatty houses, forming a “community,” where, in the neighbourhood of other irregulars, Garret Barres dwelt; and into the lighted entrance of which he now turned, still exhilarated by his meeting with Thessalie Dunois.




          The architectural agglomeration was known as Dragon Court—a faïence Fu-dog above the electric light over the green entrance door furnishing that priceless idea—a Fu-dog now veiled by mesh-wire to provide against the indiscretions of sparrows lured thither by housekeeping possibilities lurking among the dense screens of Japanese ivy covering the façade.




          Larry Soane, the irresponsible superintendent, always turned gardener with April’s advent in Dragon Court, contributions from its denizens enabling him to 62pepper a few flower-beds with hyacinths and tulips, and later with geraniums. These former bulbs had now gratefully appeared in promising thickets, and Barres saw the dark form of the handsome, reckless-looking Irishman fussing over them in the lantern-lit dusk, while his little daughter, Dulcie, kneeling on the dim grass, caressed the first blue hyacinth blossom with thin, childish fingers.




          Barres glanced into his letter-box behind the desk, above which a drop-light threw more shadows than illumination. Little Dulcie Soane was supposed to sit under it and emit information, deliver and receive letters, pay charges on packages, and generally supervise things when she was not attending school.




          There were no letters for the young man. He examined a package, found it contained his collars from the laundry, tucked them under his left arm, and walked to the door looking out upon the dusky interior court.




          “Soane,” he said, “your garden begins to look very fine.” He nodded pleasantly to Dulcie, and the child responded to his friendly greeting with the tired but dauntless smile of the young who are missing those golden years to which all childhood has a claim.




          Dulcie’s three cats came strolling out of the dusk across the lamplit grass—a coal black one with sea-green eyes, known as “The Prophet,” and his platonic mate, white as snow, and with magnificent azure-blue eyes which, in white cats, usually betokens total deafness. She was known as “The Houri” to the irregulars of Dragon Court. The third cat, unanimously but misleadingly christened “Strindberg” by the dwellers in Dragon Court, has already crooked her tortoise-shell tail and was tearing around in eccentric circles or darting halfway up trees in a manner characteristic, and, 63possibly accounting for the name, if not for the sex.




          “Thim cats of the kid’s,” observed Soane, “do be scratchin’ up the plants all night long—bad cess to thim! Barrin’ thim three omadhauns yonder, I’d show ye a purty bed o’ poisies, Misther Barres. But Sthrin’berg, God help her, is f’r diggin’ through to China.”




          Dulcie impulsively caressed the Prophet, who turned his solemn, incandescent eyes on Barres. The Houri also looked at him, then, intoxicated by the soft spring evening, rolled lithely upon the new grass and lay there twitching her snowy tail and challenging the stars out of eyes that matched their brilliance.




          Dulcie got up and walked slowly across the grass to where Barres stood:




          “May I come to see you this evening?” she asked, diffidently, and with a swift, sidelong glance toward her father.




          “Ah, then, don’t be worritin’ him!” grumbled Soane. “Hasn’t Misther Barres enough to do, what with all thim idees he has slitherin’ in his head, an’ all the books an’ learnin’ an’ picters he has to think of—whithout the likes of you at his heels every blessed minute, day an’ night!——”




          “But he always lets me—” she remonstrated.




          “G’wan, now, and lave the poor gentleman be! Quit your futtherin’ an’ muttherin’. G’wan in the house, ye little scut, an’ see what there is f’r ye to do!——”




          “What’s the matter with you, Soane?” interrupted Barres good-humouredly. “Of course she can come up if she wants to. Do you feel like paying me a visit, Dulcie, before you go to bed?”




          “Yes,” she nodded diffidently.




          “Well, come ahead then, Sweetness! And whenever you want to come you say so. Your father knows well enough I like to have you.”
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          He smiled at Dulcie; the child’s shy preference for his society always had amused him. Besides, she was always docile and obedient; and she was very sensitive, too, never outwearing her welcome in his studio, and always leaving without a murmur when, looking up from book or drawing he would exclaim cheerfully: “Now, Sweetness! Time’s up! Bed for yours, little lady!”




          It had been a very gradual acquaintance between them—more than two years in developing. From his first pleasant nod to her when he first came to live in Dragon Court, it had progressed for a few months, conservatively on her part, and on his with a detached but kindly interest born of easy sympathy for youth and loneliness.




          But he had no idea of the passionate response he was stirring in the motherless, neglected child—of what hunger he was carelessly stimulating, what latent qualities and dormant characteristics he was arousing.




          Her appearance, one evening, in her night-dress at his studio doorway, accompanied by her three cats, began to enlighten him in regard to her mental starvation. Tremulous, almost at the point of tears, she had asked for a book and permission to remain for a few moments in the studio. He had rung for Selinda, ordered fruit, cake, and a glass of milk, and had installed Dulcie upon the sofa with a lapful of books. That was the beginning.




          But Barres still did not entirely understand what particular magnet drew the child to his studio. The place was full of beautiful things, books, rugs, pictures, fine old furniture, cabinets glimmering with porcelains, ivories, jades, Chinese crystals. These all, in minutest detail, seemed to fascinate the girl. Yet, after giving her permission to enter whenever she desired, often 65while reading or absorbed in other affairs, he became conscious of being watched; and, glancing up, would frequently surprise her sitting there very silently, with an open book on her knees, and her strange grey eyes intently fixed on him.




          Then he would always smile and say something friendly; and usually forget her the next moment in his absorption of whatever work he had under way.




          Only one other man inhabiting Dragon Court ever took the trouble to notice or speak to the child—James Westmore, the sculptor. And he was very friendly in his vigorous, jolly, rather boisterous way, catching her up and tossing her about as gaily and irresponsibly as though she were a rag doll; and always telling her he was her adopted godfather and would have to chastise her if she ever deserved it. Also, he was always urging her to hurry and grow up, because he had a wedding present for her. And though Dulcie’s smile was friendly, and Westmore’s nonsense pleased the shy child, she merely submitted, never made any advance.


        




        

           


        




        

          Barres’s ménage was accomplished by two specimens of mankind, totally opposite in sex and colour; Selinda, a blonde, slant-eyed, and very trim Finn, doing duty as maid; and Aristocrates W. Johnson, lately employed in the capacity of waiter on a dining-car by the New York Central Railroad—tall, dignified, graceful, and Ethiopian—who cooked as daintily as a débutante trifling with culinary duty, and served at table with the languid condescension of a dilettante and wealthy amateur of domestic arts.


        




        

           


        




        

          Barres ascended the two low, easy flights of stairs and unlocked his door. Aristocrates, setting the table 66in the dining-room, approached gracefully and relieved his master of hat, coat, and stick.




          Half an hour later, a bath and fresh linen keyed up his already lively spirits; he whistled while he tied his tie, took a critical look at himself, and, dropping both hands into the pockets of his dinner jacket, walked out into the big studio, which also was his living-room.




          There was a piano there; he sat down and rattled off a rollicking air from the most recent spring production, beginning to realise that he was keyed up for something livelier than a solitary dinner at home.




          His hands fell from the keys and he swung around on the piano stool and looked into the dining-room rather doubtfully.




          “Aristocrates!” he called.




          The tall pullman butler sauntered gracefully in.




          Barres gave him a telephone number to call. Aristocrates returned presently with the information that the lady was not at home.




          “All right. Try Amsterdam 6703. Ask for Miss Souval.”




          But Miss Souval, also, was out.




          Barres possessed a red-leather covered note-book; he went to his desk and got it; and under his direction Aristocrates called up several numbers, reporting adversely in every case.




          It was a fine evening; ladies were abroad or preparing to fulfil engagements wisely made on such a day as this had been. And the more numbers he called up the lonelier the young man began to feel.




          Thessalie had not given him either her address or telephone number. It would have been charming to have her dine with him. He was now thoroughly inclined for company. He glanced at the empty dining-room with aversion.
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          “All right; never mind,” he said, dismissing Aristocrates, who receded as lithely as though leading a cake-walk.




          “The devil,” muttered the young fellow. “I’m not going to dine here alone. I’ve had too happy a day of it.”




          He got up restlessly and began to pace the studio. He knew he could get some man, but he didn’t want one. However, it began to look like that or a solitary dinner.




          So after a few more moments’ scowling cogitation he went out and down the stairs, with the vague idea of inviting some brother painter—any one of the regular irregulars who inhabited Dragon Court.




          Dulcie sat behind the little desk near the door, head bowed, her thin hands clasped over the closed ledger, and in her pallid face the expressionless dullness of a child forgotten.




          “Hello, Sweetness!” he said cheerfully.




          She looked up; a slight colour tinted her cheeks, and she smiled.




          “What’s the matter, Dulcie?”




          “Nothing.”




          “Nothing? That’s a very dreary malady—nothing. You look lonely. Are you?”




          “I don’t know.”




          “You don’t know whether you are lonely or not?” he demanded.




          “I suppose I am,” she ventured, with a shy smile.




          “Where is your father?”




          “He went out.”




          “Any letters for me—or messages?”




          “A man—he had one eye—came. He asked who you are.”




          “What?”
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          “I think he was German. He had only one eye. He asked your name.”




          “What did you say?”




          “I told him. Then he went away.”




          Barres shrugged:




          “Somebody who wants to sell artists’ materials,” he concluded. Then he looked at the girl: “So you’re lonely, are you? Where are your three cats? Aren’t they company for you?”




          “Yes....”




          “Well, then,” he said gaily, “why not give a party for them? That ought to amuse you, Dulcie.”




          The child still smiled; Barres walked on past her a pace or two, halted, turned irresolutely, arrived at some swift decision, and came back, suddenly understanding that he need seek no further—that he had discovered his guest of the evening at his very elbow.




          “Did you and your father have your supper, Dulcie?”




          “My father went out to eat at Grogan’s.”




          “How about you?”




          “I can find something.”




          “Why not dine with me?” he suggested.




          The child stared, bewildered, then went a little pale.




          “Shall we have a dinner party for two—you and I, Dulcie? What do you say?”




          She said nothing, but her big grey eyes were fixed on him in a passion of inquiry.




          “A real party,” he repeated. “Let the people get their own mail and packages until your father returns. Nobody’s going to sneak in, anyway. Or, if that won’t do, I’ll call up Grogan’s and tell your father to come back because you are going to dine in my studio with me. Do you know the telephone number? Very well; get Grogan’s for me. I’ll speak to your father.”
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          Dulcie’s hand trembled on the receiver as she called up Grogan’s; Barres bent over the transmitter:




          “Soane, Dulcie is going to take dinner in my studio with me. You’ll have to come back on duty, when you’ve eaten.” He hung up, looked at Dulcie and laughed.




          “I wanted company as much as you did,” he confessed. “Now, go and put on your prettiest frock, and we’ll be very grand and magnificent. And afterward we’ll talk and look at books and pretty things—and maybe we’ll turn on the Victrola and I’ll teach you to dance—” He had already begun to ascend the stairs:




          “In half an hour, Dulcie!” he called back; “—and you may bring the Prophet if you like.... Shall I ask Mr. Westmore to join us?”




          “I’d rather be all alone with you,” she said shyly.




          He laughed and ran on up the stairs.


        




        

           


        




        

          In half an hour the electric bell rang very timidly. Aristocrates, having been instructed and rehearsed, and, loftily condescending to his rôle in a kindly comedy to be played seriously, announced: “Miss Soane!” in his most courtly manner.




          Barres threw aside the evening paper and came forward, taking both hands of the white and slightly frightened child.




          “Aristocrates ought to have announced the Prophet, too,” he said gaily, breaking the ice and swinging Dulcie around to face the open door again.




          The Prophet entered, perfectly at ease, his eyes of living jade shining, his tail urbanely hoisted.




          Dulcie ventured to smile; Barres laughed outright; Aristocrates surveyed the Prophet with toleration mingled with a certain respect. For a black cat is never without occult significance to a gentleman of colour.
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          With Dulcie’s hand still in his, Barres led her into the living-room, where, presently, Aristocrates brought a silver tray upon which was a glass of iced orange juice for Dulcie, and a “Bronnix,” as Aristocrates called it, for the master.




          “To your health and good fortune in life, Dulcie,” he said politely.




          The child gazed mutely at him over her glass, then, blushing, ventured to taste her orange juice.




          When she finished, Barres drew her frail arm through his and took her out, seating her. Ceremonies began in silence, and the master of the place was not quite sure whether the flush on Dulcie’s face indicated unhappy embarrassment or pleasure.




          He need not have worried: the child adored it all. The Prophet came in and gravely seated himself on a neighbouring chair, whence he could survey the table and seriously inspect each course.




          “Dulcie,” he said, “how grown-up you look with your bobbed hair put up, and your fluffy gown.”




          She lifted her enchanted eyes to him:




          “It is my first communion dress.... I’ve had to make it longer for a graduation dress.”




          “Oh, that’s so; you’re graduating this summer!”




          “Yes.”




          “And what then?”




          “Nothing.” She sighed unconsciously and sat very still with folded hands, while Aristocrates refilled her glass of water.




          She no longer felt embarrassed; her gravity matched Aristocrates’s; she seriously accepted whatever was offered or set before her, but Barres noticed that she ate it all, merely leaving on her plate, with inculcated and mathematical precision, a small portion as concession to good manners.
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          They had, toward the banquet’s end, water ices, bon-bons, French pastry, and ice cream. And presently a slight and blissful sigh of repletion escaped the child’s red lips. The symptoms were satisfactory but unmistakable; Dulcie was perfectly feminine; her capacity had proven it.




          The Prophet’s stately self-control in the fragrant vicinity of nourishment was now to be rewarded: Barres conducted Dulcie to the studio and installed her among cushions upon a huge sofa. Then, lighting a cigarette, he dropped down beside her and crossed one knee over the other.




          “Dulcie,” he said in his lazy, humorous way, “it’s a funny old world any way you view it.”




          “Do you think it is always funny?” inquired the child, her deep, grey eyes on his face.




          He smiled:




          “Yes, I do; but sometimes the joke in on one’s self. And then, although it is still a funny world, from the world’s point of view, you, of course, fail to see the humour of it.... I don’t suppose you understand.”




          “I do,” nodded the child, with the ghost of a smile.




          “Really? Well, I was afraid I’d been talking nonsense, but if you understand, it’s all right.”




          They both laughed.




          “Do you want to look at some books?” he suggested.




          “I’d rather listen to you.”




          He smiled:




          “All right. I’ll begin at this corner of the room and tell you about the things in it.” And for a while he rambled lazily on about old French chairs and Spanish chests, and the panels of Mille Fleur tapestry which hung behind them; the two lovely pre-Raphael panels in their exquisite ancient frames; the old Venetian velvet covering triple choir-stalls in the corner; the ivory-toned 72marble figure on its wood and compos pedestal, where tendrils and delicate foliations of water gilt had become slightly irridescent, harmonising with the patine on the ancient Chinese garniture flanking a mantel clock of dullest gold.




          About these things, their workmanship, the histories of their times, he told her in his easy, unaccented voice, glancing sideways at her from time to time to note how she stood it.




          But she listened, fascinated, her gaze moving from the object discussed to the man who discussed it; her slim limbs curled under her, her hands clasped around a silken cushion made from the robe of some Chinese princess.




          Lounging there beside her, amused, humorously flattered by her attention, and perhaps a little touched, he held forth a little longer.




          “Is it a nice party, so far, Dulcie?” he concluded with a smile.




          She flushed, found no words, nodded, and sat with lowered head as though pondering.




          “What would you rather do if you could do what you want to in the world, Dulcie?”




          “I don’t know.”




          “Think a minute.”




          She thought for a while.




          “Live with you,” she said seriously.




          “Oh, Dulcie! That is no sort of ambition for a growing girl!” he laughed; and she laughed, too, watching his every expression out of grey eyes that were her chiefest beauty.




          “You’re a little too young to know what you want yet,” he concluded, still smiling. “By the time that bobbed mop of red hair grows to a proper length, you’ll know more about yourself.”
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          “Do you like it up?” she enquired naïvely.




          “It makes you look older.”




          “I want it to.”




          “I suppose so,” he nodded, noticing the snowy neck which the new coiffure revealed. It was becoming evident to him that Dulcie had her own vanities—little pathetic vanities which touched him as he glanced at the reconstructed first communion dress and the drooping hyacinth pinned at the waist, and the cheap white slippers on a foot as slenderly constructed as her long and narrow hands.




          “Did your mother die long ago, Dulcie?”




          “Yes.”




          “In America?”




          “In Ireland.”




          “You look like her, I fancy—” thinking of Soane.




          “I don’t know.”




          Barres had heard Soane hold forth in his cups on one or two occasions—nothing more than the vague garrulousness of a Celt made more loquacious by the whiskey of one Grogan—something about his having been a gamekeeper in his youth, and that his wife—“God rest her!”—might have held up her head with “anny wan o’ thim in th’ Big House.”




          Recollecting this, he idly wondered what the story might have been—a young girl’s perverse infatuation for her father’s gamekeeper, perhaps—a handsome, common, ignorant youth, reckless and irresponsible enough to take advantage of her—probably some such story—resembling similar histories of chauffeurs, riding-masters, grooms, and coachmen at home.




          The Prophet came noiselessly into the studio, stopped at sight of his little mistress, twitched his tail reflectively, then leaped onto a carved table and calmly began his ablutions.
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          Barres got up and wound up the Victrola. Then he kicked aside a rug or two.




          “This is to be a real party, you know,” he remarked. “You don’t dance, do you?”




          “Yes,” she said diffidently, “a little.”




          “Oh! That’s fine!” he exclaimed.




          Dulcie got off the sofa, shook out her reconstructed gown. When he came over to where she stood, she laid her hand in his almost solemnly, so overpowering had become the heavenly sequence of events. For the rite of his hospitality had indeed become a rite to her. Never before had she stood in awe, enthralled before such an altar as this man’s hearthstone. Never had she dreamed that he who so wondrously served it could look at such an offering as hers—herself.




          But the miracle had happened; altar and priest were accepting her; she laid her hand, which trembled, in his; gave herself to his guidance and to the celestial music, scarcely seeing, scarcely hearing his voice.




          “You dance delightfully,” he was saying; “you’re a born dancer, Dulcie. I do it fairly well myself, and I ought to know.”




          He was really very much surprised. He was enjoying it immensely. When the Victrola gave up the ghost he wound it again and came back to resume. Under his suggestions and tutelage, they tried more intricate steps, devious and ambitious, and Dulcie, unterrified by terpsichorean complications, surmounted every one with his whispered coaching and expert aid.




          Now it came to a point where time was not for him. He was too interested, enjoying it too genuinely.




          Sometimes, when they paused to enable him to resurrect the defunct music in the Victrola, they laughed at the Prophet, who sat upon the ancient carved table, gravely surveying them. Sometimes they rested because 75he thought she ought to—himself a trifle pumped—only to find, to his amazement, that he need not be solicitous concerning her.


        




        

           


        




        

          A tall and ancient clock ringing midnight from clear, uncompromising bells, brought Barres to himself.




          “Good Lord!” he exclaimed, “this won’t do! Dear child, I’m having a wonderful time, but I’ve got to deliver you to your father!”




          He drew her arm through his, laughingly pretending horror and haste; she fled lightly along beside him as he whisked her through the hall and down the stairs.




          A candle burned on the desk. Soane sat there, asleep, and odorous of alcohol, his flushed face buried in his arms.




          But Soane was what is known as a “sob-souse”; never ugly in his cups, merely inclined to weep over the immemorial wrongs of Ireland.




          He woke up when Barres touched his shoulder, rubbed his swollen eyes and black, curly head, gazed tragically at his daughter:




          “G’wan to bed, ye little scut!” he said, getting to his feet with a terrific yawn.




          Barres took her hand:




          “We’ve had a wonderful party, haven’t we, Sweetness?”




          “Yes,” whispered the child.




          The next instant she was gone like a ghost, through the dusky, whitewashed corridor where distorted shadows trembled in the candlelight.




          “Soane,” said Barres, “this won’t do, you know. They’ll sack you if you keep on drinking.”




          The man, not yet forty, a battered, middle-aged by-product of hale and reckless vigour, passed his hands 76over his temples with the dignity of a Hibernian Hamlet:




          “The harp that wanst through Tara’s halls—” he began; but memory failed; and two tears—by-products, also, of Grogan’s whiskey—sparkled in his reproachful eyes.




          “I’m merely telling you,” remarked Barres. “We all like you, Soane, but the landlord won’t stand for it.”




          “May God forgive him,” muttered Soane. “Was there ever a landlord but he was a tyrant, too?”




          Barres blew out the candle; a faint light above the Fu-dog outside, over the street door, illuminated the stone hall.




          “You ought to keep sober for your little daughter’s sake,” insisted Barres in a low voice. “You love her, don’t you?”




          “I do that!” said Soane—“God bless her and her poor mother, who could hould up her pretty head with anny wan till she tuk up with th’ like o’ me!”




          His brogue always increased in his cups; devotion to Ireland and a lofty scorn of landlords grew with both.




          “You’d better keep away from Grogan’s,” remarked Barres.




          “I had a bite an’ a sup at Grogan’s. Is there anny harrm in that, sorr?”




          “Cut out the ‘sup,’ Larry. Cut out that gang of bums at Grogan’s, too. There are too many Germans hanging out around Grogan’s these days. You Sinn Feiners or Clan-na-Gael, or whatever you are, had better manage your own affairs, anyway. The old-time Feinans stood on their own sturdy legs, not on German beer-skids.”




          “Wisha then, sorr, d’ye mind th’ ould song they sang in thim days:
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          “Then up steps Bonyparty




          An’ takes me by the hand,




          And how is ould Ireland,




          And how does she shtand?




          It’s a poor, disthressed country




          As ever yet was seen,




          And they’re hangin’ men and women




          For the wearing of the green!




          Oh, the wearing of the——”


        




        

          “That’ll do,” said Barres drily. “Do you want to wake the house? Don’t go to Grogan’s and talk about Ireland to any Germans. I’ll tell you why: we’ll probably be at war with Germany ourselves within a year, and that’s a pretty good reason for you Irish to keep clear of all Germans. Go to bed!”


        




        

           


        




        

          78


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
VI 


          


          DULCIE



        




        

          One warm afternoon late in spring, Dulcie Soane, returning from school to Dragon Court, found her father behind the desk, as usual, awaiting his daughter’s advent, to release him from duty.




          A tall, bony man with hectic and sunken cheeks and only a single eye was standing by the desk, earnestly engaged in whispered conversation with her father.




          He drew aside instantly as Dulcie came up and laid her school books on the desk. Soane, already redolent of Grogan’s whiskey, pushed back his chair and got to his feet.




          “G’wan in f’r a bite an’ a sup,” he said to his daughter, “while I talk to the gintleman.”




          So Dulcie went slowly into the superintendent’s dingy quarters for her mid-day meal, which was dinner; and between her and a sloppy scrub-woman who cooked for them, she managed to warm up and eat what Soane had left for her from his own meal.




          When she returned to the desk in the hall, the one-eyed man had gone. Soane sat on the chair behind the desk, his face over-red and shiny, his heels drumming the devil’s tattoo on the tessellated pavement.




          “I’ll be at Grogan’s,” he said, as Dulcie seated herself in the ancient leather chair behind the desk telephone, and began to sort the pile of mail which the postman evidently had just delivered.




          “Very well,” she murmured absently, turning around 79and beginning to distribute the letters and parcels in the various numbered compartments behind her. Soane slid off his chair to his feet and straightened up, stretching and yawning.




          “Av anny wan tilliphones to Misther Barres,” he said, “listen in.”




          “What!”




          “Listen in, I’m tellin’ you. And if it’s a lady, ask her name first, and then listen in. And if she says her name is Quellen or Dunois, mind what she says to Misther Barres.”




          “Why?” enquired Dulcie, astonished.




          “Becuz I’m tellin’ ye!”




          “I shall not do that,” said the girl, flushing up.




          “Ah, bother! Sure, there’s no harm in it, Dulcie! Would I be askin’ ye to do wrong, asthore? Me who is your own blood and kin? Listen then: ’Tis a woman what do be botherin’ the poor young gentleman, an’ I’ll not have him f’r to be put upon. Listen, m’acushla, and if airy a lady tilliphones, or if she comes futtherin’ an’ muttherin’ around here, call me at Grogan’s and I’ll be soon dishposen’ av the likes av her.”




          “Has she ever been here—this lady?” asked the girl, uncertain and painfully perplexed.




          “Sure has she! Manny’s the time I’ve chased her out,” replied Soane glibly.




          “Oh. What does she look like?”




          “God knows—annything ye don’t wish f’r to look like yourself! Sure, I disremember what make of woman she might be—her name’s enough for you. Call me up if she comes or rings. She may be a dangerous woman, at that,” he added, “so speak fair to her and listen in to what she says.”




          Dulcie slowly nodded, looking at him hard.




          Soane put on his faded brown hat at an angle, fished 80a cigar with a red and gold band from his fancy but soiled waistcoat, scratched a match on the seat of his greasy pants, and sauntered out through the big, whitewashed hallway into the street, with a touch of the swagger which always characterised him.


        




        

           


        




        

          Dulcie, both hands buried in her ruddy hair and both thin elbows on the desk, sat poring over her school books.




          Graduation day was approaching; there was much for her to absorb, much to memorise before then.




          As she studied she hummed to herself the air of the quaint song which she was to sing at her graduation exercises. That did not interfere with her concentration; but as she finished one lesson, cast aside the book, and opened another to prepare the next lesson, vaguely happy memories of her evening party with Barres came into her mind to disturb her thoughts, tempting her to reverie and the delicious idleness she knew only when alone and absorbed in thoughts of him.




          But she resolutely put him out of her mind and opened her book.




          The hall clock ticked loudly through the silence; slanting sun rays fell through the street grille, across the tessellated floor where flies crawled and buzzed.




          The Prophet sat full in a bar of sunlight and gravely followed the movements of the flies as though specialising on the study of those amazing insects.




          Tenants of Dragon Court passed out or entered at intervals, pausing to glance at their letter-boxes or requesting their keys.




          Westmore came down the eastern staircase, like an avalanche, with a cheery:




          “Hello, Dulcie! Any letters? All right, old dear! If you see Mr. Mandel, tell him I’ll be at the club!”
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          Corot Mandel came in presently, and she gave him Westmore’s message.




          “Thanks,” he said, not even glancing at the thin figure in the shabby dress too small for her. And, after peering into his letter-box, he went away with the indolent swing of a large and powerful plantigrade, gazing fixedly ahead of him out of heavy, oriental eyes, and twisting up his jet black, waxed moustache.




          A tall, handsome girl called and enquired for Mr. Trenor. Dulcie returned her amiable smile, unhooked the receiver, and telephoned up. But nobody answered from Esmé Trenor’s apartment, and the girl, whose name was Damaris Souval, and whose profession varied between the stage and desultory sitting for artists, smiled once more on Dulcie and sauntered out in her very charming summer gown.




          The shabby child looked after her through the sunny hallway, the smile still curving her lips—a sensitive, winning smile, untainted by envy. Then she resumed her book, serenely clearing her youthful mind of vanity and desire for earthly things.




          Half an hour later Esmé Trenor sauntered in. His was a sensitive nature and fastidious, too. Dinginess, obscurity—everything that was shabby, tarnished, humble in life, he consistently ignored. He had ignored Dulcie Soane for three years: he ignored her now.




          He glanced indifferently into his letter-box as he passed the desk. Dulcie said, with the effort it always required for her to speak to him:




          “Miss Souval called, but left no message.”




          Trenor’s supercilious glance rested on her for the fraction of a second, then, with a bored nod, he continued on his way and up the stairs. And Dulcie returned to her book.




          The desk telephone rang: a Mrs. Helmund desired 82to speak to Mr. Trenor. Dulcie switched her on, rested her chin on her hand, and continued her reading.




          Some time afterward the telephone rang again.




          “Dragon Court,” said Dulcie, mechanically.




          “I wish to speak to Mr. Barres, please.”




          “Mr. Barres has not come in from luncheon.”




          “Are you sure?” said the pretty, feminine voice.




          “Quite sure,” replied Dulcie. “Wait a minute——”




          She called Barres’s apartment; Aristocrates answered and confirmed his master’s absence with courtly effusion.




          “No, he is not in,” repeated Dulcie. “Who shall I say called him?”




          “Say that Miss Dunois called him up. If he comes in, say that Miss Thessalie Dunois will come at five to take tea with him. Thank you. Good-bye.”




          Startled to hear the very name against which her father had warned her, Dulcie found it difficult to reconcile the sweet voice that came to her over the wire with the voice of any such person her father had described.




          Still a trifle startled, she laid aside the receiver with a disturbed glance toward the wrought-iron door at the further end of the hall.




          She had no desire at all to call up her father at Grogan’s and inform him of what had occurred. The mere thought of surreptitious listening in, of eavesdropping, of informing, reddened her face. Also, she had long since lost confidence in the somewhat battered but jaunty man who had always neglected her, although never otherwise unkind, even when intoxicated.




          No, she would neither listen in nor inform on anybody at the behest of a father for whom, alas, she had no respect, merely those shreds of conventional feeling 83which might once have been filial affection, but had become merely an habitual solicitude.




          No, her character, her nature refused such obedience. If there was trouble between the owner of the unusually sweet voice and Mr. Barres, it was their affair, not hers, not her father’s.




          This settled in her mind, she opened another book and turned the pages slowly until she came to the lesson to be learned.




          It was hard to concentrate; her thoughts were straying, now, to Barres.




          And, as she leaned there, musing above her dingy school book, through the grilled door at the further end of the hall stepped a young girl in a light summer gown—a beautiful girl, lithe, graceful, exquisitely groomed—who came swiftly up to the desk, a trifle pale and breathless:




          “Mr. Barres? He lives here?”




          “Yes.”




          “Please announce Miss Dunois.”




          Dulcie flushed deeply under the shock:




          “Mr.—Mr. Barres is still out——”




          “Oh. Was it you I talked to over the telephone?” asked Thessalie Dunois.




          “Yes.”




          “Mr. Barres has not returned?”




          “No.”




          Thessalie bit her lip, hesitated, turned to go. And at the same instant Dulcie saw the one-eyed man at the street door, peering through the iron grille.




          Thessalie saw him, too, stiffened to marble, stood staring straight at him.




          He turned and went away up the street. But Dulcie, to whom the incident signified nothing in particular except the impudence of a one-eyed man, was not prepared 84for the face which Thessalie Dunois turned toward her. Not a vestige of colour remained in it, and her dark eyes seemed feverish and too large.




          “You need not give Mr. Barres any message from me,” she said in an altered voice, which sounded strained and unsteady. “Please do not even say that I came or mention my name.... May I ask it of you?”




          Dulcie, very silent in her surprise, made no reply.




          “Please may I ask it of you?” whispered Thessalie. “Do you mind not telling anybody that I was here?”




          “If—you wish it.”




          “I do. May I trust you?”




          “Y-yes.”




          “Thank you—” A bank bill was in her gloved fingers; intuition warned her; she took another swift look at Dulcie. The child’s face was flaming scarlet.




          “Forgive me,” whispered Thessalie.... “And thank you, dear—” She bent over quickly, took Dulcie’s hand, pressed it, looking her in the eyes.




          “It’s all right,” she whispered. “I am not asking you to do anything you shouldn’t. Mr. Barres will understand it all when I write to him.... Did you see that man at the street door, looking through the grating?”




          “Yes.”




          “Do you know who he is?” whispered Thessalie.




          “No.”




          “Have you never before seen him?”




          “Yes. He was here at two o’clock talking to my father.”




          “Your father?”




          “My father’s name is Lawrence Soane. He is superintendent of Dragon Court.”




          “What is your name?”




          “Dulcie Soane.”
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          Thessalie still held her hand tightly. Then with a quick but forced smile, she pressed it, thanking the girl for her consideration, turned and walked swiftly through the hall out into the street.


        




        

           


        




        

          Dulcie, dreaming over her closed books in the fading light, vaguely uneasy lest her silence might embrace the faintest shadow of disloyalty to Barres, looked up quickly at the sound of his familiar footsteps on the pavement.




          “Hello, little comrade,” he called to her on his way to the stairs. “Didn’t we have a jolly party the other evening? I’m going out to another party this evening, but I bet it won’t be as jolly as ours!”




          The girl smiled happily.




          “Any letters, Sweetness?”




          “None, Mr. Barres.”




          “All the better. I have too many letters, too many visitors. It leaves me no time to have another party with you. But we shall have another, Dulcie—never fear. That is,” he added, pretending to doubt her receptiveness of his invitation, “if you would care to have another with me.”




          She merely looked at him, smiling deliciously.




          “Be a good child and we’ll have another!” he called back to her, running on up the western staircase.


        




        

           


        




        

          Around seven o’clock her father came in, steady enough of foot but shiny-red in the face and maudlin drunk.




          “That woman was here,” he whined, “an’ ye never called me up! I am b-bethrayed be me childer—wurra the day——”




          “Please, father! If any one sees you——”




          “An’ phwy not! Am I ashamed o’ the tears I shed? 86No, I am not. No Irishman need take shame along av the tears he sheds for Ireland—God bless her where she shtands!—wid the hob-nails av the crool tyrant foreninst her bleeding neck an’——”




          “Father, please——”




          “That woman I warned ye of! She was here! ’Twas the wan-eyed lad who seen her——”




          Dulcie rose and took him by his arm. He made no resistance; but he wept while she conducted him bedward, as the immemorial wrongs of Ireland tore his soul.
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VII 


          


          OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS



        




        

          The tremendous tragedy in Europe, now nearing the end of the second act, had been slowly shaking the drowsy Western World out of its snug slumber of complacency. Young America was already sitting up in bed, awake, alert, listening. Older America, more difficult to convince, rolled solemn and interrogative eyes toward Washington, where the wooden gods still sat nodding in a row, smiling vacuously at destiny out of carved and painted features. Eyes had they but they saw not, ears but they heard not; neither spake they through their mouths.




          Yet, they that made them were no longer like unto them, for many an anxious idolater no longer trusted in them. For their old God’s voice was sounding in their ears.




          The voice of a great ex-president, too, had been thundering from the wilderness; lesser prophets, endowed, however, with intellect and vision, had been warning the young West that the second advent of Attila was at hand; an officer of the army, inspired of God, had preached preparedness from the market places and had established for its few disciples an habitation; and a great Admiral had died of a broken heart because his lips had been officially sealed—the wisest lips that ever told of those who go down to the sea in ships.




          Plainer and plainer in American ears sounded the 88mounting surf of that blood-red sea thundering against the frontiers of Democracy; clearer and clearer came the discordant clamour of the barbaric hordes; louder and more menacing the half-crazed blasphemies of their chief, who had given the very name of the Scourge of God to one among the degenerate litter he had sired.


        




        

           


        




        

          Garret Barres had been educated like any American of modern New York type. Harvard, then five years abroad, and a return to his native city revealed him as an ambitious, receptive, intelligent young man, deeply interested in himself and his own affairs, theoretically patriotic, a good citizen by intention, an affectionate son and brother, and already a pretty good painter of the saner species.




          A modest income of his own enabled him to bide his time and decline pot-boilers. A comparatively young father and an even more youthful mother, both of sporting proclivities, together with a sister of the same tastes, were his preferred companions when he had time to go home to the family rooftree in northern New York. His lines, indeed, were cast in pleasant places. Beside still waters in green pastures, he could always restore his city-tarnished soul when he desired to retire for a while from the battleground of endeavour.




          The city, after all, offered him a world-wide battlefield; for Garret Barres was by choice a painter of thoroughbred women, of cosmopolitan men—a younger warrior of the brush imbued with the old traditions of those great English captains of portraiture, who recorded for us the more brilliant human truths of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.




          From their stately canvases aglow, the eyes of the lovely dead look out at us; the eyes of ambition, of 89pride, of fatuous complacency; the haunted eyes of sorrow; the clear eyes of faith. Out of the past they gaze—those who once lived—deathlessly recorded by Van Dyck, Lely, Kneller; by Gainsborough, Reynolds, Hoppner, Lawrence, Raeburn; or consigned to a dignified destiny by Stuart, Sully, Inman, and Vanderlyn.


        




        

           


        




        

          When Barres returned to New York after many years, he found that the aspect of the city had not altered very greatly. The usual dirt, disorder, and municipal confusion still reigned; subways were being dug, but since the memory of man runneth, the streets of the metropolis have been dug up, and its market places and byways have been an abomination.




          The only visible excitement, however, was in the war columns of the newspapers, and, sometimes, around bulletin boards where wrangling groups were no uncommon sight, citizens and aliens often coming into verbal collision—sometimes physical—promptly suppressed by bored policemen.




          There was a “preparedness” parade; thousands of worthy citizens marched in it, nervously aware, now, that the Great Republic’s only mobile military division was on the Mexican border, where also certain Guard regiments were likely to be directed to reinforce the regulars—pet regiments from the city, among whose corps of officers and enlisted men everybody had some friend or relative.




          But these regiments had not yet entrained. There were few soldiers to be seen on the streets. Khaki began to be noticeable in New York only when the Plattsburg camps opened. After that there was an interim of the usual dull, unaccented civilian monotony, mitigated at rare intervals by this dun-coloured ebb and flow from Plattsburg.
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          Like the first vague premonitions of a nightmare the first ominous symptoms of depression were slowly possessing hearts already uneasy under two years’ burden of rumours unprintable, horrors incredible to those aloof and pursuing the peaceful tenor of their ways.




          A growing restlessness, unbelief, the incapacity to understand—selfishness, rapacity, self-righteousness, complacency, cowardice, even stupidity itself were being jolted and shocked into something resembling a glimmer of comprehension as the hunnish U-boats, made ravenous by the taste of blood, steered into western shipping lanes like a vast shoal of sharks.




          And always thicker and thicker came the damning tales of rape and murder, of cowardly savagery, brutal vileness, degenerate bestiality—clearer, nearer, distinctly audible, the sigh of a ravaged and expiring civilisation trampled to obliteration by the slavering, ferocious swine of the north.


        




        

           


        




        

          Fires among shipping, fires amid great stores of cotton and grain destined for France or England, explosions of munitions of war ordered by nations of the Entente, the clumsy propaganda or impudent sneers of German and pro-German newspapers; reports of German meddling in Mexico, in South America, in Japan; more sinister news concerning the insolent activities of certain embassies—all these were beginning to have their logical effect among a fat and prosperous people which simply could not bear to be aroused from pleasant dreams of brotherhood to face the raw and hellish truth.


        




        

           


        




        

          “For fifty years,” remarked Barres to his neighbour, Esmé Trenor, also a painter of somewhat eccentric portraits, “our national characteristic has been 91a capacity for absorbing bunk and a fixed determination to kid ourselves. There really is a war, Trenor, old top, and we’re going to get into it before very long.”




          Trenor, a tall, tired, exquisitely groomed young man, who once had painted a superficially attractive portrait of a popular débutante, and had been overwhelmed with fashionable orders ever since, was the adored of women. He dropped one attenuated knee over the other and lighted an attenuated cigarette.




          “Fancy anybody bothering enough about anything to fight over it!” he said languidly.




          “We’re going to war, Trenor,” repeated Barres, jamming his brushes into a bowl of black soap. “That’s my positive conviction.”




          “Yours is so disturbingly positive a nature,” remonstrated the other. “Why ever raise a row? Nothing positive is of any real importance—not even opinions.”




          Barres, vigorously cleaning his brushes in turpentine and black soap, glanced around at Trenor, and in his quick smile there glimmered a hint of good-natured malice. For Esmé Trenor was notoriously anything except positive in his painting, always enveloping a lack of technical knowledge with a veil of camouflage. Behind this pretty veil hid many defects, perhaps even deformities—protected by vague, indefinite shadows and the effrontery of an adroit exploiter of the restless sex.




          But Esmé Trenor was both clever and alert. He had not even missed that slight and momentary glimmer of good-humoured malice in the pleasant glance of Barres. But, like his more intelligent prototype, Whistler, it was impossible to know whether or not discovery ever made any particular difference to him. He tucked a lilac-bordered handkerchief a little deeper 92into his cuff, glanced at his jewelled wrist-watch, shook the long ash from his cigarette.




          “To be positive in anything,” he drawled, “is an effort; effort entails exertion; exertion is merely a degree of violence; violence engenders toxins; toxins dull the intellect. Quod erat, dear friend. You see?”




          “Oh, yes, I see,” nodded Barres, always frankly amused at Trenor and his ways.




          “Well, then, if you see——” Trenor waved a long, bony, over-manicured hand, expelled a ring or two of smoke, meditatively; then, in his characteristically languid voice: “To be positive closes the door to further observation and pulls down the window shades. Nothing remains except to go to bed. Is there anything more uninteresting than to go to bed? Is there anything more depressing than to know all about something?”




          “You do converse like an ass sometimes,” remarked Barres.




          “Yes—sometimes. Not now, Barres. I don’t desire to know all about anybody or anything. Fancy my knowing all about art, for example!”




          “Yes, fancy!” repeated Barres, laughing.




          “Or about anything specific—a woman, for example!” He shrugged wearily.




          “If you meet a woman and like her, don’t you want to know all there is to know about her?” inquired Barres.




          “I should say not!” returned the other with languid contempt. “I don’t wish to know anything at all about her.”




          “Well, we differ about that, old top.”




          “Religiously. A woman can be only an incidental amusement in one’s career. You don’t go to a musical 93comedy twice, do you? And any woman will reveal herself sufficiently in one evening.”




          “Nice, kindly domestic instincts you have, Trenor.”




          “I’m merely fastidious,” returned the other, dropping his cigarette out of the open window. He rose, yawned, took his hat, stick and gloves.




          “Bye,” he said languidly. “I’m painting Elsena Helmund this morning.”




          Barres said, with good-humoured envy:




          “I’ve neither commission nor sitter. If I had, you bet I’d not stand there yawning at my luck.”




          “It is you who have the luck, not I,” drawled Trenor. “I give a portion of my spiritual and material self with every brush stroke, while you remain at liberty to flourish and grow fat in idleness. I perish as I create; my life exhausts itself to feed my art. What you call my good luck is my martyrdom. You see, dear friend, how fortunate you are?”




          “I see,” grinned Barres. “But will your spiritual nature stand such a cruel drain? Aren’t you afraid your morality may totter?”




          “Morality,” mused Esmé, going; “that is one of those early Gothic terms now obsolete, I believe——”




          He sauntered out with his hat and gloves and stick, still murmuring:




          “Morality? Gothic—very Gothic—”




          Barres, still amused, sorted his wet brushes, dried them carefully one by one on a handful of cotton waste, and laid them in a neat row across the soapstone top of his palette-table.




          “Hang it!” he muttered cheerfully. “I could paint like a streak this morning if I had the chance—”




          He threw himself back in his chair and sat there smoking for a while, his narrowing eyes fixed on a great window which opened above the court. Soft spring 94breezes stirred the curtains; sparrows were noisy out there; a strip of cobalt sky smiled at him over the opposite chimneys; an April cloud floated across it.




          He rose, walked over to the window and glanced down into the court. Several more hyacinths were now in blossom. The Prophet dozed majestically, curled up on an Italian garden seat. Beside him sprawled the snow white Houri, stretched out full length in the sun, her wonderful blue eyes following the irrational gambols of the tortoise-shell cat, Strindberg, who had gone loco, as usual, and was tearing up and down trees, prancing sideways with flattened ears and crooked tail, in terror at things invisible, or digging furiously toward China amid the hyacinths.




          Dulcie Soane came out into the court presently and expostulated with Strindberg, who suffered herself to be removed from the hyacinth bed, only to make a hysterical charge on her mistress’s ankles.




          “Stop it, you crazy thing!” insisted Dulcie, administering a gentle slap which sent the cat bucketing and corvetting across the lawn, where the eccentric course of a dead leaf, blown by the April wind, instantly occupied its entire intellectual vacuum.




          Barres, leaning on the window-sill, said, without raising his voice:




          “Hello, Dulcie! How are you, after our party?”




          The child looked up, smiled shyly her response through the pale glory of the April sunshine.




          “What are you doing to-day?” he inquired, with casual but friendly interest.




          “Nothing.”




          “Isn’t there any school?”




          “It’s Saturday.”




          “That’s so. Well, if you’re doing nothing you’re 95just as busy as I am,” he remarked, smiling down at her where she stood below his window.




          “Why don’t you paint pictures?” ventured the girl diffidently.




          “Because I haven’t any orders. Isn’t that sad?”




          “Yes.... But you could paint a picture just to please yourself, couldn’t you?”




          “I haven’t anybody to paint from,” he explained with amiable indifference, lazily watching the effect of alternate shadow and sunlight on her upturned face.




          “Couldn’t you find—somebody?” Her heart had suddenly begun to beat very fast.




          Barres laughed:




          “Would you like to have your portrait painted?”




          She could scarcely find voice to reply:




          “Will you—let me?”




          The slim young figure down there in the April sunshine had now arrested his professional attention. With detached interest he inspected her for a few moments; then:




          “You’d make an interesting study, Dulcie. What do you say?”




          “Do—do you mean that you want me?”




          “Why—yes! Would you like to pose for me? It’s pin-money, anyway. Would you like to try it?”




          “Y-yes.”




          “Are you quite sure? It’s hard work.”




          “Quite—sure——” she stammered. The little flushed face was lifted very earnestly to his now, almost beseechingly. “I am quite sure,” she repeated breathlessly.




          “So you’d really like to pose for me?” he insisted in smiling surprise at the girl’s visible excitement. Then he added abruptly: “I’ve half a mind to give you a job as my private model!”
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          Through the rosy confusion of her face her grey eyes were fixed on him with a wistful intensity, almost painful. For into her empty heart and starved mind had suddenly flashed a dazzling revelation. Opportunity was knocking at her door. Her chance had come! Perhaps it had been inherited from her mother—God knows!—this deep, deep hunger for things beautiful—this passionate longing for light and knowledge.




          Mere contact with such a man as Barres had already made endurable a solitary servitude which had been subtly destroying her child’s spirit, and slowly dulling the hunger in her famished mind. And now to aid him—to feel that he was using her—was to arise from her rags of ignorance and emerge upright into the light which filled that wonder-house wherein he dwelt, and on the dark threshold of which her lonely little soul had crouched so long in silence.


        




        

           


        




        

          She looked up almost blindly at the man who, in careless friendliness, had already opened his door to her, had permitted her to read his wonder-books, had allowed her to sit unreproved and silent from sheer happiness, and gaze unsatiated upon the wondrous things within the magic mansion where he dwelt.




          And now to serve this man; to aid him, to creep into the light in which he stood and strive to learn and see!—the thought already had produced a delicate intoxication in the child, and she gazed up at Barres from the sunny garden with her naked soul in her eyes. Which confused, perplexed, and embarrassed him.




          “Come on up,” he said briefly. “I’ll tell your father over the ’phone.”


        




        

           


        




        

          She entered without a sound, closed the door which 97he had left open for her, advanced across the thick-meshed rug. She still wore her blue gingham apron; her bobbed hair, full of ruddy lights, intensified the whiteness of her throat. In her arms she cradled the Prophet, who stared solemnly at Barres out of depthless green eyes.




          “Upon my word,” thought Barres to himself, “I believe I have found a model and an uncommon one!”




          Dulcie, watching his expression, smiled slightly and stroked the Prophet.




          “I’ll paint you that way! Don’t stir,” said the young fellow pleasantly. “Just stand where you are, Dulcie. You’re quite all right as you are——” He lifted a half-length canvas, placed it on his heavy easel and clamped it.




          “I feel exactly like painting,” he continued, busy with his brushes and colours. “I’m full of it to-day. It’s in me. It’s got to come out.... And you certainly are an interesting subject—with your big grey eyes and bobbed red hair—oh, quite interesting constructively, too—as well as from the colour point.”




          He finished setting his palette, gathered up a handful of brushes:




          “I won’t bother to draw you except with a brush——”




          He looked across at her, remained looking, the pleasantly detached expression of his features gradually changing to curiosity, to the severity of increasing interest, to concentrated and silent absorption.




          “Dulcie,” he presently concluded, “you are so unusually interesting and paintable that you make me think very seriously.... And I’m hanged if I’m going to waste you by slapping a technically adequate sketch of you onto this nice new canvas ... which might give me pleasure while I’m doing it ... and 98might even tickle my vanity for a week ... and then be laid away to gather dust ... and be covered over next year and used for another sketch.... No.... No!... You’re worth more than that!”




          He began to pace the place to and fro, thinking very hard, glancing around at her from moment to moment, where she stood, obediently immovable on the blue meshed rug, clasping the Prophet to her breast.




          “Do you want to become my private model?” he demanded abruptly. “I mean seriously. Do you?”




          “Yes.”




          “I mean a real model, from whom I can ask anything?”




          “Oh, yes, please,” pleaded the girl, trembling a little.




          “Do you understand what it means?”




          “Yes.”




          “Sometimes you’ll be required to wear few clothes. Sometimes none. Did you know that?”




          “Yes. Mr. Westmore asked me once.”




          “You didn’t care to?”




          “Not for him.”




          “You don’t mind doing it for me?”




          “I’ll do anything you ask me,” she said, trying to smile and shivering with excitement.




          “All right. It’s a bargain. You’re my model, Dulcie. When do you graduate from school?”




          “In June.”




          “Two months! Well—all right. Until then it will be a half day through the week, and all day Saturdays and Sundays, if I require you. You’ll have a weekly salary——” He smiled and mentioned the figure, and the girl blushed vividly. She had, it appeared, expected nothing.




          “Why, Dulcie!” he exclaimed, immensely amused. 99“You didn’t intend to come here and give me all your time for nothing, did you?”




          “Yes.”




          “But why on earth should you do such a thing for me?”




          She found no words to explain why.




          “Nonsense,” he continued; “you’re a business woman now. Your father will have to find somebody to cook for him and take the desk when he’s out at Grogan’s. Don’t worry; I’ll fix it with him.... By the way, Dulcie, supposing you sit down.”




          She found a chair and took the Prophet onto her lap.




          “Now, this will be very convenient for me,” he went on, inspecting her with increasing satisfaction. “If I ever have any orders—any sitters—you can have a vacation, of course. Otherwise, I’ll always have an interesting model at hand—I’ve got chests full of wonderful costumes—genuine ones——” He fell silent, his eyes studying her. Already he was planning half a dozen pictures, for he was just beginning to perceive how adaptable the girl might be. And there was about her that indefinable something which, when a painter discovers it, interests him and arouses his intense artistic curiosity.




          “You know,” he said musingly, “you are something more than pretty, Dulcie.... I could put you in eighteenth century clothes and you’d look logical. Yes, and in seventeenth century clothes, too.... I could do some amusing things with you in oriental garments.... A young Herodiade ... Calypso ... Theodora.... She was a child, too, you know. There’s a portrait with bobbed hair—a young girl by Van Dyck.... You know you are quite stimulating to me, Dulcie. You excite a painter’s imagination. 100It’s rather odd,” he added naïvely, “that I never discovered you before; and I’ve known you over two years.”




          He had seated himself on the sofa while discoursing. Now he got up, touched a bell twice. The Finnish maid, Selinda, with her high cheek-bones, frosty blue eyes and colourless hair, appeared in cap and apron.




          “Selinda,” he said, “take Miss Dulcie into my room. In a long, leather Turkish box on the third shelf of my clothes closet is a silk and gold costume and a lot of jade jewelry. Please put her into it.”




          So Dulcie Soane went away with her cat in her arms, beside the neat and frosty-eyed Selinda; and Barres opened a portfolio of engravings, where were gathered the lovely aristocrats of Van Dyck and Rubens and Gainsborough and his contemporaries—a charmingly mixed company, separated by centuries and frontiers, yet all characterised by a common something—some inexplicable similarity which Barres recognised without defining.




          “It’s rather amusing,” he murmured, “but that kid, Dulcie, seems to remind me of these people—somehow or other.... One scarcely looks for qualities in the child of an Irish janitor.... I wonder who her mother was....”


        




        

           


        




        

          When he looked up again Dulcie was standing there on the thick rug. On her naked feet were jade bracelets, jade-set rings on her little toes; a cascade of jade and gold falling over her breasts to the straight, narrow breadth of peacock hue which fell to her ankles. And on her childish head, clasping the ruddy bobbed hair, glittered the jade-incrusted diadem of a fairy princess of Cathay.


        




        

           


        




        

          “YOU LITTLE MIRACLE!”


        




        

          The Prophet, gathered close to her breast, stared 101back at Barres with eyes that dimmed the splendid jade about him.




          “That settles it,” he said, the tint of excitement rising in his cheeks. “I have discovered a model and a wonder! And right here is where I paint my winter Academy—right here and right now!... And I call it ‘The Prophets.’ Climb up on that model stand and squat there cross-legged, and stare at me—straight at me—the way your cat stares!... There you are. That’s right! Don’t move. Stay put or I’ll come over and bow-string you!—you little miracle!”




          “Do—you mean me?” faltered Dulcie.




          “You bet, Sweetness! Do you know how beautiful you are? Well, never mind——” He had begun already to draw with a wet brush, and now he relapsed into absorbed silence.




          The Prophet watched him steadily. The studio became intensely still.
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VIII 


          


          DULCIE ANSWERS



        




        

          The studio door bell rang while Barres was at breakfast one morning late in June. Aristocrates leisurely answered the door, but shut it again immediately and walked out into the kitchenette without any explanation.




          Selinda removed the breakfast cover and fetched the newspaper. Later, Aristocrates, having washed his master’s brushes, brought them into the studio mincingly, upon a silver service-salver.




          “No letters?” inquired Barres, glancing up over the morning paper and laying aside his cigarette.




          “No letters, suh. No co’espondence in any shape, fo’m or manner, suh.”




          “Anybody to see me?” inquired Barres, always amused at Aristocrates’ flights of verbiage.




          “Nobody, suh, excusin’ a persistless ’viduality inquihin’ fo’ you, suh.”




          “What persistless individuality was that?” asked Barres.




          “A ve’y or-nary human objec’, suh, pahshially afflicted with one bad eye.”




          “That one-eyed man? He’s been here several times, hasn’t he? Why does he come?”




          “Fo’ commercial puhposes, suh.”




          “Oh, a pedlar?”




          “He mentions a desiah, suh, to dispose, commercially, of vahious impo’ted materials requiahed by ahtists.”
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          “Didn’t you show him the sign in the hall, ‘No pedlars allowed’?”




          “Yaas, suh.”




          “What did he say?”




          “I would not demean myse’f to repeat what this human objec’ said, suh.”




          “And what did you do then?”




          “Mistuh Barres, suh, I totally igno’hed that man,” replied Aristocrates languidly.




          “Quite right. But you tell Soane to enforce the rule against pedlars. Every day there are two or three of them ringing at the studio, trying to sell colours, laces, or fake oriental rugs. It annoys me. Selinda can’t hear the bell and I have to leave my work and open the door. Tell that persistless one-eyed man to keep away. Tell Soane to bounce him next time he enters Dragon Court. Do you understand?”




          “Yaas, suh. But Soane, suh, he’s a might friendly Irish. He’s spo’tin’ ’round Grogan’s nights, ’longa this here one-eyed ’viduality. Yaas, suh. I done seen ’em co-gatherin’ on vahious occasionalities.”




          “Oho!” commented Barres. “It’s graft, is it? This one-eyed pedlar meets Soane at Grogan’s and bribes him with a few drinks to let him peddle colours in Dragon Court! That’s the Irish of it, Aristocrates. I began to suspect something like that. All right. I’ll speak to Soane myself.... Leave the studio door open; it’s warm in here.”


        




        

           


        




        

          The month of May was now turning somewhat sultry as it melted into June. Every pivot-pane in the big studio window had been swung wide open. The sun had already clothed every courtyard tree with dense and tender foliage; hyacinth and tulip were gone and Soane’s subscription geraniums blazed in their 104place like beds of coals heaped up on the grass plot of Dragon Court.




          But blue sky, sunshine of approaching summer, gentle winds and freshening rains brought only restlessness to New Yorkers that month of May.




          Like the first two years of the war, the present year seemed strange, unreal; its vernal breezes brought no balm, its blue skies no content. The early summer sunlight seemed almost uncanny in a world where, beyond the sea, millions of men at arms swayed ceaselessly under sun and moon alike, interlocked in one gigantic death grip!—a horrible and blood-drenched human chain of butchery stretching half around the earth.




          Into every Western human eye had come strange and subtle shadows which did not depart with moments of forgetful mirth, intervals of self-absorption, hours filled with familiar interests—the passions, hopes, perplexities of those years which were now no more.




          Those years of yesterdays! A vast and depthless cleft already divided them from to-day. They seemed as remote as dusty centuries—those days of an ordered and tranquil world—those days of little obvious faiths unshattered—even those days of little wars, of petty local strifes, of an almost universal calm and peace and trust in brotherhood and in the obligations of civilisation.




          Familiar yesterday had vanished, its creeds forgotten. It was already decades away, and fading like a legend in the ever-increasing glare of the red and present moment.




          And the month of May seemed strange, and its soft skies and sun seemed out of place in a world full of dying—a world heavy with death—a western world aloof from the raging hell beyond the seas, yet already 105tense under the distant threat of three continents in flames—and all aquiver before the deathly menace of that horde of blood-crazed demons still at large, still unsubdued, still ranging the ruins of the planet which they had so insanely set on fire.




          Entire nations were still burning beyond the ocean; other nations had sunk into cinders. Over the Eastern seas the furnace breath began to be felt along the out-thrust coast lines of the Western World. Inland, not yet; but every seaward city became now conscious of that first faint warning wave of heat from hell. Millions of ears strained to catch the first hushed whisper of the tumult. Silent in its suspense the Great Republic listened. Only the priesthood of the deaf and wooden gods continued voluble. But Israel had already begun to lift up its million eyes; and its ancient faith began to glow again; and its trust was becoming once more a living thing—the half-forgotten trust of Israel in that half-forgotten Lord, who, in the beginning, had been their helper and their shield.


        




        

           


        




        

          Through the open studio door came Dulcie Soane. The Prophet followed at her slender heels, gently waving an urbane tail.


        




        

           


        




        

          After his first smiling greeting—he always rose, advanced, and took her hand with that pleasant appearance of formality so adored by femininity, youthful or mature—he resumed his seat and continued to write his letters.




          These finished, he stamped them, rang for Aristocrates, picked up his palette and brushes, and pulled out the easel upon which was the canvas for the morning.




          Dulcie, still in the hands of Selinda, had not yet 106emerged. The Prophet sat upright on the carved table, motionless as a cat of ebony with green-jewelled eyes.




          “Well, old sport,” said Barres, stepping across the rug to caress the cat, “you and your pretty mistress begin to look very interesting on my canvas.”




          The Prophet received the blandishments with dignified gratitude. A discreet and feathery purring filled the room as Barres stroked the jet black, silky fur.




          “Fine cat, you are,” commented the young man, turning as Dulcie entered.




          She laid one hand on his extended arm and sprang lightly to the model stand. And the next moment she was seated—a slim, gemmed thing glimmering with imperial jade from top to toe.




          Barres laid the Prophet in her arms, stepped back while Dulcie arranged the docile cat, then retreated to his canvas.




          “All right, Sweetness?”




          “All right,” replied the child happily. And the morning séance was on.




          Barres was usually inclined to ramble along conversationally in his pleasant, detached way while at work, particularly if work went well.




          “Where were we yesterday, Dulcie? Oh, yes; we were talking about the Victorian era and its art; and we decided that it was not the barren desert that the ultra-moderns would have us believe. That’s what we decided, wasn’t it?”




          “You decided,” she said.




          “So did you, Dulcie. It was a unanimous decision. Because we both concluded that some among the Victorians were full of that sweet, clean sanity which alone endures. You recollect how our decision started?”


        




        

          107


        




        

          “Yes. It was about my new pleasure in Tennyson, Browning, Morris, Arnold, and Swinburne.”




          “Exactly. Victorian poets, if sometimes a trifle stilted and self-conscious, wrote nobly; makers of Victorian prose displayed qualities of breadth, imagination and vision and a technical cultivation unsurpassed. The musical compositions of that epoch were melodious and sometimes truly inspired; never brutal, never vulgar, never degenerate. And the Victorian sculptors and painters—at first perhaps austerely pedantic—became, as they should be, recorders of the times and customs of thought, bringing the end of the reign of a great Queen to an admirable renaissance.”




          Dulcie’s grey eyes never left his. And if she did not quite understand every word, already the dawning familiarity with his vocabulary and a general comprehension of his modes of self-expansion permitted her to follow him.




          “A great Queen, a great reign, a great people,” he rambled on, painting away all the while. “And if in that era architecture declined toward its lowest level of stupidity, and if taste in furniture and in the plastic, decorative, and textile arts was steadily sinking toward its lowest ebb, and if Mrs. Grundy trudged the Empire, paramount, dull and smugly ferocious, while all snobbery saluted her and the humble grovelled before her dusty brogans, yet, Dulcie, it was a great era.




          “It was great because its faith had not been radically impaired; it was sane because Germany had not yet inoculated the human race with its porcine political vulgarities, its bestial degeneracy in art.... And if, perhaps, the sentimental in British art and literature predominated, thank God it had not yet been tainted with the stark ugliness, the swinish nakedness, the ferocious leer of things Teutonic!”


        




        

          108


        




        

          He continued to paint in silence for a while. Presently the Prophet yawned on Dulcie’s knees, displaying a pink cavern.




          “Better rest,” he said, nodding smilingly at Dulcie. She released the cat, who stretched, arched his back, yawned again gravely, and stalked away over the velvety Eastern carpet.




          Dulcie got up lithely and followed him on little jade-encrusted, naked feet.




          A box of bon-bons lay on the sofa; she picked up Rossetti’s poems, turned the leaves with jewel-laden fingers, while with the other hand she groped for a bon-bon, her grey eyes riveted on the pages before her.




          During these intervals between poses it was the young man’s custom to make chalk sketches of the girl, recording swiftly any unstudied attitude, any unconscious phase of youthful grace that interested him.




          Dulcie, in the beginning, diffidently aware of this, had now become entirely accustomed to it, and no longer felt any responsibility to remain motionless while he was busy with red chalk or charcoal.




          When she had rested sufficiently, she laid aside her book, hunted up the Prophet, who lazily endured the gentle tyranny, and resumed her place on the model stand.




          And so they worked away all the morning, until luncheon was served in the studio by Aristocrates; and Barres in his blouse, and Dulcie in her peacock silk, her jade, and naked feet, gravely or lightly as their moods dictated, discussed an omelette and a pot of tea or chocolate, and the ways and manners and customs of a world which Dulcie now was discovering as a brand new and most enchanting planet.
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IX 


          


          HER DAY



        




        

          June was ending in a very warm week. Work in the studio lagged, partly because Dulcie, preparing for graduation, could give Barres little time; partly because, during June, that young man had been away spending the week-ends with his parents and his sister at Foreland Farms, their home.




          From one of these visits he returned to the city just in time to read a frantic little note from Dulcie Soane:




          “Dear Mr. Barres, please, please come to my graduation. I do want somebody there who knows me. And my father is not well. Is it too much to ask of you? I hadn’t the courage to speak to you about it when you were here, but I have ventured to write because it will be so lonely for me to graduate without having anybody there I know.


        




        

          “Dulcie Soane.”


        




        

          It was still early in the morning; he had taken a night train to town.




          So when he had been freshened by a bath and change of linen, he took his hat and went down stairs.




          A heavy, pasty-visaged young woman sat at the desk in the entrance hall.




          “Where is Soane?” he inquired.




          “He’s sick.”




          “Where is he?”




          “In bed,” she replied indifferently. The woman’s manner just verged on impertinence. He hesitated, 110then walked across to the superintendent’s apartments and entered without knocking.




          Soane, in his own room, lay sleeping off the consequences of an evening at Grogan’s. One glance was sufficient for Barres, and he walked out.




          On Madison Avenue he found a florist, selected a bewildering bouquet, and despatched it with a hasty note, by messenger, to Dulcie at her school. In the note he wrote:




          “I shall be there. Cheer up!”




          He also sent more flowers to his studio, with pencilled orders to Aristocrates.




          In a toy-shop he found an appropriate decoration for the centre of the lunch table.




          Later, in a jeweller’s, he discovered a plain gold locket, shaped like a heart and inset with one little diamond. A slender chain by which to suspend it was easily chosen; and an extra payment admitted him to the emergency department where he looked on while an expert engraved upon the locket: “Dulcie Soane from Garret Barres,” and the date.




          After that he went into the nearest telephone booth and called up several people, inviting them to dine with him that evening.




          It was nearly ten o’clock now. He took his little gift, stopped a taxi, and arrived at the big brick high-school just in time to enter with the last straggling parents and family friends.




          The hall was big and austerely bare, except for the ribbons and flags and palms which decorated it. It was hot, too, though all the great blank windows had been swung open wide.




          The usual exercises had already begun; there were speeches from Authority; prayers by Divinity; choral effects by graduating pulchritude.
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          The class, attired in white, appeared to average much older than Dulcie. He could see her now, in her reconstructed communion dress, holding the big bouquet which he had sent her, one madonna lily of which she had detached and pinned over her breast.




          Her features were composed and delicately flushed; her bobbed hair was tucked up, revealing the snowy neck.




          One girl after another advanced and read or spoke, performing the particular parlour trick assigned her in the customary and perfectly unremarkable manner characteristic of such affairs.




          Rapturous parental demonstrations greeted each effort; piano, violin and harp filled in nobly. A slight haze of dust, incident to pedalistic applause, invaded the place; there was an odour of flowers in the heated atmosphere.




          Glancing at a programme which he had found on his seat, Barres read: “Song: Dulcie Soane.”




          Looking up at her where she sat on the stage, among her comrades in white, he noticed that her eyes were busy searching the audience—possibly for him, he thought, experiencing an oddly pleasant sensation at the possibility.


        




        

           


        




        

          The time at length arrived for Dulcie to do her parlour trick; she rose and came forward, clasping the big, fragrant bouquet, prettily flushed but self-possessed. The harp began a little minor prelude—something Irish and not very modern. Then Dulcie’s pure, untrained voice stole winningly through the picked harp-strings’ hesitation:


        




        

          “Heart of a colleen,


        




        

          Where do you roam?


        




        

          Heart of a colleen,
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          Far from your home?




          Laden with love you stole from her breast!




          Wandering dove, return to your nest!


        




        

          Sodgers are sailin’


        




        

          Away to the wars;


        




        

          Ladies are wailin’


        




        

          Their woe to the stars;




          Why is the heart of you straying so soon—




          Heart that was part of you, Eileen Aroon?


        




        

          Lost to a sodger,


        




        

          Gone is my heart!


        




        

          Lost to a sodger,


        




        

          Now we must part——




          I and my heart—for it journeys afar




          Along with the sodgers who sail to the war!


        




        

          Tears that near blind me


        




        

          My pride shall dry,——


        




        

          Wisha! don’t mind me!


        




        

          Lave a lass cry!




          Only a sodger can whistle the tune




          That coaxes the heart out of Eileen Aroon!”


        




        

          And Dulcie’s song ended.


        




        

           


        




        

          Almost instantly the audience had divined in the words she sang a significance which concerned them—a warning—perhaps a prophecy. The 69th Regiment of New York infantry was Irish, and nearly every seat in the hall held a relative of some young fellow serving in its ranks.




          The applause was impulsive, stormy, persistent; the audience was demanding the young girl’s recall; the noise they made became overwhelming, checking the mediating music and baffling the next embarrassed graduate, scheduled to read an essay, and who stood there mute, her manuscript in her hand.
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          Finally the principal of the school arose, went over to Dulcie, and exchanged a few words with her. Then he came forward, hand lifted in appeal for silence.




          “The music and words of the little song you have just heard,” he said, “were written, I have just learned, by the mother of the girl who sang them. They were written in Ireland a number of years ago, when Irish regiments were sent away for over-seas service. Neither words nor song have ever been published. Miss Soane found them among her mother’s effects.




          “I thought the story of the little song might interest you. For, somehow, I feel—as I think you all feel—that perhaps the day may come—may be near—when the hearts of our women, too, shall be given to their soldiers—sons, brothers, fathers—who are ‘sailin’ away to the wars.’ But if that time comes—which God avert!—then I know that every man here will do his duty.... And every woman.... And I know that:


        




        

          ‘Tears that near blind you,




          Your pride shall dry!——’”


        




        

          He paused a moment:




          “Miss Soane has prepared no song to sing as an encore. In her behalf, and in my own, I thank you for your appreciation. Be kind enough to permit the exercises to proceed.”




          And the graduating exercises continued.




          Barres waited for Dulcie. She came out among the first of those departing, walking all alone in her reconstructed white dress, and carrying his bouquet. When she caught sight of him, her face became radiant and she made her way toward him through the crowd, seeking his outstretched hand with hers, clinging 114to it in a passion of gratitude and emotion that made her voice tremulous:




          “My bouquet—it is so wonderful! I love every flower in it! Thank you with all my heart. You are so kind to have come—so kind to me—so k-kind——”




          “It is I who should be grateful, Dulcie, for your charming little song,” he insisted. “It was fascinating and exquisitely done.”




          “Did you really like it?” she asked shyly.




          “Indeed I did! And I quite fell in love with your voice, too—with that trick you seem to possess of conveying a hint of tears through some little grace-note now and then.... And there were tears hidden in the words; and in the melody, too.... And to think that your mother wrote it!”




          “Yes.”




          After a short interval of silence he released her hand.




          “I have a taxi for you,” he said gaily. “We’ll drive home in state.”




          The girl flushed again with surprise and gratitude:




          “Are—are you coming, too?”




          “Certainly I’m going to take you home. Don’t you belong to me?” he demanded laughingly.




          “Yes,” she said. But her forced little smile made the low-voiced answer almost solemn.




          “Well, then!” he said cheerfully. “Come along. What’s mine I look after. We’ll have lunch together in the studio, if you are too proud to pose for a poor artist this afternoon.”




          At this her sensitive face cleared and she laughed happily.




          “The pride of a high-school graduate!” he commented, as he seated himself beside her in the taxicab. “Can anything equal it?”




          “Yes.”
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          “What?”




          “Her pride in your—friendship,” she ventured.




          Which unexpected reply touched and surprised him.




          “You dear child!” he said; “I’m proud of your friendship, too. Nothing ought to make a man prouder than winning a young girl’s confidence.”




          “You are so kind,” she sighed, touching the blossoms in her bouquet with slender fingers that trembled a little. For she would have offered him a flower from it had she found courage; but it seemed presumptuous and she dropped her hand into her lap again.


        




        

           


        




        

          Aristocrates opened the door for them: Selinda took her away.




          Barres had ordered flowers for the table. In the middle of it a doll stood, attired in academic cap and gown, the Stars and Stripes in one hand, in the other a green flag bearing a gold harp.




          When Dulcie came in she stopped short, enchanted at the sight of the decorated table. But when Aristocrates opened the kitchen door and her three cats came trotting in, she was overcome.




          For each cat wore a red, white and blue cravat on which was pinned a silk shamrock; and although Strindberg immediately keeled over on the rug and madly attacked her cravat with her hind toes, the general effect remained admirable.




          Aristocrates seated Dulcie. Upon her plate was the box containing chain and locket. And the girl cast a swift, inquiring glance across the centre flowers at Barres.




          “Yes, it’s for you, Dulcie,” he said.




          She turned quite pale at sight of the little gift. After a silence she leaned on the table with both elbows, shading her face with her hands.
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          He let her alone—let the first tense moment in her youthful life ebb out of it; nor noticed, apparently, the furtive and swift touch of her best handkerchief to her closed eyes.




          Aristocrates brought her a little glass of frosted orange juice. After an interval, not looking at Barres, she sipped it. Then she took the locket and chain from the satin-lined box, read the inscription, closed her lids for a second’s silent ecstasy, opened them looking at him through rapturous tears, and with her eyes still fixed on him lifted the chain and fastened it around her slender neck.




          The luncheon then proceeded, the Prophet gravely assisting from the vantage point of a neighbouring chair, the Houri, more emotional, promenading earnestly at the heels of Aristocrates. As for Strindberg, she possessed neither manners nor concentration, and she alternately squalled her desires for food or frisked all over the studio, attempting complicated maneuvres with every curtain-cord and tassel within reach.




          Dulcie had found her voice again—a low, uncertain, tremulous little voice when she tried to thank him for the happiness he had given her—a clearer, firmer voice when he dexterously led the conversation into channels more familiar and serene.




          They talked of the graduating exercises, of her part in them, of her classmates, of education in general.




          She told him that since she was quite young she had learned to play the piano by remaining for an hour every day after school, and receiving instruction from a young teacher who needed a little extra pin money.




          As for singing, she had had no instruction. Her voice had never been tried, never been cultivated.




          “We’ll have it tried some day,” he said casually.
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          But Dulcie shook her head, explaining that it was an expensive process and not to be thought of.




          “How did you pay for your piano lessons?” he asked.




          “I paid twenty-five cents an hour. My mother left a little money for me when I was a baby. I spent it all that way.”




          “Every bit of it?”




          “Yes. I had $500. It lasted me seven years—from the time I was ten to now.”




          “Are you seventeen? You don’t look it.”




          “I know I don’t. My teachers tell me that my mind is very quick but my body is slow. It annoys me to be mistaken for a child of fifteen. And I have to dress that way, too, because my dresses still fit me and clothes are very expensive.”




          “Are they?”




          Dulcie became confidential and loquacious:




          “Oh, very. You don’t know about girls’ clothes, I suppose. But they cost a very great deal. So I’ve had to wear out dresses I’ve had ever since I was fourteen and fifteen. And so I can’t put up my hair because it would make my dresses look ridiculous; and that renders the situation all the worse—to be obliged to go about with bobbed hair, you see? There doesn’t seem to be any way out of it,” she ended, with a despairing little laugh, “and I was seventeen last February!”




          “Cheer up! You’ll grow old fast enough. And now you’re going to have a jolly little salary as my model, and you ought to be able to buy suitable clothes. Oughtn’t you?”




          She did not answer, and he repeated the question. And drew from her, reluctantly, that her father, so far, had absorbed what money she had earned by posing.
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          A dull red gathered under the young man’s cheek-bones, but he said carelessly:




          “That won’t do. I’ll talk it over with your father. I’m very sure he’ll agree with me that you should bank your salary and draw out what you need for your personal expenses.”




          Dulcie sat silent over her fruit and bon-bons. Reaction from the keen emotions of the day had, perhaps, begun to have their effect.




          They rose and reseated themselves on the sofa, where she sat in the corner among gorgeous Chinese cushions, her reconstructed dress now limp and shabby, the limp madonna lily hanging from her breast.




          It had been for her the happiest day of her life. It had dawned the loneliest, but under the magic of this man’s kindness the day was ending like a day in Paradise.




          To Dulcie, however, happiness was less dependent upon receiving than upon giving; and like all things feminine, mature and immature, she desired to serve where her heart was enlisted—began to experience the restless desire to give. What? And as the question silently presented itself, she looked up at Barres:




          “Could I pose for you?”




          “On a day like this! Nonsense, Dulcie. This is your holiday.”




          “I’d really like to—if you want me——”




          “No. Curl up here and take a nap. Slip off your gown so you won’t muss it and ask Selinda for a kimono. Because you’re going to need your gown this evening,” he added smilingly.




          “Why? Please tell me why?”




          “No. You’ve had enough excitement. Tell Selinda to give you a kimono. Then you can lie down in my room if you like. Selinda will call you in plenty of 119time. And after that I’ll tell you how we’re going to bring your holiday to a gay conclusion.”




          She seemed disinclined to stir, curled up there, her eyes brilliant with curiosity, her lips a trifle parted in a happy smile. She lay that way for a few moments, looking up at him, her fingers caressing the locket, then she sat up swiftly.




          “Must I take a nap?”




          “Certainly.”




          She sprang to her feet, flashed past him, and disappeared in the corridor.




          “Don’t forget to wake me!” she called back.




          “I won’t forget!”




          When he heard her voice again, conversing with Selinda, he opened the studio door and went down stairs.




          Soane, rather the worse for wear, was at the desk, and, standing beside him, was a one-eyed man carrying two pedlar’s boxes under his arms. They both looked around quickly when Barres appeared. Before he reached the desk the one-eyed man turned and walked out hastily into the street.




          “Soane,” said Barres, “I’ve one or two things to say to you. The first is this: if you don’t stop drinking and if you don’t keep away from Grogan’s, you’ll lose your job here.”




          “Musha, then, Misther Barres——”




          “Wait a moment; I’m not through. I advise you to stop drinking and to keep away from Grogan’s. That’s the first thing. And next, go on and graft as much as you like, only warn your pedlar-friends to keep away from Studio No. 9. Do you understand?”




          “F’r the love o’ God——”




          “Cut out the injured innocence, Soane. I’m telling you how to avoid trouble, that’s all.”




          “Misther Barres, sorr! As God sees me——”
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          “I can see you, too. I want you to behave, Soane. This is friendly advice. That one-eyed pedlar who just beat it has been bothering me. Other pedlars come ringing at the studio and interrupt and annoy me. You know the rules. If the other tenants care to stand for it, all right. But I’m through. Is that plain?”




          “It is, sorr,” said the unabashed delinquent. The faintest glimmer of a grin came into his battered eyes. “Sorra a wan o’ thim ever lays a hand to No. 9 bell or I’ll have his life!”




          “One thing more,” continued Barres, smiling in spite of himself at the Irish of it all. “I am paying Dulcie a salary——”




          “Wisha then——”




          “Stop! I tell you that she’s in my employment on a salary. Don’t ever touch a penny of it again.”




          “Sure the child’s wages——”




          “No, they don’t belong to the father. Legally, perhaps, but the law doesn’t suit me. So if you take the money that she earns, and blow it in at Grogan’s, I’ll have to discharge her because I won’t stand for what you are doing.”




          “Would you do that, Mr. Barres?”




          “I certainly would.”




          The Irishman scratched his curly head in frank perplexity.




          “Dulcie needs clothes suitable to her age,” continued Barres. “She needs other things. I’m going to take charge of her savings so don’t you attempt to tamper with them. You wouldn’t do such a thing, anyway, Soane, if this miserable drink habit hadn’t got a hold on you. If you don’t quit, it will down you. You’ll lose your place here. You know that. Try to 121brace up. This is a rotten deal you’re giving yourself and your daughter.”




          Soane wept easily. He wept now. Tearful volubility followed—picturesque, lit up with Hibernian flashes, then rambling, and a hint of slyness in it which kept one weeping eye on duty watching Barres all the while.




          “All right; behave yourself,” concluded Barres. “And, Soane, I shall have three or four people to dinner and a little dancing afterward. I want Dulcie to enjoy her graduating dance.”




          “Sure, Misther Barres, you’re that kind to the child——”




          “Somebody ought to be. Do you know that there was nobody she knew to see her graduate to-day, excepting myself?”




          “Oh, the poor darling! Sure, I was that busy——”




          “Busy sleeping off a souse,” said Barres drily. “And by the way, who is that stolid, German-looking girl who alternates with you here at the desk?”




          “Miss Kurtz, sorr.”




          “Oh. She seems stupid. Where did you dig her up?”




          “A fri’nd o’ mine riccominds her highly, sorr.”




          “Is that so? Who is he? One of your German pedlar friends at Grogan’s? Be careful, Soane. You Sinn Feiners are headed for trouble.”




          He turned and mounted the stairs. Soane looked after him with an uneasy expression, partly humorous.




          “Ah, then, Mr. Barres,” he said, “don’t be botherin’ afther the likes of us poor Irish. Is there anny harrm in a sup o’ beer av a Dootchman pays?”




          Barres looked back at him:




          “A one-eyed Dutchman?”




          “Ah, g’wan, sorr, wid yer hokin’ an’ jokin’! Is it 122graft ye say? An’ how can ye say it, sorr, knowin’ me as ye do, Misther Barres?”




          The impudent grin on the Irishman’s face was too much for the young man. He continued to mount the stairs, laughing.
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          HER EVENING



        




        

          As he entered the studio he heard the telephone ringing. Presently Selinda marched in:




          “A lady, sir, who will not giff her name, desires to spik to Mr. Barres.”




          “I don’t talk to anonymous people,” he said curtly.




          “I shall tell her, sir?”




          “Certainly. Did you make Miss Dulcie comfortable?”




          “Yess, sir.”




          “That’s right. Now, take that dress of Miss Dulcie’s, go out to some shop on Fifth Avenue, buy a pretty party gown of similar dimensions, and bring it back with you. Take a taxi both ways. Wait—take her stockings and slippers, too, and buy her some fine ones. And some underwear suitable.” He went to a desk, unlocked it, and handed the maid a flat packet of bank-notes. “Be sure the things are nice,” he insisted.




          Selinda, starched, immaculate, frosty-eyed, marched out. She returned a few moments later, wearing jacket and hat.




          “Sir, the lady on the telephone hass called again. The lady would inquire of Mr. Barres if perhaps he has recollection of the Fountain of Marie de Médicis.”




          Barres reddened with surprise and pleasure:




          “Oh! Yes, indeed, I’ll speak to that lady. Hang up 124the service receiver, Selinda.” And he stepped to the studio telephone.




          “Nihla?” he exclaimed in a low, eager voice.




          “C’est moi, Thessa! Have you a letter from me?”




          “No, you little wretch! Oh, Thessa, you’re certainly a piker! Fancy my not hearing one word from you since April!—not a whisper, not a sign to tell me that you are alive——”




          “Garry, hush! It was not because I did not wish to see you——”




          “Yes, it was! You knew bally well that I hadn’t your address and that you had mine! Is that what you call friendship?”




          “You don’t understand what you are saying. I wanted to see you. It has been impossible——”




          “You are not singing and dancing anywhere in New York. I watched the papers. I even went to the Palace of Mirrors to enquire if you had signed with them there.”




          “Wait! Be careful, please!——”




          “Why?”




          “Be careful what you say over the telephone. For my sake, Garry. Don’t use my former name or say anything to identify me with any place or profession. I’ve been in trouble. I’m in trouble still. Had you no letter from me this morning?”




          “No.”




          “That is disquieting news. I posted a letter to you last night. You should have had it in your morning mail.”




          “No letter has come from you. I had no letters at all in the morning mail, and only one or two important business letters since.”




          “Then I’m deeply worried. I shall have to see you unless that letter is delivered to you by evening.”
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          “Splendid! But you’ll have to come to me, Thessa. I’ve invited a few people to dine here and dance afterwards. If you’ll dine with us, I’ll get another man to balance the table. Will you?”




          After a moment she said:




          “Yes. What time?”




          “Eight! This is wonderful of you, Thessa!” he said excitedly. “If you’re in trouble we’ll clear it up between us. I’m so happy that you will give me this proof of friendship.”




          “You dear boy,” she said in a troubled voice. “I should be more of a friend if I kept away from you.”




          “Nonsense! You promise, don’t you?”




          “Yes ... Do you realise that to-night another summer moon is to witness our reunion?... I shall come to you once more under a full June moon.... And then, perhaps, no more.... Never.... Unless after the world ends I come to you through shadowy outer space—a ghost drifting—a shred of mist across the moon, seeking you once more!——”




          “My poor child,” he said laughing, “you must be in no end of low spirits to talk that way.”




          “It does sound morbid. But I have plenty of courage, Garry. I shall not snivel on the starched bosom of your evening shirt when we meet. Donc, à bientôt, monsieur. Soyez tranquille! You shall not be ashamed of me among your guests.”




          “Fancy!” he laughed happily. “Don’t worry, Thessa. We’ll fix up whatever bothers you. Eight o’clock! Don’t forget!”




          “I am not likely to,” she said.


        




        

           


        




        

          Until Selinda returned from her foray along Fifth Avenue, Barres remained in the studio, lying in his armchair, still possessed by the delightful spell, still 126excited by the prospect of seeing Thessalie Dunois again, here, under his own roof.




          But when the slant-eyed and spotlessly blond Finn arrived, he came back out of his retrospective trance.




          “Did you get some pretty things for Miss Soane?” he enquired.




          “Yess, sir, be-ootiful.” Selinda deposited on the table a sheaf of paid bills and the balance of the bank-notes. “Would Mr. Barres be kind enough to inspect the clothes for Miss Soane?”




          “No, thanks. You say they’re all right?”




          “Yess, sir. They are heavenly be-ootiful.”




          “Very well. Tell Aristocrates to lay out my clothes after you have dressed Miss Dulcie. There will be two extra people to dinner. Tell Aristocrates. Is Miss Dulcie still asleep?”




          “Yess, sir.”




          “All right. Wake her in time to dress her so she can come out here and give me a chance——” He glanced at the clock “Better wake her now, Selinda. It’s time for her to dress and evacuate my quarters. I’ll take forty winks here until she’s ready.”


        




        

           


        




        

          Barres lay dozing on the sofa when Dulcie came in.




          Selinda, enraptured by her own efficiency in grooming and attiring the girl, marched behind her, unable to detach herself from her own handiwork.




          From crown to heel the transfiguration was absolute—from the point of her silk slipper to the topmost curl on the head which Selinda had dressed to perfection.




          For Selinda had been a lady’s maid in great houses, and also had a mania for grooming herself with the minute and thorough devotion of a pedigreed cat. And Dulcie emerged from her hands like some youthful sea-nymph 127out of a bath of foam, snowy-sweet as some fresh and slender flower.




          With a shy courage born with her own transfiguration, she went to Barres, where he lay on the sofa, and bent over him.




          She had made no sound; perhaps her nearness awoke him, for he opened his eyes.




          “Dulcie!” he exclaimed.




          “Do I please you?” she whispered.




          He sat up abruptly.




          “You wonderful child!” he said, frankly astonished. Whereupon he got off the sofa, walked all around her inspecting her.




          “What a get-up! What a girl!” he murmured. “You lovely little thing, you astound me! Selinda, you certainly know a thing or two. Take it from me, you do Miss Soane and yourself more credit in your way than I do with paint and canvas.”




          Dulcie blushed vividly; the white skin of Selinda also reddened with pleasure at her master’s enthusiasm.




          “Tell Aristocrates to fix my bath and lay out my clothes,” he said. “I’ve guests coming and I’ve got to hustle!” And to Dulcie: “We’re going to have a little party in honour of your graduation. That’s what I have to tell you, dear. Does it please you? Do your pretty clothes please you?”




          The girl, overwhelmed, could only look at him. Her lips, vivid and slightly parted, quivered as her breath came irregularly. But she found no words—nothing to say except in the passionate gratitude of her grey eyes.




          “You dear child,” he said gently. Then, after a moment’s silence, he eased the tension with his quick smile: “Wonder-child, go and seat yourself very carefully, and be jolly careful you don’t rumple your frock, because 128I want you to astonish one or two people this evening.”




          Dulcie found her voice:




          “I—I’m so astonished at myself that I don’t seem real. I seem to be somebody else—long ago!” She stepped close to him, opened her locket for his inspection, holding it out to him as far as the chain permitted. It framed a miniature of a red-haired, grey-eyed girl of sixteen.




          “Your mother, Dulcie?”




          “Yes. How perfectly it fits into my locket! I carry it always in my purse.”




          “It might easily be yourself, Dulcie,” he said in a low voice. “You are her living image.”




          “Yes. That is what astonishes me. To-night, for the first time in my life, it occurred to me that I look like this girl picture of my mother.”




          “You never thought so before?”




          “Never.” She stood looking down at the laughing face in the locket for a few moments, then, lifting her eyes to his:




          “I’ve been made over, in a day, to look like this.... You did it!”




          “Nonsense! Selinda and her curling iron did it.”




          They laughed a little.




          “No,” she said, “you have made me. You began to make me all over three months ago—oh, longer ago than that!—you began to remake me the first time you ever spoke to me—the first time you opened your door to me. That was nearly two years ago. And ever since I have been slowly becoming somebody quite new—inside and outside—until to-night, you see, I begin to look like my mother.” She smiled at him, drew a deep breath, closed the locket, dropped it on her breast.




          “I mustn’t keep you,” she said. “I wanted to show 129the picture—so you can understand what you have done for me to make me look like that.”


        




        

           


        




        

          When Barres returned to the studio, freshened and groomed for the evening, he found Dulcie at the piano, playing the little song she had sung that morning, and singing the words under her breath. But she ceased as he came up, and swung around on the piano-stool to confront him with the most radiant smile he had ever seen on a human face.




          “What a day this has been!” she said, clasping her hands tightly. “I simply cannot make it seem real.”




          He laughed:




          “It isn’t ended yet, either. There’s a night to every day, you know. And your graduation party will begin in a few moments.”




          “I know. I’m fearfully excited. You’ll stay near me, won’t you?”




          “You bet! Did I tell you who are coming? Well, then, you won’t feel strange, because I’ve merely asked two or three men who live in Dragon Court—men you see every day—Mr. Trenor, Mr. Mandel, and Mr. Westmore.”




          “Oh,” she said, relieved.




          “Also,” he said, “I have asked Miss Souval—that tall, pretty girl who sometimes sits for Mr. Trenor—Damaris Souval. You remember her?”




          “Yes.”




          “Also,” he continued, “Mr. Mandel wishes to bring a young married woman who has developed a violent desire for the artistic and informal, but who belongs in the Social Register.” He laughed. “It’s all right if Corot Mandel wants her. Her name is Mrs. Helmund—Elsena Helmund. Mr. Trenor is painting her.”




          Dulcie’s face was serious but calm.
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          “And then, to even the table,” concluded Barres smilingly, “I invited a girl I knew long ago in Paris. Her name is Thessalie Dunois; and she’s very lovely to look upon, Dulcie. I am very sure you will like her.”




          There was a silence; then the electric bell rang in the corridor, announcing the arrival of the first guest. As Barres rose, Dulcie laid her hand on his arm—a swift, involuntary gesture—as though the girl were depending on his protection.




          The winning appeal touched him and amused him, too.




          “Don’t worry, dear,” he said. “You’ll have the prettiest frock in the studio—if you need that knowledge to reassure you——”




          The corridor door opened and closed. Somebody went into his bedroom with Selinda—that being the only available cloak-room for women.
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          HER NIGHT



        




        

          “Thessalie Dunois! This is charming of you!” said Barres, crossing the studio swiftly and taking her hand in both of his.




          “I’m so glad to see you, Garry—” she looked past him across the studio at Dulcie, and her voice died out for a moment. “Who is that girl?” she enquired under her breath.




          “I’ll present you——”




          “Wait. Who is she?”




          “Dulcie Soane——”




          “Soane?”




          “Yes. I’ll tell you about her later——”




          “In a moment, Garry.” Thessalie looked across the room at the girl for a second or two longer, then turned a troubled, preoccupied gaze on Barres. “Have you a letter from me? I posted it last night.”




          “Not yet.”




          The doorbell rang. He could hear more guests entering the corridor beyond. A faint smile—the forced smile of courage—altered Thessalie’s features now, until it became a fixed and pretty mask.




          “Contrive to give me a moment alone with you this evening,” she whispered. “My need is great, Garry.”




          “Whenever you say! Now?”




          “No. I want to talk to that young girl first.”




          They walked over to where Dulcie stood by the piano, silent and self-possessed.
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          “Thessa,” he said, “this is Miss Soane, who graduated from high school to-day, and in whose honour I am giving this little party.” And to Dulcie he said: “Miss Dunois and I were friends when I lived in France. Please tell her about your picture, which you and I are doing.” He turned as he finished speaking, and went forward to welcome Esmé Trenor and Damaris Souval, who happened to arrive together.




          “Oh, the cunning little girl over there!” exclaimed the tall and lovely Damaris, greeting Barres with cordial, outstretched hands. “Where did you find such an engaging little thing?”




          “You don’t recognise her?” he asked, amused.




          “I? No. Should I?”




          “She’s Dulcie Soane, the girl at the desk down-stairs!” said Barres, delighted. “This is her party. She has just graduated from high school, and she——”




          “Belongs to Barres,” interrupted Esmé Trenor in his drawling voice. “Unusual, isn’t she, Damaris?—logical anatomy, ornamental, vague development; nice lines, not obvious—like yours, Damaris,” he added impudently. Then waving his lank hand with its over-polished nails: “I like the indefinite accented with one ripping value. Look at that hair!—lac and burnt orange rubbed in, smeared, then wiped off with the thumb! You follow the intention, Barres?”




          “You talk too much, Esmé,” interrupted Damaris tartly. “Who is that lovely being talking to the little Soane girl, Garry?”




          “A friend of my Paris days—Thessalie Dunois——” Again he checked himself to turn and greet Corot Mandel, subtle creator and director of exotic spectacles—another tall and rather heavily built man, with a mop of black and shiny hair, a monocle, and sanguine features slightly oriental.
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          With Corot Mandel had come Elsena Helmund—an attractive woman of thoroughbred origin and formal environment, and apparently fed up with both. For she frankly preferred “grades” to “registered stock,” and she prowled through every art and theatrical purlieu from the Mews to Westchester, in eternal and unquiet search for an antidote to the sex-ennui which she erroneously believed to be an intellectual necessity for self-expression.




          “Who is that winning child with red hair?” she enquired, nodding informal recognition to the other guests, whom she already knew. “Don’t tell me,” she added, elevating a quizzing glass and staring at Dulcie, “that this engaging infant has a history already! It isn’t possible, with that April smile in her child eyes!”




          “You bet she hasn’t a history, Elsena,” said Barres, frowning; “and I’ll see that she doesn’t begin one as long as she’s in my neighbourhood.”




          Corot Mandel, who had been heavily inspecting Dulcie through his monocle, now stood twirling it by its frayed and greasy cord:




          “I could do something for her—unless she’s particularly yours, Barres?” he suggested. “I’ve seldom seen a better type in New York.”




          “You idiot. Don’t you recognise her? She’s Dulcie Soane! You could have picked her yourself if you’d had any flaire.”




          “Oh, hell,” murmured Mandel, disgusted. “And I thought I possessed flaire. Your private property, I suppose?” he added sourly.




          “Absolutely. Keep off!”




          “Watch me,” murmured Corot Mandel, with a wry face, as they moved forward to join the others and be presented to the little guest of the evening.




          Westmore came in at the same moment—a short, 134blond, vigorous young man, who knew everybody except Thessalie, and proceeded to smash the ice in characteristic fashion:




          “Dulcie! You beautiful child! How are you, duckey?”—catching her by both hands,—“a little salute for Nunky? Yes?”—kissing her heartily on both cheeks. “I’ve a gift for you in my overcoat pocket. We’ll sneak out and get it after dinner!” He gave her hands a hearty squeeze, turned to the others: “I ought to have been Miss Soane’s godfather. So I appointed myself as such. Where are the cocktails, Garry?”




          Road-to-ruin cocktails were served—frosted orange juice for Dulcie. Everybody drank her health. Then Aristocrates gracefully condescended to announce dinner. And Barres took out Dulcie, her arm resting light as a snowflake on his sleeve.




          There were flowers everywhere in the dining-room; table, buffet, curtains, lustres were gay with early blossoms, exhaling the haunting scent of spring.




          “Do you like it, Dulcie?” he whispered.




          She merely turned and looked at him, quite unable to speak, and he laughed at her brilliant eyes and flushed cheeks, and, dropping his right hand, squeezed hers.




          “It’s your party, Sweetness—all yours! You must have a good time every minute!” And he turned, still smiling, to Thessalie Dunois on his left:




          “It’s quite wonderful, Thessa, to have you here—to be actually seated beside you at my own table. I shall not let you slip away from me again, you enchanting ghost!—and leave me with a dislocated heart.”




          “Garry, that sounds almost sentimental. We’re not, you know.”




          “How do I know? You never gave me a chance to be sentimental.”
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          She laughed mirthlessly:




          “Never gave you a chance? And our brief but headlong career together, monsieur? What was it but a continuous cataract of chances?”




          “But we were laughing our silly heads off every minute! I had no opportunity.”




          That seemed to amuse her and awaken the ever-latent humour in her.




          “Opportunity,” she observed demurely, “should be created and taken, not shyly awaited with eyes rolled upward and a sucked thumb.”




          They both laughed outright. Her colour rose; the old humorous challenge was in her eyes again; the subtle mask was already slipping from her features, revealing them in all their charming recklessness.




          “You know my creed,” she said; “to go forward—laugh—and accept what Destiny sends you—still laughing!” Her smile altered again, became, for a moment, strange and vague. “God knows that is what I am doing to-night,” she murmured, lifting her slim glass, in which the gush of sunny bubbles caught the candlelight. “To Destiny—whatever it may be! Drink with me, Garry!”




          Around them the chatter and vivacity increased, as Damaris ended a duel of wit with Westmore and prepared for battle with Corot Mandel. Everybody seemed to be irresponsibly loquacious except Dulcie, who sat between Barres and Esmé Trenor, a silent, smiling, reserved little listener. For Barres was still conversationally involved with Thessalie, and Esmé Trenor, languid and detached, being entirely ignored by Damaris, whom he had taken out, awaited his own proper modicum of worship from his silent little neighbour on his left—which tribute he took for granted 136was his sacred due, and which, hitherto, he had invariably received from woman.




          But nobody seemed to be inclined to worship; Damaris scarcely deigned to notice him, his impudence, perhaps, still rankling. Thessalie, laughingly engaged with Barres, remained oblivious to the fashionable portrait painter. As for Elsena Helmund, that youthful matron was busily pretending to comprehend Corot Mandel’s covert orientalisms, and secretly wondering whether they were, perhaps, as improper as Westmore kept whispering to her they were, urging her to pick up her skirts and run.




          Esmé Trenor permitted a few weary but slightly disturbed glances to rest on Dulcie from time to time, but made no effort to entertain her.




          And she, on her part, evinced no symptoms of worshipping him. And all the while he was thinking to himself:




          “Can this be the janitor’s daughter? Is she the same rather soiled, impersonal child whom I scarcely ever noticed—the thin, immature, negligible little drudge with a head full of bobbed red hair?”




          His lack of vision, of finer discernment, deeply annoyed him. Her lack of inclination to worship him, now that she had the God-sent opportunity, irritated him.




          “The silly little bounder,” he thought, “how can she sit beside me without timidly venturing to entertain me?”




          He stole another profoundly annoyed glance at Dulcie. The child was certainly beautiful—a slim, lovely, sensitive thing of qualities so delicate that the painter of pretty women became even more surprised and chagrined that it had taken Barres to discover this desirable girl in the silent, shabby child of Larry Soane.
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          Presently he lurched part way toward her in his chair, and looked at her with bored but patronising encouragement.




          “Talk to me,” he said languidly.




          Dulcie turned and looked at him out of uninterested grey eyes.




          “What?” she said.




          “Talk to me,” he repeated pettishly.




          “Talk to yourself,” retorted Dulcie, and turned again to listen to the gay nonsense which Damaris and Westmore were exchanging amid peals of general laughter.




          But Esmé Trenor was thunderstruck. A deep and painful colour stained his pallid features. Never before had mortal woman so flouted him. It was unthinkable. It really wouldn’t do. There must be some explanation for this young girl’s monstrous attitude toward offered opportunity.




          “I say,” he insisted, still very red, “are you bashful, by any chance?”




          Dulcie slowly turned toward him again:




          “Sometimes I am bashful; not now.”




          “Oh. Then wouldn’t you like to talk to me?”




          “I don’t think so.”




          “Fancy! And why not, Dulcie?”




          “Because I haven’t anything to say to you.”




          “Dear child, that is the incentive to all conversation—lack of anything to say. You should practise the art of saying nothing politely.”




          “You should have practised it enough to say good morning to me during these last five years,” said Dulcie gravely.




          “Oh, I say! You’re rather severe, you know! You were just a little thing running about underfoot!—I’m sorry you feel angry——”
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          “I do not. But how can I have anything to talk to you about, Mr. Trenor, when you have never even noticed me all these years, although often I have handed you your keys and your letters.”




          “It was quite stupid of me. I’m sorry. But a man, you see, doesn’t notice children——”




          “Some men do.”




          “You mean Mr. Barres! That is unkind. Why rub it in, Dulcie? I’m rather an interesting fellow, after all.”




          “Are you?” she asked absently.




          Her honest indifference to him was perfectly apparent to Esmé Trenor. This would never do. She must be subdued, made sane, disciplined!




          “Do you know,” he drawled, leaning lankly nearer, dropping both arms on the cloth, and fixing his heavy-lidded eyes intensely on her,“—do you know—do you guess, perhaps, why I never spoke to you in all these years?”




          “You did not trouble yourself to speak to me, I imagine.”




          “You are wrong. I was afraid!” And he stared at her pallidly.




          “Afraid?” she repeated, puzzled.




          He leaned nearer, confidential, sad:




          “Shall I tell you a precious secret, Dulcie? I am a coward. I am a slave of fear. I am afraid of beauty! Isn’t that a very strange thing to say? Can you understand the subtlety of that indefinable psychology? Fear is an emotion. Fear of the beautiful is still a subtler emotion. Fear, itself, is beautiful beyond words. Beauty is Fear. Fear is Beauty. Do you follow me, Dulcie?”




          “No,” said the girl, bewildered.




          Esmé sighed:
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          “Some day you will follow me. It is my destiny to be followed, pursued, haunted by loveliness impotently seeking to express itself to me, while I, fearing it, dare only to express my fear with brush and pencil!... When shall I paint you?” he added with sad benevolence.




          “What?”




          “When shall I try to interpret upon canvas my subtle fear of you?” And, as the girl remained mute: “When,” he explained languidly, “shall I appoint an hour for you to sit to me?”




          “I am Mr. Barres’s model,” she said, flushing.




          “I shall have to arrange it with him, then,” he nodded, wearily.




          “I don’t think you can.”




          “Fancy! Why not?”




          “Because I do not wish to sit to anybody except Mr. Barres,” she said candidly, “and what you paint does not interest me at all.”




          “Are you familiar with my work?” he asked incredulously.




          She shook her head, shrugged, and turned to Barres, who had at last relinquished Thessalie to Westmore.




          “Well, Sweetness,” he said gaily, “do you get on with Esmé Trenor?”




          “He talked,” she said in a voice perfectly audible to Esmé.




          Barres glanced toward Esmé, secretly convulsed, but that young apostle of Fear had swung one thin leg over the other and was now presenting one shoulder and the back of his head to them both, apparently in delightful conversation with Elsena Helmund, who was fed up on him and his fears.




          “You must always talk to your neighbours at dinner,” insisted Barres, still immensely amused. “Esmé 140is a very popular man with fashionable women, Dulcie,—a painter in much demand and much adored.... Why do you smile?”




          Dulcie smiled again, deliciously.




          “Anyway,” continued Barres, “you must now give the signal for us to rise by standing up. I’m so proud of you, Dulcie, darling!” he added impulsively; “—and everybody is mad about you!”




          “You made me—” she laughed mischievously, “—out of a rag and a bone and a hank of hair!”




          “You made yourself out of nothing, child! And everybody thinks you delightful.”




          “Do you?”




          “You dear girl!—of course I do. Does it make such a difference to you, Dulcie—my affection for you?”




          “Is it—affection?”




          “It certainly is. Didn’t you know it?”




          “I didn’t—know—what it was.”




          “Of course it is affection. Who could be with you as I have been and not grow tremendously fond of you?”




          “Nobody ever did except you. Mr. Westmore was always nice. But—but you are so kind—I can’t express—I—c-can’t——” Her emotion checked her.




          “Don’t try, dear!” he said hastily. “We’re going in to have a jolly dance now. You and I begin it together. Don’t you let any other fellow take you away!”




          She looked up, laughed blissfully, gazing at him with brilliant eyes a little dimmed.




          “They’ll all be at your heels,” he said, beginning to comprehend the beauty he had let loose on the world, “—every man-jack of them, mark my prophecy! But ours is the first dance, Dulcie. Promise?”




          “I do. And I promise you the next—please——”
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          “Well, I’m host,” he said doubtfully, and a trifle taken aback. “We’ll have some other dances together, anyway. But I couldn’t monopolise you, Sweetness.”




          The girl looked at him silently, then her grey, intelligent eyes rested directly on Thessalie Dunois.




          “Will you dance with her?” she asked gravely.




          “Yes, of course. And with the others, too. Tell me, Dulcie, did you find Miss Dunois agreeable?”




          “I—don’t—know.”




          “Why, you ought to like her. She’s very attractive.”




          “She is quite beautiful,” said the girl, watching Thessalie across his shoulder.




          “Yes, she really is. What did you and she talk about?”




          “Father,” replied Dulcie, determined to have no further commerce with Thessalie Dunois which involved a secrecy excluding Barres. “She asked me if he were not my father. Then she asked me a great many stupid questions about him. And about Miss Kurtz, who takes the desk when father is out. Also, she asked me about the mail and whether the postman delivered letters at the desk or in the box outside, and about the tenants’ mail boxes, and who distributed the letters through them. She seemed interested,” added the girl indifferently, “but I thought it a silly subject for conversation.”




          Barres, much perplexed, sat gazing at Dulcie in silence for a moment, then recollecting his duty, he smiled and whispered:




          “Stand up, now, Dulcie. You are running this show.”




          The girl flushed and rose, and the others stood up. Barres took her to the studio door, then returned to the table with the group of men.
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          “Well,” he exclaimed happily, “what do you fellows think of Soane’s little girl now? Isn’t she the sweetest thing you ever heard of?”




          “A peach!” said Westmore, in his quick, hearty voice. “What’s the idea, Garry? Is it to be her career, this posing business? And where is it going to land her? In the Winter Garden?”




          “Where is it going to land you?” added Esmé impudently.




          “Why, I don’t know, myself,” replied Barres, with a troubled smile. “The little thing always appealed to me—her loneliness and neglect, and—and something about the child—I can’t define it——”




          “Possibilities?” suggested Mandel viciously. “Take it from me, you’re some picker, Garry.”




          “Perhaps. Anyway, I’ve given her the run of my place for the last two years and more. And she has been growing up all the while, and I didn’t notice it. And suddenly, this spring, I discovered her for the first time.... And—well, look at her to-night!”




          “She’s your private model, isn’t she?” persisted Mandel.




          “Entirely,” replied Barres drily.




          “Selfish dog!” remarked Westmore, with his lively, wholesome laugh. “I once asked her to sit for me—more out of good nature than anything else. And a jolly fine little model she ought to make you, Garry. She’s beginning to acquire a figure.”




          “She’s quite wonderful that way, too,” nodded Barres.




          “Undraped?” inquired Esmé.




          “A miracle,” nodded Barres absently. “Paint is becoming inadequate. I shall model her this summer. I tell you I have never seen anything to compare to her. Never!”
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          “What else will you do with her?” drawled Esmé. “You’ll go stale on her some day, of course. Am I next?”




          “No!... I don’t know what she’ll do. It begins to look like a responsibility, doesn’t it? She’s such a fine little girl,” explained Barres warmly. “I’ve grown quite fond of her—interested in her. Do you know she has an excellent mind? And nice, fastidious instincts? She thinks straight. That souse of a father of hers ought to be jailed for the way he neglects her.”




          “Are you thinking of adopting her?” asked Trenor, with the faintest of sneers, which escaped Barres.




          “Adopt a girl? Oh, Lord, no! I can’t do anything like that. Yet—I hate to think of her future, too ... unless somebody looks out for her. But it isn’t possible for me to do anything for her except to give her a good job with a decent man——”




          “Meaning yourself,” commented Mandel, acidly.




          “Well, I am decent,” retorted Barres warmly, amid general laughter. “You fellows know what chances she might take with some men,” he added, laughing at his own warm retort.




          Esmé and Corot Mandel nodded piously, each perfectly aware of what chance any attractive girl would run with his predatory neighbour.




          “To shift the subject of discourse—that girl, Thessalie Dunois,” began Westmore, in his energetic way, “is about the cleverest and prettiest woman I’ve seen in New York outside the theatre district.”




          “I met her in France,” said Barres, carelessly. “She really is wonderfully clever.”




          “I shall let her talk to me,” drawled Esmé, flicking at his cigarette. “It will be a liberal education for her.”




          Mandel’s slow, oriental eyes blinked contempt; he 144caressed his waxed moustache with nicotine-stained fingers:




          “I am going to direct an out-of-door spectacle—a sort of play—not named yet—up your way, Barres—at Northbrook. It’s for the Belgians.... If Miss Dunois—unless,” he added sardonically, “you have her reserved, also——”




          “Nonsense! You cast Thessalie Dunois and she’ll make your show for you, Mandel!” exclaimed Barres. “I know and I’m telling you. Don’t make any mistake: there’s a girl who can make good!”




          “Oh. Is she a professional?”




          It was on the tip of Barres’s tongue to say “Rather!” But he checked himself, not knowing Thessalie’s wishes concerning details of her incognito.




          “Talk to her about it,” he said, rising.




          The others laid aside cigars and followed him into the studio, where already the gramophone was going and Aristocrates and Selinda were rolling up the rugs.


        




        

           


        




        

          Barres and Dulcie danced until the music, twice revived, expired in husky dissonance, and a new disc was substituted by Westmore.




          “By heaven!” he said, “I’ll dance this with my godchild or I’ll murder you, Garry. Back up, there!—you soulless monopolist!” And Dulcie, half laughing, half vexed, was swept away in Westmore’s vigorous arms, with a last, long, appealing look at Barres.




          The latter danced in turn with his feminine guests, as in duty bound—in pleasure bound, as far as concerned Thessalie.




          “And to think, to think,” he repeated, “that you and I, who once trod the moonlit way, June-mad, moon-mad, should be dancing here together once more!”




          “Alas,” she said, “though this is June again, moon 145and madness are lacking. So is the enchanted river and your canoe. And so is that gay heart of mine—that funny, careless little heart which was once my comrade, sending me into a happy gale of laughter every time it counselled me to folly.”




          “What is the matter, Thessa?”




          “Garry, there is so much the matter that I don’t know how to tell you.... And yet, I have nobody else to tell.... Is that maid of yours German?”




          “No, Finnish.”




          “You can’t be certain,” she murmured. “Your guests are all American, are they not?”




          “Yes.”




          “And the little Soane girl? Are her sympathies with Germany?”




          “Why, certainly not! What gave you that idea, Thessa?”




          The music ran down; Westmore, the indefatigable, still keeping possession of Dulcie, went over to wind up the gramophone.




          “Isn’t there some place where I could be alone with you for a few minutes?” whispered Thessalie.




          “There’s a balcony under the middle window. It overlooks the court.”




          She nodded and laid her hand on his arm, and they walked to the long window, opened it, and stepped out.




          Moonlight fell into the courtyard, silvering everything. Down there on the grass the Prophet sat, motionless as a black sphynx in the lustre of the moon.




          Thessalie looked down into the shadowy court, then turned and glanced up at the tiled roof just above them, where a chimney rose in silhouette against the pale radiance of the sky.




          Behind the chimney, flat on their stomachs, lay two men who had been watching, through an upper ventilating 146pane of glass, the scene in the brilliantly lighted studio below them.




          The men were Soane and his crony, the one-eyed pedlar. But neither Thessalie nor Barres could see them up there behind the chimney.




          Yet the girl, as though some unquiet instinct warned her, glanced up at the eaves above her head once more, and Barres looked up, too.




          “What do you see up there?” he inquired.




          “Nothing.... There could be nobody up there to listen, could there?”




          He laughed:




          “Who would want to climb up on the roof to spy on you or me——”




          “Don’t speak so loud, Garry——”




          “What on earth is the trouble?”




          “The same trouble that drove me out of France,” she said in a low voice. “Don’t ask me what it was. All I can tell you is this: I am followed everywhere I go. I cannot make a living. Whenever I secure an engagement and return at the appointed time to fill it, something happens.”




          “What happens?” he asked bluntly.




          “They repudiate the agreement,” she said in a quiet voice. “They give no reasons; they simply tell me that they don’t want me. Do you remember that evening when I left the Palace of Mirrors?”




          “Indeed, I do——”




          “That was only one example. I left with an excellent contract, signed. The next day, when I returned, the management took my contract out of my hands and tore it up.”




          “What! Why, that’s outrageous——”




          “Hush! That is only one instance. Everywhere it is the same. I am accepted after a try-out; then, 147without apparent reason, I am told not to return.”




          “You mean there is some conspiracy——” he began incredulously, but she interrupted him with a white hand over his, nervously committing him to silence:




          “Listen, Garry! Men have followed me here from Europe. I am constantly watched in New York. I cannot shake off this surveillance for very long at a time. Sooner or later I become conscious again of curious eyes regarding me; of features that all at once become unpleasantly familiar in the throng. After several encounters in street or car or restaurant, I recognise these. Often and often instinct alone warns me that I am followed; sometimes I am so certain of it that I take pains to prove it.”




          “Do you prove it?”




          “Usually.”




          “Well, what the devil——”




          “Hush! I seem to be getting into deeper trouble than that, Garry. I have changed my residence so many, many times!—but every time people get into my room when I am away and ransack my effects.... And now I never enter my room unless the landlady is with me, or the janitor—especially after dark.”




          “Good Lord!——”




          “Listen! I am not really frightened. It isn’t fear, Garry. That word isn’t in my creed, you know. But it bewilders me.”




          “In the name of common sense,” he demanded, “what reason has anybody to annoy you——”




          Her hand tightened on his:




          “If I only knew who these people are—whether they are agents of the Count d’Eblis or of the—the French Government! But I can’t determine. They steal letters directed to me; they steal letters which I write and mail with my own hands. I wrote to you yesterday, 148because I—I felt I couldn’t stand this persecution—any—longer——”




          Her voice became unsteady; she waited, gripping his hand, until self-control returned. When she was mistress of herself again, she forced a smile and her tense hand relaxed.




          “You know,” she said, “it is most annoying to have my little love-letter to you intercepted.”




          But his features remained very serious:




          “When did you mail that letter to me?”




          “Yesterday evening.”




          “From where?”




          “From a hotel.”




          He considered.




          “I ought to have had it this morning, Thessa. But the mails, lately, have been very irregular. There have been other delays. This is probably an example.”




          “At latest,” she said, “you should have my letter this evening.”




          “Y-yes. But the evening is young yet.”




          After a moment she drew a light sigh of relief, or perhaps of apprehension, he was not quite sure which.




          “But about this other matter—men following and annoying you,” he began.




          “Not now, Garry. I can’t talk about it now. Wait until we are sure about my letter——”




          “But, Thessa——”




          “Please! If you don’t receive it before I leave, I shall come to you again and ask your aid and advice——”




          “Will you come here?”




          “Yes. Now take me in.... Because I am not quite certain about your maid—and perhaps one other person——”




          His expression of astonishment checked her for a 149moment, then the old irresistible laughter rang out sweetly in the moonlight.




          “Oh, Garry! It is funny, isn’t it!—to be dogged and hunted day and night by a pack of shadows? If I only knew who casts them!”




          She took his arm gaily, with that little, courageous lifting of the head:




          “Allons! We shall dance again and defy the devil! And you may send your servant down to see whether my letter has arrived—not that maid with slanting eyes!—I have no confidence in her—but your marvellous major-domo, Garry——”




          Her smile was bright and untroubled as she stepped back into the studio, leaning on his arm.




          “You dear boy,” she whispered, with the irresponsible undertone of laughter ringing in her voice, “thank you for bothering with my woes. I’ll be rid of them soon, I hope, and then—perhaps—I’ll lead you another dance along the moonlit way!”


        




        

           


        




        

          On the roof, close to the chimney, the one-eyed man and Soane peered down into the studio through the smeared ventilator.




          In the studio Dulcie’s first party was drawing to an early but jolly end.




          She had danced a dozen times with Barres, and her heart was full of sheerest happiness—the unreasoning bliss which asks no questions, is endowed with neither reason nor vision—the matchless delight which fills the candid, unquestioning heart of Youth.




          Nothing had marred her party for her, not even the importunity of Esmé Trenor, which she had calmly disregarded as of no interest to her.




          True, for a few moments, while Barres and Thessalie were on the balcony outside, Dulcie had become 150a trifle subdued. But the wistful glances she kept casting toward the long window were free from meaner taint; neither jealousy nor envy had ever found lodging in the girl’s mind or heart. There was no room to let them in now.




          Also, she was kept busy enough, one man after another claiming her for a dance. And she adored it—even with Trenor, who danced extremely well when he took the trouble. And he was taking it now with Dulcie; taking a different tone with her, too. For if it were true, as some said, that Esmé Trenor was three-quarters charlatan, he was no fool. And Dulcie began to find him entertaining to the point of a smile or two, as her spontaneous tribute to Esmé’s efforts.




          That languid apostle said afterward to Mandel, where they were lounging over the piano:




          “Little devil! She’s got a mind of her own, and she knows it. I’ve had to make efforts, Corot!—efforts, if you please, to attract her mere attention. I’m exhausted!—never before had to make any efforts—never in my life!”




          Mandel’s heavy-lidded eyes of a big bird rested on Dulcie, where she was seated. Her gaze was lifted to Barres, who bent over her in jesting conversation.




          Mandel, watching her, said to Esmé:




          “I’m always ready to train—that sort of girl; always on the lookout for them. One discovers a specimen once or twice in a decade.... Two or three in a lifetime: that’s all.”




          “Train them?” repeated Esmé, with an indolent smile. “Break them, you mean, don’t you?”




          “Yes. The breaking, however, is usually mutual. However, that girl could go far under my direction.”




          “Yes, she could go as far as hell.”




          “I mean artistically,” remarked Mandel, undisturbed.
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          “As what, for example?”




          “As anything. After all, I have flaire, even if it failed me this time. But now I see. It’s there, in her—what I’m always searching for.”




          “What may that be, dear friend?”




          “What Westmore calls ‘the goods.’”




          “And just what are they in her case?” inquired Esmé, persistent as a stinging gnat around a pachyderm.




          “I don’t know—a voice, maybe; maybe the dramatic instinct—genius as a dancer—who knows? All that is necessary is to discover it—whatever it may be—and then direct it.”




          “Too late, O philanthropic Pasha!” remarked Esmé with a slight sneer. “I’d be very glad to paint her, too, and become good friends with her—so would many an honest man, now that she’s been discovered—but our friend Barres, yonder, isn’t likely to encourage either you or me. So”—he shrugged, but his languid gaze remained on Dulcie—“so you and I had better kiss all hope good-bye and toddle home.”


        




        

           


        




        

          Westmore and Thessalie still danced together; Mrs. Helmund and Damaris were trying new steps in new dances, much interested, indulging in much merriment. Barres watched them casually, as he conversed with Dulcie, who, deep in an armchair, never took her eyes from his smiling face.




          “Now, Sweetness,” he was saying, “it’s early yet, I know, but your party ought to end, because you are coming to sit for me in the morning, and you and I ought to get plenty of sleep. If we don’t, I shall have an unsteady hand, and you a pair of sleepy eyes. Come on, ducky!” He glanced across at the clock:




          “It’s very early yet, I know,” he repeated, “but you 152and I have had rather a long day of it. And it’s been a very happy one, hasn’t it, Dulcie?”




          As she smiled, the youthful soul of her itself seemed to be gazing up at him out of her enraptured eyes.




          “Fine!” he said, with deepest satisfaction. “Now, you’ll put your hand on my arm and we’ll go around and say good-night to everybody, and then I’ll take you down stairs.”




          So she rose and placed her hand lightly on his arm, and together they made her adieux to everybody, and everybody was cordially demonstrative in thanking her for her party.




          So he took her down stairs to her apartment, off the hall, noticing that neither Soane nor Miss Kurtz was on duty at the desk, as they passed, and that a pile of undistributed mail lay on the desk.




          “That’s rotten,” he said curtly. “Will you have to change your clothes, sort this mail, and sit here until the last mail is delivered?”




          “I don’t mind,” she said.




          “But I wanted you to go to sleep. Where is Miss Kurtz?”




          “It is her evening off.”




          “Then your father ought to be here,” he said, irritated, looking around the big, empty hallway.




          But Dulcie only smiled and held out her slim hand:




          “I couldn’t sleep, anyway. I had really much rather sit here for a while and dream it all over again. Good-night.... Thank you—I can’t say what I feel—but m-my heart is very faithful to you, Mr. Barres—will always be—while I am alive ... because you are my first friend.”




          He stooped impulsively and touched her hair with his lips:




          “You dear child,” he said, “I am your friend.”
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          Halfway up the western staircase he called back:




          “Ring me up, Dulcie, when the last mail comes!”




          “I will,” she nodded, almost blindly.




          Out of her lovely, abashed eyes she watched him mount the stairs, her cheeks a riot of surging colour. It was some few minutes after he was gone that she recollected herself, turned, and, slowly traversing the east corridor, entered her bedroom.




          Standing there in darkness, vaguely silvered by reflected moonlight, she heard through her door ajar the guests of the evening descending the western staircase; heard their gay adieux exchanged, distinguished Esmé’s impudent drawl, Westmore’s lively accents, Mandel’s voice, the easy laughter of Damaris, the smooth, affected tones of Mrs. Helmund.




          But Dulcie listened in vain for the voice which had haunted her ears since she had left the studio—the lovely voice of Thessalie Dunois.




          If this radiant young creature also had departed with the other guests, she had gone away in silence.... Had she departed? Or was she still lingering upstairs in the studio for a little chat with the most wonderful man in the world?... A very, very beautiful girl.... And the most wonderful man in the world. Why should they not linger for a little chat together after the others had departed?




          Dulcie sighed lightly, pensively, as one whose happiness lies in the happiness of others. To be a witness seemed enough for her.




          For a little while longer she remained standing there in the silvery dusk, quite motionless, thinking of Barres.




          The Prophet lay asleep, curled up on her bed; her alarm clock ticked noisily in the darkness, as though to mimic the loud, fast rhythm of her heart.




          At last, and as in a dream, she groped for a match, 154lighted the gas jet, and began to disrobe. Slowly, dreamily, she put from her slender body the magic garments of light—his gift to her.




          But under these magic garments, clothing her newborn soul, remained the radiant rainbow robe of that new dawn into which this man had led her spirit. Did it matter, then, what dingy, outworn clothing covered her, outside?


        




        

           


        




        

          Clad once more in her shabby, familiar clothes, and bedroom slippers, Dulcie opened the door of her dim room, and crept out into the whitewashed hall, moving as in a trance. And at her heels stalked the Prophet, softly, like a lithe shape that glides through dreams.




          Awaiting the last mail, seated behind the desk on the worn leather chair, she dropped her linked fingers into her lap, and gazed straight into an invisible world peopled with enchanting phantoms. And, little by little, they began to crowd her vision, throng all about her, laughing, rosy wraiths floating, drifting, whirling in an endless dance. Everywhere they were invading the big, silent hall, where the candle’s grotesque shadows wavered across whitewashed wall and ceiling. Drowsily, now, she watched them play and sway around her. Her head drooped; she opened her eyes.




          The Prophet sat there, staring back at her out of depthless orbs of jade, in which all the wisdom and mysteries of the centuries seemed condensed and concentrated into a pair of living sparks.
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XII 


          


          THE LAST MAIL



        




        

          The last mail had not yet arrived at Dragon Court.




          Five people awaited it—Dulcie Soane, behind the desk in the entrance hall, already wandering drowsily with Barres along the fairy borderland of sleep; Thessalie Dunois in Barres’ studio, her rose-coloured evening cloak over her shoulders, her slippered foot tapping the dance-scarred parquet; Barres opposite, deep in his favourite armchair, chatting with her; Soane on the roof, half stupid with drink, watching them through the ventilator; and, lurking in the moonlit court, outside the office window, the dimly sinister figure of the one-eyed man. He wore a white handkerchief over his face, with a single hole cut in it. Through this hole his solitary optic was now fixed upon the back of Dulcie’s drowsy head.




          As for the Prophet, perched on the desk top, he continued to gaze upon shapes invisible to all things mortal save only such as he.


        




        

           


        




        

          The postman’s lively whistle aroused Dulcie. The Prophet, knowing him, observed his advent with indifference.




          “Hello, girlie,” he said;—he was a fresh-faced and flippant young man. “Where’s Pop?” he added, depositing a loose sheaf of letters on the desk before her and sketching in a few jig steps with his feet.
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          “I don’t know,” she murmured, patting with one slim hand her pink and yawning lips, and watching him unlock the post-box and collect the outgoing mail. He lingered a moment to caress the Prophet, who endured it without gratitude.




          “You better go to bed if you want to grow up to be a big, sassy girl some day,” he advised Dulcie. “And hurry up about it, too, because I’m going to marry you if you behave.” And, with a last affable caress for the Prophet, the young man went his way, singing to himself, and slamming the iron grille smartly behind him.




          Dulcie, rising from her chair, sorted the mail, sleepily tucking each letter and parcel into its proper pigeon-hole. There was a thick letter for Barres. This she held in her left hand, remembering his request that she call him up when the last mail arrived.




          This she now prepared to do—had already reseated herself, her right hand extended toward the telephone, when a shadow fell across the desk, and the Prophet turned, snarled, struck, and fled.




          At the same instant grimy fingers snatched at the letter which she still held in her left hand, twisted it almost free of her desperate clutch, tore it clean in two at one violent jerk, leaving her with half the letter still gripped in her clenched fist.




          She had not uttered a sound during the second’s struggle. But instantly an ungovernable rage blazed up in her at the outrage, and she leaped clean over the desk and sprang at the throat of the one-eyed man.




          His neck was bony and muscular; she could not compass it with her slender hands, but she struck at it furiously, driving a sound out of his throat, half roar, half cough.




          “Give me my letter!” she breathed. “I’ll kill you 157if you don’t!” Her furious little hands caught his clenched fist, where the torn letter protruded, and she tore at it and beat upon it, her teeth set and her grey Irish eyes afire.




          Twice the one-eyed man flung her to her knees on the pavement, but she was up again and clinging to him before he could tear free of her.




          “My letter!” she gasped. “I shall kill you, I tell you—unless you return it!”




          His solitary yellow eye began to glare and glitter as he wrenched and dragged at her wrists and arms about him.




          “Schweinstück!” he panted. “Let los, mioche de malheur! Eh! Los!—or I strike! No? Also! Attrape!—sale gallopin!——”




          His blow knocked her reeling across the hall. Against the whitewashed wall she collapsed to her knees, got up half stunned, the clang of the outer grille ringing in her very brain.




          With dazed eyes she gazed at the remnants of the torn letter, still crushed in her rigid fingers. Bright drops of blood from her mouth dripped slowly to the tessellated pavement.




          Reeling still from the shock of the blow, she managed to reach the outer door, and stood swaying there, striving to pierce with confused eyes the lamplit darkness of the street. There was no sign of the one-eyed man. Then she turned and made her way back to the desk, supporting herself with a hand along the wall.




          Waiting a few moments to control her breathing and her shaky limbs, she contrived finally to detach the receiver and call Barres. Over the wire she could hear the gramophone playing again in the studio.




          “Please may I come up?” she whispered.
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          “Has the last mail come? Is there a letter for me?” he asked.




          “Yes ... I’ll bring you w-what there is—if you’ll let me?”




          “Thanks, Sweetness! Come right up!” And she heard him say: “It’s probably your letter, Thessa. Dulcie is bringing it up.”




          Her limbs and body were still quivering, and she felt very weak and tearful as she climbed the stairway to the corridor above.




          The nearer door of his apartment was open. Through it the music of the gramophone came gaily; and she went toward it and entered the brilliantly illuminated studio.




          Soane, who still lay flat on the roof overhead, peeping through the ventilator, saw her enter, all dishevelled, grasping in one hand the fragments of a letter. And the sight instantly sobered him. He tucked his shoes under one arm, got to his stockinged feet, made nimbly for the scuttle, and from there, descending by the service stair, ran through the courtyard into the empty hall.




          “Be gorry,” he muttered, “thot dommed Dootchman has done it now!” And he pulled on his shoes, crammed his hat over his ears, and started east, on a run, for Grogan’s.




          Grogan’s was still the name of the Third Avenue saloon, though Grogan had been dead some years, and one Franz Lehr now presided within that palace of cherrywood, brass and pretzels.




          Into the family entrance fled Soane, down a dim hallway past several doors, from behind which sounded voices joining in guttural song; and came into a rear room.
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          The one-eyed man sat there at a small table, piecing together fragments of a letter.




          “Arrah, then,” cried Soane, “phwat th’ devil did ye do, Max?”




          The man barely glanced at him.




          “Vy iss it,” he enquired tranquilly, “you don’d vatch Nihla Quellen by dot wentilator some more?”




          “I axe ye,” shouted Soane, “what t’hell ye done to Dulcie!”




          “Vat I haff done already yet?” queried the one-eyed man, not looking up, and continuing to piece together the torn letter. “Vell, I tell you, Soane; dot kid she keep dot letter in her handt, und I haff to grab it. Sacré saligaud de malheur! Dot letter she tear herself in two. Pas de chance! Your kid she iss mad like tigers! Voici—all zat rests me de la sacré-nom-de sacrèminton de lettre——”




          “Ah, shut up, y’r Dootch head-cheese!—wid y’r gillipin’ gallopin’ gabble!” cut in Soane wrathfully. “D’ye mind phwat ye done? It’s not petty larceny, ye omadhoun!—it’s highway robbery ye done—bad cess to ye!”




          The one-eyed man shrugged:




          “Pourtant, I must haff dot letter——” he observed, undisturbed by Soane’s anger; but Soane cut him short again fiercely:




          “You an’ y’r dommed letter! Phwat do you care if I’m fired f’r this night’s wurruk? Y’r letter, is it? An’ what about highway robbery, me bucko! An’ me off me post! How’ll I be explaining that? Ah, ye sicken me entirely, ye Dootch square-head! Now, phwat’ll I say to them? Tell me that, Max Freund! Phwat’ll I tell th’ aygent whin he comes runnin’? Phwat’ll I tell th’ po-lice? Arrah, phwat’t’hell do you 160care, anyway?” he shouted. “I’ve a mind f’r to knock the block off ye——”




          “You shall say to dot agent you haff gone out to smell,” remarked Max Freund placidly.




          “Smell, is it? Smell what, ye dom——”




          “You smell some smoke. You haff fear of fire. You go out to see. Das iss so simble, ach! Take shame, you Irish Sinn Fein! You behave like rabbits!” He pointed to his arrangement of the torn letter on the table: “Here iss sufficient already—regardez! Look once!” He laid one long, soiled and bony finger on the fragments: “Read it vat iss written!”




          “G’wan, now!”




          “I tell you, read!”




          Soane, still cursing under his breath, bent over the table, reading as Freund’s soiled finger moved:




          “Fein plots,” he read. “German agents ... disloyal propa ... explo ... bomb fac ... shipping munitions to ... arms for Ireland can be ... destruction of interned German li ... disloyal newspapers which ... controlled by us in Pari ... Ferez Bey ... bankers are duped.... I need your advi ... hounded day and ni ... d’Eblis or Govern ... not afraid of death but indignant ... Sinn Fei——”




          Soane’s scowl had altered, and a deeper red stained his brow and neck.




          “Well, by God!” he muttered, jerking up a chair from behind him and seating himself at the table, but never taking his fascinated eyes off the torn bits of written paper.




          Presently Freund got up and went out. He returned in a few moments with a large sheet of wrapping paper and a pot of mucilage. On this paper, with great care, he arranged the pieces of the torn letter, 161neatly gumming each bit and leaving a space between it and the next fragment.




          “To fill in iss the job of Louis Sendelbeck,” remarked Freund, pasting away industriously. “Is it not time we learn how much she knows—this Nihla Quellen? Iss she sly like mice? I ask it.”




          Soane scratched his curly head.




          “Be gorry,” he said, “av that purty girrl is a Frinch spy she don’t look the parrt, Max.”




          Freund waved one unclean hand:




          “Vas iss it to look like somedings? Nodding! Also, you Sinn Fein Irish talk too much. Why iss it in Belfast you march mit drums und music? To hold our tongues und vatch vat iss we Germans learn already first! Also! Sendelbeck shall haff his letter.”




          “An’ phwat d’ye mean to do with that girrl, Max?”




          “Vatch her! Vy you don’d go back by dot wentilator already?”




          “Me? Faith, I’m done f’r th’ evenin’, an’ I thank God I wasn’t pinched on the leads!”




          “Vait I catch dot Nihla somevares,” muttered Freund, regarding his handiwork.




          “Ye’ll do no dirty thrick to her? Th’ Sinn Fein will shtand f’r no burkin’, mind that!”




          “Ach, wass!” grunted Freund; “iss it your business vat iss done to somebody by Ferez? If you Irish vant your rifles und machine guns, leaf it to us Germans und dond speak nonsense aboud nodding!” He leaned over and pushed a greasy electric button: “Now ve drink a glass bier. Und after, you go home und vatch dot girl some more.”




          “Av Misther Barres an’ th’ yoong lady makes a holler, they’ll fire me f’r this,” snarled Soane.




          “Sei ruhig, mon vieux! Nihla Quellen keeps like a mouse quiet! Und she keeps dot yoong man quiet! 162You see! No, no! Not for Nihla to make some foolishness und publicity. French agents iss vatching for her too—l’affaire du Mot d’Ordre. She iss vat you say, ‘in Dutch’! Iss she, vielleicht, a German spy? In France they believe it. Iss she a French spy? Ach! Possibly some day; not yet! And it iss for us Germans to know always vat she iss about. Dot iss my affair, not yours, Soane.”




          A heavy jowled man in a soiled apron brought two big mugs of beer and retired on felt-slippered feet.




          “Hoch!” grunted Freund, burying his nose in his frothing mug.




          Soane, wasting no words, drank thirstily. After a long pull he shoved aside his sloppy stein, rose, cautiously unlatched the shutter of a tiny peep-hole in the wall, and applied one eye to it.




          “Bad luck!” he muttered, “there do be wan av thim secret service lads drinkin’ at the bar! I’ll not go home yet, Max.”




          “Dot big vone?” inquired Freund, mildly interested.




          “That’s the buck! Him wid th’ phony whiskers an’ th’ Dootch get-up!”




          “Vell, vot off it? Can he do somedings?”




          “And how should I know phwat that lad can do to th’ likes o’ me, or phwat the divil brings him here at all, at all! Sure, he’s been around these three nights running——”




          Freund laughed his contempt for all things American, including police and secret service, and wiped his chin with the back of his hand.




          “Look, once, Soane! Do these Yankees know vat it iss a police, a gendarme, a military intelligence? Vat they call secret service, wass iss it? I ask it? Schweinerei! Dummheit? Fantoches! Imbeciles! Of the Treasury they haff a secret service; of the Justice 163Department also another; and another of the Army, and yet another of the Posts! Vot kind of foolish system iss it?—mitout no minister, no chef, no centre, no head, no organisation—und everybody interfering in vot efferybody iss doing und nobody knowing vot nobody is doing—ach wass! Je m’en moque—I make mock myself at dot secret service which iss too dam dumm!” He yawned. “Trop bête,” he added indistinctly.




          Soane, reassured, lowered the shutter, came back to the table, and finished his beer with loud gulps.




          “Lave us go up to the lodge till he goes out,” he suggested. “Maybe th’ boys have news o’ thim rifles.”




          Freund yawned again, nodded, and rose, and they went out to an unlighted and ill-smelling back stairway. It was so narrow that they had to ascend in single file.




          Half way up they set off a hidden bell, by treading on some concealed button under foot; and a man, dressed only in undershirt and trousers, appeared at the top of the stairs, silhouetted against a bright light burning on the wall behind him.




          “Oh, all right,” he said, recognising them, and turned on his heel carelessly, pocketing a black-jack.




          They followed to a closed door, which was made out of iron and painted like quartered oak. In the wall on their right a small shutter slid back noiselessly, then was closed without a sound; and the iron door opened very gently in their faces.




          The room they entered was stifling—all windows being closed—in spite of a pair of electric fans whirling and droning on shelves. Some perspiring Germans were playing skat over in a corner. One or two other men lounged about a centre table, reading Irish and German newspapers published in New York, Chicago, and 164Milwaukee. There were also on file there copies of the Evening Mail, the Evening Post, a Chicago paper, and a pile of magazines, including numbers of Pearson’s, The Fatherland, The Masses, and similar publications.




          Two lithograph portraits hung side by side over the fireplace—Robert Emmet and Kaiser Wilhelm II. Otherwise, the art gallery included photographs of Von Hindenburg, Von Bissing, and the King of Greece.




          A large map, on which the battle-line in Europe had been pricked out in red pins, hung on the wall. Also a map of New York City, on a very large scale; another map of New York State; and a map of Ireland. A dumb-waiter, on duty and astonishingly noiseless, slid into sight, carrying half a dozen steins of beer and some cheese sandwiches, just as Soane and Freund entered the room, and the silent iron door closed behind them of its own accord and without any audible click.




          The man who had met them on the stairs, in undershirt and trousers, went over to the dumb-waiter, scribbled something on a slate which hung inside the shelf, set the beer and sandwiches beside the skat players, and returned to seat himself at the table to which Freund and Soane had pulled up cane-bottomed chairs.




          “Well,” he said, in rather a pleasant voice, “did you get that letter, Max?”




          Freund nodded and leisurely sketched in the episode at Dragon Court.




          The man, whose name was Franz Lehr, and who had been born in New York of German parents, listened with lively interest to the narrative. But he whistled softly when it ended:




          “You took a few chances, Max,” he remarked. “It’s all right, of course, because you got away with it, but——” He whistled again, thoughtfully.




          “Sendelbeck must haff his letter. Yess? Also!”
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          “Certainly. I guess that was the only way—if she was really going to take it up to young Barres. And I guess you’re right when you conclude that Nihla won’t make any noise about it and won’t let her friend, Barres, either.”




          “Sure, I’m right,” grunted Freund. “We got the goots on her now. You bet she’s scared. You tell Ferez—yess?”




          “Don’t worry; he’ll hear it all. You got that letter on you?”




          Freund nodded.




          “Hand it to Hochstein”—he half turned on his rickety chair and addressed a squat, bushy-haired man with very black eyebrows and large, angry blue eyes—“Louis, Max got that letter you saw Nihla writing in the Hotel Astor. Here it is——” taking the pasted fragments from Freund and passing them over to Hochstein. “Give it to Sendelbeck, along with the blotter you swiped after she left the writing room. Dave Sendelbeck ought to fix it up all right for Ferez Bey.”




          Hochstein nodded, shoved the folded brown paper into his pocket, and resumed his cards.




          “Is thim rifles——” began Soane; but Lehr laid a hand on his shoulder:




          “Now, listen! They’re on the way to Ireland now. I told you that. When I hear they’re landed I’ll let you know. You Sinn Feiners don’t understand how to wait. If things don’t happen the way you want and when you want, you all go up in the air!”




          “An’ how manny hundred years would ye have us wait f’r to free th’ ould sod!” retorted Soane.




          “You’ll not free it with your mouth,” retorted Lehr. “No, nor by drilling with banners and arms in Cork and Belfast, and parading all over the place!”
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          “Is—that—so!”




          “You bet it’s so! The way to make England sick is to stick her in the back, not make faces at her across the Irish Channel. If your friends in the Clan-na-Gael, and your poets and professors who call themselves Sinn Feiners, will quit their childish circus playing and trust us, we’ll show you how to make the Lion yowl.”




          “Ah, bombs an’ fires an’ shtrikes is all right, too. An’ proppygandy is fine as far as it goes. But the Clan-na-Gael is all afire f’r to start the shindy in Ireland——”




          “You start it,” interrupted Lehr, “before you’re really ready, and you’ll see where it lands the Clan-na-Gael and the Sinn Fein! I tell you to leave it to Berlin!”




          “An’ I tell ye lave it to the Clan-na-Gael!” retorted Soane, excitedly. “Musha——”




          “For why you yell?” yawned Freund, displaying a very yellow fang. “Dot big secret service slob, he iss in the bar hinunter. Perhaps he hear you if like a pig you push forth cries.”




          Lehr raised his eyebrows; then, carelessly:




          “He’s only a State agent. Johnny Klein is keeping an eye on him. What does that big piece of cheese expect to get by hanging out in my bar?”




          Freund yawned again, appallingly; Soane said:




          “I wonder is that purty Frinch girrl agin us Irish?”




          “What does she care about the Irish?” replied Lehr. “Her danger to us lies in the fact that she may blab about Ferez to some Frenchman, and that he may believe her in spite of all the proof they have in Paris against her. Max,” he added, turning to Freund, “it’s funny that Ferez doesn’t do something to her.”




          “I haff no orders.”




          “Maybe you’ll get ’em when Ferez reads that letter. 167He’s certainly not going to let that girl go about blabbing and writing letters——”




          Soane struck the table with doubled fist:




          “Ye’ll do no vi’lence to anny wan!” he cut in. “The Sinn Fein will shtand for no dirrty wurruk in America! Av you set fires an’ blow up plants, an’ kidnap ladies, an’ do murther, g’wan, ye Dootch scuts!—it’s your business, God help us!—not ours.




          “All we axe of ye is machine-goons, an’ rifles, an’ ships to land them; an’ av ye don’t like it, phway th’ divil d’ye come botherin’ th’ likes of us Irish wid y’r proppygandy! Sorra the day,” he added, “I tuk up wid anny Dootchman at all at all——”




          Lehr and Freund exchanged expressionless glances. The former dropped a propitiating hand on Soane’s shoulder.




          “Can it,” he said good-humouredly. “We’re trying to help you Irish to what you want. You want Irish independence, don’t you? All right. We’re going to help you get it——”




          A bell rang; Lehr sprang to his feet and hastened out through the iron door, drawing his black-jack from his hip pocket as he went.




          He returned in a few moments, followed by a very good-looking but pallid man in rather careless evening dress, who had the dark eyes of a dreamer and the delicate features of a youthful acolyte.




          He saluted the company with a peculiarly graceful gesture, which recognition even the gross creatures at the skat table returned with visible respect.




          Soane, always deeply impressed by the presence of Murtagh Skeel, offered his chair and drew another one to the table.




          Skeel accepted with a gently preoccupied smile, and seated himself gracefully. All that is chivalrous, romantic, 168courteous, and brave in an Irishman seemed to be visibly embodied in this pale man.




          “I have just come,” he said, “from a dinner at Sherry’s. A common hatred of England brought together the dozen odd men with whom I have been in conference. Ferez Bey was there, the military attachés of the German, Austrian, and Turkish embassies, one or two bankers, officials of certain steamship lines, and a United States senator.”




          He sipped a glass of plain water which Lehr had brought him, thanked him, then turning from Soane to Lehr:




          “To get arms and munitions into Ireland in substantial quantities requires something besides the U-boats which Germany seems willing to offer.




          “That was fully discussed to-night. Not that I have any doubt at all that Sir Roger will do his part skilfully and fearlessly——”




          “He will that!” exclaimed Soane, “God bless him!”




          “Amen, Soane,” said Murtagh Skeel, with a wistful and involuntary upward glance from his dark eyes. Then he laid his hand of an aristocrat on Soane’s shoulder. “What I came here to tell you is this: I want a ship’s crew.”




          “Sorr?”




          “I want a crew ready to mutiny at a signal from me and take over their own ship on the high seas.”




          “Their own ship, sorr?”




          “Their own ship. That is what has been decided. The ship to be selected will be a fast steamer loaded with arms and munitions for the British Government. The Sinn Fein and the Clan-na-Gael, between them, are to assemble the crew. I shall be one of that crew. Through powerful friends, enemies to England, it will 169be made possible to sign such a crew and put it aboard the steamer to be seized.




          “Her officers will, of course, be British. And I am afraid there may be a gun crew aboard. But that is nothing. We shall take her over when the time comes—probably off the Irish coast at night. Now, Soane, and you, Lehr, I want you to help recruit a picked crew, all Irish, all Sinn Feiners or members of the Clan-na-Gael.




          “You know the sort. Absolutely reliable, fearless, and skilled men devoted soul and body to the cause for which we all would so cheerfully die.... Will you do it?”




          There was a silence. Soane moistened his lips reflectively. Lehr, intelligent, profoundly interested, kept his keen, pleasant eyes on Murtagh Skeel. Only the droning electric fans, the rattle of a newspaper, the slap of greasy cards at the skat table, the slobbering gulp of some Teuton, guzzling beer, interrupted the sweltering quiet of the room.




          “Misther Murtagh, sorr,” said Soane with a light, careless laugh, “I’ve wan recruit f’r to bring ye.”




          “Who is he?”




          “Sure, it’s meself, sorr—av ye’ll sign the likes o’ me.”




          “Thanks; of course,” said Skeel, with one of his rare smiles, and taking Soane’s hand in comradeship.




          “I’ll go,” said Lehr, coolly; “but my name won’t do. Call me Grogan, if you like, and I’ll sign with you, Mr. Skeel.”




          Skeel pressed the offered hand:




          “A splendid beginning,” he said. “I wanted you both. Now, see what you can do in the Sinn Fein and Clan-na-Gael for a crew which, please God, we shall require very soon!”
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XIII 


          


          A MIDNIGHT TÊTE-À-TÊTE



        




        

          When Dulcie had entered the studio that evening, her white face smeared with blood and a torn letter clutched in her hand, the gramophone was playing a lively two-step, and Barres and Thessalie Dunois were dancing there in the big, brilliantly lighted studio, all by themselves.




          Thessalie caught sight of Dulcie over Barres’s shoulder, hastily slipped out of his arms, and hurried across the polished floor.




          “What is the matter?” she asked breathlessly, a fearful intuition already enlightening her as her startled glance travelled from the blood on Dulcie’s face to the torn fragments of paper in her rigidly doubled fingers.




          Barres, coming up at the same moment, slipped a firm arm around Dulcie’s shoulders.




          “Are you badly hurt, dear? What has happened?” he asked very quietly.




          She looked up at him, mute, her bruised mouth quivering, and held out the remains of the letter. And Thessalie Dunois caught her breath sharply as her eyes fell on the bits of paper covered with her own handwriting.




          “There was a man hiding in the court,” said Dulcie. “He wore a white cloth over his face and he came up behind me and tried to snatch your letter out of my hand; but I held fast and he only tore it in two.”
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          Barres stared at the sheaf of torn paper, lying crumpled up in his open hand, then his amazed gaze rested on Thessalie:




          “Is this the letter you wrote to me?” he inquired.




          “Yes. May I have the remains of my letter?” she asked calmly.




          He handed over the bits of paper without a word, and she opened her gold-mesh bag and dropped them in.




          There was a moment’s silence, then Barres said:




          “Did he strike you, Dulcie?”




          “Yes, when he thought he couldn’t get away from me.”




          “You hung on to him?”




          “I tried to.”




          Thessalie stepped closer, impulsively, and framed Dulcie’s pallid, blood-smeared face in both of her cool, white hands.




          “He has cut your lower lip inside,” she said. And, to Barres: “Could you get something to bathe it?”




          Barres went away to his own room. When he returned with a finger-bowl full of warm water, some powdered boric acid, cotton, and a soft towel, Dulcie was lying deep in an armchair, her lids closed; and Thessalie sat beside her on one of the padded arms, smoothing the ruddy, curly hair from her forehead.




          She opened her eyes when Barres appeared, giving him a clear but inscrutable look. Thessalie gently washed the traces of battle from her face, then rinsed her lacerated mouth very tenderly.




          “It is just a little cut,” she said. “Your lip is a trifle swelled.”




          “It is nothing,” murmured Dulcie.




          “Do you feel all right?” inquired Barres anxiously.




          “I feel sleepy.” She sat erect, always with her grey eyes on Barres. “I think I will go to bed.” She stood 172up, conscious, now, of her shabby clothes and slippers; and there was a painful flush on her face as she thanked Thessalie and bade her a confused good-night.




          But Thessalie took the girl’s hand and retained it.




          “Please don’t say anything about what happened,” she said. “May I ask it of you as a very great favour?”




          Dulcie turned her eyes on Barres in silent appeal for guidance.




          “Do you mind not saying anything about this affair,” he asked, “as long as Miss Dunois wishes it?”




          “Should I not tell my father?”




          “Not even to him,” replied Thessalie gently. “Because it won’t ever happen again. I am very certain of that. Will you trust my word?”




          Again Dulcie looked at Barres, who nodded.




          “I promise never to speak of it,” she said in a low, serious voice.




          Barres took her down stairs. At the desk she pointed out, at his request, the scene of recent action. Little by little he discovered, by questioning her, what a dogged battle she had fought there alone in the whitewashed corridor.




          “Why didn’t you call for help?” he asked.




          “I don’t know.... I didn’t think of it. And when he got away I was dizzy from the blow.”




          At her bedroom door he took both her hands in his. The gas-jet was still burning in her room. On the bed lay her pretty evening dress.




          “I’m so glad,” she remarked naïvely, “that I had on my old clothes.”




          He smiled, drew her to him, and lightly smoothed the thick, bright hair from her brow.




          “You know,” he said, “I am becoming very fond of you, Dulcie. You’re such a splendid girl in every 173way.... We’ll always remain firm friends, won’t we?”




          “Yes.”




          “And in perplexity and trouble I want you to feel that you can always come to me. Because—you do like me, don’t you, Dulcie?”




          For a moment or two she sustained his smiling, questioning gaze, then laid her cheek lightly against his hands, which still held both of hers imprisoned. And for one exquisite instant of spiritual surrender her grey eyes closed. Then she straightened herself up; he released her hands; she turned slowly and entered her room, closing the door very gently behind her.


        




        

           


        




        

          In the studio above, Thessalie, still wearing her rose-coloured cloak, sat awaiting him by the window.




          He crossed the studio, dropped onto the lounge beside her, and lighted a cigarette. Neither spoke for a few moments. Then he said:




          “Thessa, don’t you think you had better tell me something about this ugly business which seems to involve you?”




          “I can’t, Garry.”




          “Why not?”




          “Because I shall not take the risk of dragging you in.”




          “Who are these people who seem to be hounding you?”




          “I can’t tell you.”




          “You trust me, don’t you?”




          She nodded, her face partly averted:




          “It isn’t that. And I had meant to tell you something concerning this matter—tell you just enough so that I might ask your advice. In fact, that is what 174I wrote you in that letter—being rather scared and desperate.... But half my letter to you has been stolen. The people who stole it are clever enough to piece it out and fill in what is missing——”




          She turned impulsively and took his hands between her own. Her face had grown quite white.




          “How much harm have I done to you, Garry? Have I already involved you by writing as much as I did write? I have been wondering.... I couldn’t bear to bring anything like that into your life——”




          “Anything like what?” he asked bluntly. “Why don’t you tell me, Thessa?”




          “No. It’s too complicated—too terrible. There are elements in it that would shock and disgust you.... And perhaps you would not believe me——”




          “Nonsense!”




          “The Government of a great European Power does not believe me to be honest!” she said very quietly. “Why should you?”




          “Because I know you.”




          She smiled faintly:




          “You’re such a dear,” she murmured. “But you talk like a boy. What do you really know about me? We have met just three times in our entire lives. Do any of those encounters really enlighten you? If you were a business man in a responsible position, could you honestly vouch for me?”




          “Don’t you credit me with common sense?” he insisted warmly.




          She laughed:




          “No, Garry, dear, not with very much. Even I have more than you, and that is saying very little. We are inclined to be irresponsible, you and I—inclined to take the world lightly, inclined to laugh, inclined to tread the moonlit way! No, Garry, neither 175you nor I possess very much of that worldly caution born of hardened wisdom and sharpened wits.”




          She smiled almost tenderly at him and pressed his hands between her own.




          “If I had been worldly wise,” she said, “I should never have danced my way to America through summer moonlight with you. If I had been wiser still, I should not now be an exile, my political guilt established, myself marked for destruction by a great European Power the instant I dare set foot on its soil.”




          “I supposed your trouble to be political,” he nodded.




          “Yes, it is.” She sighed, looked at him with a weary little smile. “But, Garry, I am not guilty of being what that nation believes me to be.”




          “I am very sure of it,” he said gravely.




          “Yes, you would be. You’d believe in me anyway, even with the terrible evidence against me.... I don’t suppose you’d think me guilty if I tell you that I am not—in spite of what they might say about me—might prove, apparently.”




          She withdrew her hands, clasped them, her gaze lost in retrospection for a few moments. Then, coming to herself with a gesture of infinite weariness:




          “There is no use, Garry. I should never be believed. There are those who, base enough to entrap me, now are preparing to destroy me because they are cowardly enough to be afraid of me while I am alive. Yes, trapped, exiled, utterly discredited as I am to-day, they are still afraid of me.”




          “Who are you, Thessa?” he asked, deeply disturbed.




          “I am what you first saw me—a dancer, Garry, and nothing worse.”




          “It seems strange that a European Government should desire your destruction,” he said.
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          “If I really were what this Government believes me to be, it would not seem strange to you.”




          She sat thinking, worrying her under lip with delicate white teeth; then:




          “Garry, do you believe that your country is going to be drawn into this war?”




          “I don’t know what to think,” he said bitterly. “The Lusitania ought to have meant war between us and Germany. Every brutal Teutonic disregard of decency since then ought to have meant war—every unarmed ship sunk by their U-boats, every outrage in America perpetrated by their spies and agents ought to have meant war. I don’t know how much more this Administration will force us to endure—what further flagrant insult Germany means to offer. They’ve answered the President’s last note by canning Von Tirpitz and promising, conditionally, to sink no more unarmed ships without warning. But they all are liars, the Huns. So that’s the way matters stand, Thessa, and I haven’t the slightest idea of what is going to happen to my humiliated country.”




          “Why does not your country prepare?” she asked.




          “God knows why. Washington doesn’t believe in it, I suppose.”




          “You should build ships,” she said. “You should prepare plans for calling out your young men.”




          He nodded indifferently:




          “There was a preparedness parade. I marched in it. But it only irritated Washington. Now, finally, the latest Mexican insult is penetrating official stupidity, and we are mobilising our State Guardsmen for service on the border. And that’s about all we are doing. We are making neither guns nor rifles; we are building no ships; the increase in our regular army is of little account; some of the most vital of the great 177national departments are presided over by rogues, clowns, and fools—pacifists all!—stupid, dull, grotesque and impotent. And you ask me what my country is going to do. And I tell you that I don’t know. For real Americans, Thessa, these last two years have been years of shame. For we should have armed and mobilised when the first rifle-shot cracked across the Belgian frontier at Longwy; and we should have declared war when the first Hun set his filthy hoof on Belgian soil.




          “In our hearts we real Americans know it. But we had no leader—nobody of faith, conviction, vision, action, to do what was the only thing to do. No; we had only talkers to face the supreme crisis of the world—only the shallow noise of words was heard in answer to God’s own summons warning all mankind that hell’s deluge was at hand.”




          The intense bitterness of what he said had made her very grave. She listened silently, intent on his every expression. And when he ended with a gesture of hopelessness and disgust, she sat gazing at him out of her lovely dark eyes, deep in reflection.




          “Garry,” she said at length, “do you know anything about the European systems of intelligence?”




          “No—only what I read in novels.”




          “Do you know that America, to-day, is fairly crawling with German spies?”




          “I suppose there are some here.”




          “There are a hundred thousand paid German spies within an hour’s journey of this city.”




          He looked up incredulously.




          “Let me tell you,” she said, “how it is arranged here. The German Ambassador is the master spy in America. Under his immediate supervision are the so-called diplomatic agents—the personnel of the embassy 178and members of the consular service. These people do not class themselves as agents or as spies; they are the directors of spies and agents.




          “Agents gather information from spies who perform the direct work of investigating. Spies usually work alone and report, through local agents, to consular or diplomatic agents. And these, in turn, report to the Ambassador, who reports to Berlin.




          “It is all directed from Berlin. The personal source of all German espionage is the Kaiser. He is the supreme master spy.”




          “Where have you learned these things, Thessa?” he asked in a troubled voice.




          “I have learned, Garry.”




          “Are you—a spy?”




          “No.”




          “Have you been?”




          “No, Garry.”




          “Then how——”




          “Don’t ask me; just listen. There are men here in your city who are here for no good purpose. I do not mean to say that merely because they seek also to injure me—destroy me, perhaps,—God knows what they wish to do to me!—but I say it because I believe that your country will declare war on Germany some day very soon. And that you ought to watch these spies who move everywhere among you!




          “Germany also believes that war is near. And this is why she strives to embroil your country with Japan and Mexico. That is why she discredits you with Holland, with Sweden. It is why she instructs her spies here to set fires in factories and on ships, blow up powder mills and great industrial plants which are manufacturing munitions for the Allies of the Triple Entente.
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          “America may doubt that there is to be war between her and Germany, but Germany does not doubt it.




          “Let me tell you what else Germany is doing. She is spreading insidious propaganda through a million disloyal Germans and pacifist Americans, striving to poison the minds of your people against England. She secretly buys, owns, controls newspapers which are used as vehicles for that propaganda.




          “She is debauching the Irish here who are discontented with England’s rule; she spends vast sums of money in teaching treachery in your schools, in arousing suspicion among farmers, in subsidising mercantile firms.




          “Garry, I tell you that a Hun is always a Hun; a Boche is always a Boche, call him what else you will.




          “The Germans are the monkeys of the world; they have imitated the human race. But, Garry, they are still what they always have been at heart, barbarians who have no business in Europe.




          “In their hearts—and for all their priests and clergymen and cathedrals and churches—they still believe in their old gods which they themselves created—fierce, bestial supermen, more cruel, more powerful, more treacherous, more beastly than they themselves.




          “That is the German. That is the Hun under all his disguises. No white man can meet him on his own ground; no white man can understand him, appeal to anything in common between himself and the Boche. He is brutal and contemptuous to women; he is tyrannical to the weak, cringing to the strong, fundamentally bestial, utterly selfish, intolerant of any civilisation which is not his conception of civilisation—his monkey-like conception of Christ—whom, in his pagan soul, he secretly sneers at—not always secretly, now!”




          She straightened up with a quick little gesture of 180contempt. Her face was brightly flushed; her eyes brilliant with scorn.




          “Garry, has not America heard enough of ‘the good German,’ the ‘kindly Teuton,’ the harmless, sentimental and ‘excellent citizen,’ whose morally edifying origin as a model emigrant came out of his own sly mouth, and who has, by his own propaganda alone, become an accepted type of good-natured thrift and erudition in your Republic?




          “Let me say to you what a French girl thinks! A hundred years ago you were a very small nation, but you were homogeneous and the average of culture was far higher in America then than it is at present. For now, your people’s cultivation and civilisation is diluted by the ignorance of millions of foreigners to whom you have given hospitality. And, of these, the Germans have done you the most deadly injury, vulgarising public taste in art and literature, affronting your clean, sane intelligence by the new decadence and perversion in music, in painting, in illustration, in fiction.




          “Whatever the normal Hun touches he vulgarises; whatever the decadent Boche touches he soils and degrades and transforms into a horrible abomination. This he has done under your eyes in art, in literature, in architecture, in modern German music.




          “His filthy touch is even on your domestic life—this Barbarian who feeds grossly, whose personal habits are a by-word among civilised and cultured people, whose raw ferocity is being now revealed to the world day by day in Europe, whose proverbial clumsiness and stupidity have long furnished your stage with its oafs and clowns.




          “This is the thing that is now also invading you with thousands of spies, betraying you with millions of traitors, 181and which will one day turn on you and tear you and trample you like an enraged hog, unless you and your people awake to what is passing in the world you live in!”




          She was on her feet now, flushed, lovely, superb in her deep and controlled excitement.




          “I’ll tell you this much,” she said. “It is Germany that wishes my destruction. Germany trapped me; Germany would have destroyed me in the trap had I not escaped. Now, Germany is afraid of me, knowing what I know. And her agents follow me, spy on me, thwart me, prevent me from earning my living, until I—I can scarcely endure it—this hounding and persecution——” Her voice broke; she waited to control it:




          “I am not a spy. I never was one. I never betrayed a human soul—no, nor any living thing that ever trusted me! These people who hound me know that I am not guilty of that for which another Government is ready to try me—and condemn me. They fear that I shall prove to this other Government my innocence. I can’t. But they fear I can. And the Hun is afraid of me. Because, if I ever proved my innocence, it would involve the arrest and trial and certain execution of men high in rank in the capital of this other country. So—the Hun dogs me everywhere I go. I do not know why he does not try to kill me. Possibly he lacks courage, so far. Possibly he has not had any good opportunity, because I am very careful, Garry.”




          “But this—this is outrageous!” broke out Barres. “You can’t stand this sort of thing, Thessa! It’s a matter for the police——”




          “Don’t interfere!”




          “But——”
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          “Don’t interfere! The last thing I want is publicity. The last thing I wish for is that your city, state, or national government should notice me at all or have any curiosity concerning me or any idea of investigating my affairs.”




          “Why?”




          “Because, although as soon as your country is at war with Germany, my danger from Germany ceases, on the other hand another very deadly danger begins at once to threaten me.”




          “What danger?”




          “It will come from a country with which your country will be allied. And I shall be arrested here as a German spy, and I shall be sent back to the country which I am supposed to have betrayed. And there nothing in the world could save me.”




          “You mean—court-martial?”




          “A brief one, Garry. And then the end.”




          “Death?”




          She nodded.




          After a few moments she moved toward the door. He went with her, picking up his hat.




          “I can’t let you go with me,” she said with a faint smile.




          “Why not?”




          “You are involved sufficiently already.”




          “What do I care for——”




          “Hush, Garry. Do you wish to displease me?”




          “No, but I——”




          “Please! Call me a taxicab. I wish to go back alone.”




          In spite of argument she remained smilingly firm. Finally he rang up a taxi for her. When it signalled he walked down stairs, through the dim hall and out to the grilled gateway beside her.
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          “Good-bye,” she said, giving her hand. He detained it:




          “I can’t bear to have you go alone——”




          “I’m perfectly safe, mon ami. I’ve had a delightful time at your party—really I have. This affair of the letter does not spoil it. I’m accustomed to similar episodes. So now, good-night.”




          “Am I to see you again soon?”




          “Soon? Ah, I can’t tell you that, Garry.”




          “When it is convenient then?”




          “Yes.”




          “And will you telephone me on your safe arrival home to-night?”




          She laughed:




          “If you wish. You’re so sweet to me, Garry. You always have been. Don’t worry about me. I am not in the least apprehensive. You see I’m rather a clever girl, and I know something about the Boche.”




          “You had your letter stolen.”




          “Only half of it!” she retorted gaily. “She is a gallant little thing, your friend Dulcie. Please give her my love. As for your other friends, they were amusing.... Mr. Mandel spoke to me about an engagement.”




          “Why don’t you consider it? Corot Mandel is the most important producer in New York.”




          “Is he, really? Well, if I’m not interfered with perhaps I shall go to call on Mr. Mandel.” She began to laugh mischievously to herself: “There was one man there who never gave me a moment’s peace until I promised to lunch with him at the Ritz.”




          “Who the devil——”




          “Mr. Westmore,” she said demurely.




          “Oh, Jim Westmore! Well, Thessa, he’s a corker. 184He’s really a splendid fellow, but look out for him! He’s also a philanderer.”




          “Oh, dear. I thought he was just a sculptor and a rather strenuous young man.”




          “I wasn’t knocking him,” said Barres, laughing, “but he falls in love with every pretty woman he meets. I’m merely warning you.”




          “Thank you, Garry,” she smiled. She gave him her hand again, pulled the rose-coloured cloak around her bare shoulders, ran across the sidewalk to the taxi, and whispered to the driver.




          “You’ll telephone me when you get home?” he reminded her, baffled but smiling.




          She laughed and nodded. The cab wheeled out into the street, backed, turned, and sped away eastward.


        




        

           


        




        

          Half an hour later his telephone rang:




          “Garry, dear?”




          “Is it you, Thessa?”




          “Yes. I’m going to bed.... Tell Mr. Westmore that I’m not at all sure I shall meet him at the Ritz on Monday.”




          “He’ll go, anyway.”




          “Will he? What devotion. What faith in woman! What a lively capacity for hope eternal! What vanity! Well, then, tell him he may take his chances.”




          “I’ll tell him. But I think you might make a date with me, too, you little fraud!”




          “Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll drop in to see you unexpectedly some morning. And don’t let me catch you philandering in your studio with some pretty woman!”




          “No fear, Thessa.”
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          “I’m not at all sure. And your little model, Dulcie, is dangerously attractive.”




          “Piffle! She’s a kid!”




          “Don’t be too sure of that, either! And tell Mr. Westmore that I may keep my engagement. And then again I may not! Good-night, Garry, dear!”




          “Good-night!”


        




        

           


        




        

          Walking slowly back to extinguish the lights in the studio before retiring to his own room for the night, Barres noticed a piece of paper on the table under the lamp, evidently a fragment from the torn letter.




          The words “Ferez Bey” and “Murtagh” caught his eye before he realised that it was not his business to decipher the fragment.




          So he lighted a match, held the shred of letter paper to the flame, and let it burn between his fingers until only a blackened cinder fell to the floor.




          But the two names were irrevocably impressed on his mind, and he found himself wondering who these men might be, as he stood by his bed, undressing.
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XIV 


          


          PROBLEMS



        




        

          The weather was turning hot in New York, and by the middle of the week the city sweltered.




          Barres, dropping his brushes and laying aside a dozen pictures in all stages of incompletion; and being, otherwise, deeply bitten by the dangerously enchanting art of Manship—dangerous as inspiration but enchanting to gaze upon—was very busy making out of wax a diminutive figure of the running Arethusa.




          And Dulcie, poor child, what with being poised on the ball of one little foot and with the other leg slung up in a padded loop, almost perished. Perspiration spangled her body like dew powdering a rose; sweat glistened on the features and shoulder-bared arms of the impassioned sculptor, even blinding him at times; but he worked on in a sort of furious exaltation, reeking of ill-smelling wax. And Dulcie, perfectly willing to die at her post, thought she was going to, and finally fainted away with an alarming thud.




          Which brought Barres to his senses, even before she had recovered hers; and he proclaimed a vacation for his overworked Muse and his model, too.




          “Do you feel better, Sweetness?” he enquired, as she opened her eyes when Selinda exchanged a wet compress for an ice-bag.




          Dulcie, flat on the lounge, swathed in a crash bathrobe, replied only by a slight but reassuring flutter of one hand.
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          Esmé Trenor sauntered in for a gossip, wearing his celebrated lilac-velvet jacket and Louis XV slippers.




          “Oh, the devil,” he drawled, looking from Dulcie to the Arethusa; “she’s worth more than your amateurish statuette, Garry.”




          “You bet she is. And here’s where her vacation begins.”




          Esmé turned to Dulcie, lifting his eyebrows:




          “You go away with him?”




          The idea had never before entered Barres’s head. But he said:




          “Certainly; we both need the country for a few weeks.”




          “You’ll go to one of those damned artists’ colonies, I suppose,” remarked Esmé; “otherwise, washed and unwashed would expel shrill cries.”




          “Probably not in my own home,” returned Barres, coolly. “I shall write my family about it to-day.”




          Corot Mandel dropped in, also, that morning—he and Esmé were ever prowling uneasily around Dulcie in these days—and he studied the Arethusa through a foggy monocle, and he loitered about Dulcie’s couch.




          “You know,” he said to Barres, “there’s nothing like dancing to recuperate from all this metropolitan pandemonium. If you like, I can let Dulcie in on that thing I’m putting on at Northbrook.”




          “That’s up to her,” said Barres. “It’s her vacation, and she can do what she likes with it——”




          Esmé interposed with characteristic impudence:




          “Barres imitates Manship with impunity; I’d like to have a plagiaristic try at Sorolla and Zuloaga, if Dulcie says the word. Very agreeable job for a girl in hot weather,” he added, looking at Dulcie, “—an easy swimming pose in some nice cool little Adirondack lake——”
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          “Seriously,” interrupted Mandel, twirling his monocle impatiently by its greasy string, “I mean it, Barres.” He turned and looked at the lithely speeding Arethusa. “If that is Dulcie, I can give her a good part in——”




          “You hear, Dulcie?” enquired Barres. “These two kind gentlemen have what they consider attractive jobs for you. All I can offer you is liberty to tumble around the hayfields at Foreland Farms, with my sketching easel in the middle distance. Now, choose your job, Sweetness.”




          “The hayfields and——”




          Dulcie’s voice faded to a whisper; Barres, seated beside her, leaned nearer, bending his head to listen.




          “And you,” she murmured again, “—if you want me.”




          “I always want you,” he whispered laughingly, in return.




          Esmé regarded the scene with weariness and chagrin.




          “Come on,” he said languidly to Mandel, “we’ll buy her some flowers for the evil she does us. She’ll need ’em; she’ll be finished before this amateur sculptor finishes his blooming Arethusa.”




          Mandel lingered:




          “I’m going up to Northbrook in a day or two, Barres. If you change—change Dulcie’s mind for her, just call me up at the Adolf Gerhardt’s.”




          “Dulcie will call you up if she changes my mind.”




          Dulcie laughed.




          When they had gone, Barres said:




          “You know I haven’t thought about the summer. What was your idea about it?”




          “My—idea?”




          “Yes. You’d want a couple of weeks in the country somewhere, wouldn’t you?”
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          “I don’t know. I never went away,” she replied vaguely.




          It occurred to him, now, that for all his pleasant toleration of Soane’s little daughter during the two years and more of his residence in Dragon Court, he had never really interested himself in her well-being, never thought to enquire about anything which might really concern her. He had taken it for granted that most people have some change from the stifling, grinding, endless routine of their lives—some respite, some quiet interval for recovery and rest.




          And so, returning from his own vacations, it never occurred to him that the shy girl whom he permitted within his precincts, when convenient, never knew any other break in the grey monotony—never left the dusty, soiled, and superheated city from one year’s summer to another.




          Now, for the first time, he realised it.




          “We’ll go up there,” he said. “My family is accustomed to models I bring there for my summer work. You’ll be very comfortable, and you’ll feel quite at home. We live very simply at Foreland Farms. Everybody will be kind and nobody will bother you, and you can do exactly as you please, because we all do that at Foreland Farms. Will you come when I’m ready to go up?”




          She gave him a sweet, confused glance from her grey eyes.




          “Do you think your family would mind?”




          “Mind?” He smiled. “We never interfere with one another’s affairs. It’s not like many families, I fancy. We take it for granted that nobody in the family could do anything not entirely right. So we take that for granted and it’s a jolly sensible arrangement.”




          She turned her face on the pillow presently; the ice-bag 190slid off; she sat up in her bathrobe, stretched her arms, smiled faintly:




          “Shall I try again?” she asked.




          “Oh, Lord!” he said, “would you? Upon my word, I believe you would! No more posing to-day! I’m not a murderer. Lie there until you’re ready to dress, and then ring for Selinda.”




          “Don’t you want me?”




          “Yes, but I want you alive, not dead! Anyway, I’ve got to talk to Westmore this morning, so you may be as lazy as you like—lounge about, read——” He went over to her, patted her cheek in the smiling, absent-minded way he had with her: “Tell me, ducky, how are you feeling, anyway?”




          It confused her dreadfully to blush when he touched her, but she always did; and she turned her face away now, saying that she was quite all right again.




          Preoccupied with his own thoughts, he nodded:




          “That’s fine,” he said. “Now, trot along to Selinda, and when you’re fixed up you can have the run of the place to yourself.”




          “Could I have my slippers?” She was very shy even about her bare feet when she was not actually posing.




          He found her slippers for her, laid them beside the lounge, and strolled away. Westmore rang a moment later, but when he blew in like a noisy breeze Dulcie had disappeared.




          “My little model toppled over,” said Barres, taking his visitor’s outstretched hand and wincing under the grip. “I shall cut out work while this weather lasts.”




          Westmore turned toward the Arethusa, laughed at the visible influence of Manship.




          “All the same, Garry,” he said, “there’s a lot in your running nymph. It’s nice; it’s knowing.”
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          “That is pleasant to hear from a sculptor.”




          “Sculptor? Sometimes I feel like a sculpin—prickly heat, you know.” He laughed heartily at his own witticism, slapped Barres on the shoulder, lighted a pipe, and flung himself on the couch recently vacated by Dulcie.




          “This damned war,” he said, “takes the native gaiety out of a man—takes the laughter out of life. Over two years of it now, Garry; and it’s as though the sun is slowly growing dimmer every day.”




          “I know,” nodded Barres.




          “Sure you feel it. Everybody does. By God, I have periods of sickness when the illustrated London periodicals arrive, and I see those dead men pictured there—such fine, clean fellows—our own kind—half of them just kids!—well, it hurts me to look at them, and, for the sheer pain of it, I’m always inclined to shirk and turn that page quickly. But I say to myself, ‘Jim, they’re dead fighting Christ’s own battle, and the least you can do is to read their names and ages, and look upon their faces.’... And I do it.”




          “So do I,” nodded Barres, sombrely gazing at the carpet.




          After a silence, Westmore said:




          “Well, the Boche has taken his medicine and canned Tirpitz—the wild swine that he is. So I don’t suppose we’ll get mixed up in it.”




          “The Hun is a great liar,” remarked Barres. “There’s no telling.”




          “Are you going to Plattsburg again this year?” enquired Westmore.




          “I don’t know. Are you?”




          “In the autumn, perhaps.... Garry, it’s discouraging. Do you realise what a gigantic task we have ahead of us if the Hun ever succeeds in kicking us into 192this war? And what a gigantic mess we’ve made of two years’ inactivity?”




          Barres, pondering, scowled at his own thoughts.




          “And now,” continued the other, “the Guard is off to the border, and here we are, stripped clean, with the city lousy with Germans and every species of Hun deviltry hatching out fires and explosions and disloyal propaganda from the Atlantic to the Pacific, from the Lakes to the Gulf!




          “A fine mess!—no troops, nothing to arm them with, no modern artillery, no preparations; the Boche growing more insolent, more murderous, but slyer; a row on with Mexico, another brewing with Japan, all Europe and Great Britain regarding us with contempt—I ask you, can you beat it, Garry? Are there any lower depths for us?—any sub-cellars of iniquity into which we can tumble, like the basket of jelly-fish we seem to be!”




          “It’s a nightmare,” said Barres. “Since Liège and the Lusitania, it’s been a bad dream getting worse. We’ll have to wake, you know. If we don’t, we’re of no more substance than the dream itself:—we are the dream, and we’ll end like one.”




          “I’m going to wait a bit longer,” said Westmore restlessly, “and if there’s nothing doing, it’s me for the other side.”




          “For me, too, Jim.”




          “Is it a bargain?”




          “Certainly.... I’d rather go under my own flag, of course.... We’ll see how this Boche backdown turns out. I don’t think it will last. I believe the Huns have been stirring up the Mexicans. It wouldn’t surprise me if they were at the bottom of the Japanese menace. But what angers me is to think that we have received with innocent hospitality these hundreds of 193thousands of Huns in America, and that now, all over the land, this vast, acclimated nest of snakes rises hissing at us, menacing us with their filthy fangs!”




          “Thank God our police is still half Irish,” growled Westmore, puffing at his pipe. “These dirty swine might try to rush the city if war comes while the Guard is away.”




          “They’re doing enough damage as it is,” said Barres, “with their traitorous press, their pacifists, their agents everywhere inciting labour to strike, teaching disorganisation, combining commercially, directing blackmail, bomb outrages, incendiaries, and infesting the Republic with a plague of spies——”




          The studio bell rang sharply. Barres, who stood near the door, opened it.




          “Thessa!” he exclaimed, astonished and delighted.
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XV 


          


          BLACKMAIL



        




        

          She came in swiftly, stirring the sultry stillness of the studio with a little breeze from her gown, faintly fragrant.




          “Garry, dear!—” She gave him both her hands and looked at him; and he saw the pink tint of excitement in her cheeks and her dark eyes brilliant.




          “Thessa, this is charming of you——”




          “No! I came——” She cast a swift glance around her, beheld Westmore, gave him one hand as he came forward.




          “How do you do?” she said, almost breathlessly, plainly controlling some inward excitement.




          But Westmore retained her hand and laid the other over it.




          “You said you’d come to the Ritz——”




          “I’m sorry.... I have been—bothered—with matters—affairs——”




          “You are bothered now,” he said. “If you have something to say to Garry, I’ll go about my business.... Only I’m sorry it’s not your business, too.”




          He released her hand and reached for the door-knob: her dark eyes were resting on him with a strained, intent expression. On impulse she thrust out her arm and closed the door, which he had begun to open.




          “Please—Mr. Westmore.... I do want to see you. I’m trying to think clearly—” She turned and looked at Barres.
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          “Is it serious?” he said in a low voice.




          “I—suppose so.... Garry, I wish to—to come here ... and stay.”




          “What!”




          She nodded.




          “Is it all right?”




          “All right,” he replied pleasantly, bewildered and almost inclined to laugh.




          She said in a low, tense voice.




          “I’m really in trouble, Garry. I told you once that the word was not in my vocabulary.... I’ve had to include it.”




          “I’m so sorry! Tell me all about——”




          He checked himself: she turned to Westmore—a deeper flush came into her cheeks—then she said gravely:




          “I scarcely know Mr. Westmore, but if he is like you, Garry—your sort—perhaps he——”




          “He’d do anything for you, Thessa, if you’ll let him. Have you confidence in me?”




          “You know I have.”




          “Then you can have the same confidence in Jim. I suggest it because I have a hazy idea what your trouble is. And if you came to ask advice, then I think that you’ll get double value if you include Jim Westmore in your confidence.”




          She stood silent and with heightened colour for a moment, then her expression became humorous, and, partly turning, she put out her gloved hand behind her and took hold of Westmore’s sleeve. It was at once an appeal and an impulsive admission of her confidence in this young man whom she had liked from the beginning, and who must be trustworthy because he was the friend of Garret Barres.




          “I’m scared half to death,” she remarked, without a 196quaver in her voice, but her smile had now become forced, and a quick, uneven little sigh escaped her as she passed her arms through Barres’ and Westmore’s, and, moving across the carpet between them, suffered herself to be installed among the Chinese cushions upon the lounge by the open window.




          In her distractingly pretty summer hat and gown, and with her white gloves and gold-mesh purse in her lap—her fresh, engaging face and daintily rounded figure—Thessalie Dunois seemed no more mature, no more experienced in worldly wisdom, than the charming young girls one passes on Fifth Avenue on a golden morning in early spring.




          But Westmore, looking into her dark eyes, divined, perhaps, something less inexperienced, less happy in their lovely, haunted depths. And, troubled by he knew not what, he waited in silence for her to speak.




          Barres said to her:




          “You are being annoyed, Thessa, dear. I gather that much from what has already happened. Can Jim and I do anything?”




          “I don’t know.... It’s come to a point where I—I’m afraid—to be alone.”




          Her gaze fell; she sat brooding for a few moments, then, with a quick intake of breath:




          “It humiliates me to come to you. Would you believe that of me, Garry, that it has come to a point where I am actually afraid to be alone? I thought I had plenty of what the world calls courage.”




          “You have!”




          “I had. I don’t know what’s become of it—what has happened to me.... I don’t want to tell you more than I have to——”




          “Tell us as much as you think necessary,” said Barres, watching her.
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          “Thank you.... Well, then, some years ago I earned the enmity of a man. And, through him, a European Government blacklisted me. It was a terrible thing. I did not fully appreciate what it meant at the time.” She turned to Westmore in her pretty, impulsive way: “This European Government, of which I speak, believes me to be the agent of another foreign government—believes that I betrayed its interests. This man whom I offended, to punish me and to cover his own treachery, furnished evidence which would have convicted me of treachery and espionage.”




          The excited colour began to dye her cheeks again; she stretched out one arm in appeal to Westmore:




          “Please believe me! I am no spy. I never was. I was too young, too stupid, too innocent in such matters to know what this man was about—that he had very cleverly implicated me in this abhorrent matter. Do you believe me, Mr. Westmore?”




          “Of course I do!” he said with a fervour not, perhaps, necessary. “If you’ll be kind enough to point out that gentleman——”




          “Wait, Jim,” interposed Barres, nodding to Thessalie to proceed.




          She had been looking at Westmore, apparently much interested in his ardour, but she came to herself when Barres interrupted, and sat silent again as though searching her mind concerning what further she might say. Slowly the forced smile curved her lips again. She said:




          “I don’t know just what that enraged European Government might have done to me had I been arrested, because I ran away ... and came here.... But the man whom I offended discovered where I was and never for a day even have his agents ceased to watch me, annoy me——”
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          There was a quick break in her voice; she set her lips in silence until the moment’s emotion had passed, then, turning to Westmore with winning dignity: “I am a dancer and singer—an entertainer of sorts, by profession. I——”




          “Tell Westmore a little more, Thessa,” said Barres.




          “If you think it necessary.”




          “I’ll tell him. Miss Dunois was the most celebrated entertainer in Europe when this happened. Since she came here the man she has mentioned has, somehow, managed to interfere and spoil every business arrangement which she has attempted.” He looked at Thessa. “I don’t know whether, if Thessalie had cared to use the name under which she was known all over Europe——”




          “I didn’t dare, Garry. I thought that, if some manager would only give me a chance I could make a new name for myself. But wherever I went I was dogged, and every arrangement was spoiled.... I had my jewels.... You remember some of them, Garry. I gave those away—I think I told you why. But I had other jewels—unset diamonds given to my mother by Prince Haledine. Well, I sold them and invested the money.... And my income is all I have—quite a tiny income, Mr. Westmore, but enough. Only I could have done very well here, I think, if I had not been interfered with.”




          “Thessa,” said Barres, “why not tell us both a little more? We’re devoted to you.”




          The girl lifted her dark eyes, and unconsciously they were turned to Westmore. And in that young man’s vigorous, virile personality perhaps she recognised something refreshing, subtlely compelling, for, still looking at him, she began to speak quite naturally of 199things which had long been locked within her lonely heart:




          “I was scarcely more than a child when General Count Klingenkampf killed my father. The Grand Duke Cyril hushed it up.




          “I had several thousand roubles. I had—trouble with the Grand Duke.... He annoyed me ... as some men annoy a woman.... And when I put him in his place he insulted the memory of my mother because she was a Georgian.... I slapped his face with a whip.... And then I had to run away.”




          She drew a quick, uneven breath, smiling at Westmore from whose intent gaze her own dark eyes never wandered.




          “My father had been a French officer before he took service in Russia,” she said. “I was educated in Alsace and then in England. Then my father sent for me and I returned to St. Peters—I mean Petrograd. And because I loved dancing my father obtained permission for me to study at the Imperial school. Also, I had it in me to sing, and I had excellent instruction.




          “And because I did such things in my own way, sometimes my father permitted me to entertain at the gay gatherings patronised by the Grand Duke Cyril.”




          She smiled in reminiscence, and her gaze became remote for a moment. Then, coming back, she lifted her eyes once more to Westmore’s:




          “I ran away from Cyril and went to Constantinople, where Von-der-Goltz Pasha and others whom I had met at the Grand Duke’s parties, when little more than a child, were stationed. I entertained at the German Embassy, and at the Yildiz Palace.... I was successful. And my success brought me opportunities—of the wrong kind. Do you understand?”




          Westmore nodded.
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          “So,” she continued, with a slight movement of disdain, “I didn’t quite see how I was to get to Paris all alone and begin a serious career. And one evening I entertained at the German Embassy—tell me, do you know Constantinople?”




          “No.”




          “Well, it is nothing except a vast mass of gossip and intrigue. One breakfasts on rumours, lunches on secrets, and dines on scandals. And my maid told me enough that day to make certain matters quite clear to me.




          “And so I entertained at the Embassy.... Afterward it was no surprise when his Excellency whispered to me that an honest career was assured me if I chose, and that I might be honestly launched in Paris without paying the price which I would not pay.




          “Later I was not surprised, either, when Ferez Bey, a friend of my father, and a man I had known since childhood, presented me to—to——” She glanced at Barres; he nodded; she concluded to name the man: “—the Count d’Eblis, a Senator of France, and owner of the newspaper called Le Mot d’Ordre.”




          After a silence she stole another glance at Barres; a smile hovered on her lips. He, also, smiled; for he, too, was thinking of that moonlit way they travelled together on a night in June so long ago.




          Her glance asked:




          “Is it necessary to tell Mr. Westmore this?”




          He shook his head very slightly.




          “Well,” she went on, her eyes reverting again to Westmore, “the Count d’Eblis, it appeared, had fallen in love with me at first sight.... In the beginning he misunderstood me.... When he realised that I would endure no nonsense from any man he proved to be sufficiently infatuated with me to offer me marriage.”
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          She shrugged:




          “At that age one man resembled another to me. Marriage was a convention, a desirable business arrangement. The Count was in a position to launch me into a career. Careers begin in Paris. And I knew enough to realise that a girl has to pay in one way or another for such an opportunity. So I said that I would marry him if I came to care enough for him. Which merely meant that if he were ordinarily polite and considerate and companionable I would ultimately become his wife.




          “That was the arrangement. And it caused much trouble. Because I was a—” she smiled at Barres, “—a success from the first moment. And d’Eblis immediately began to be abominably jealous and unreasonable. Again and again he broke his promise and tried to interfere with my career. He annoyed me constantly by coming to my hotel at inopportune moments; he made silly scenes if I ventured to have any friends or if I spoke twice to the same man; he distrusted me—he and Ferez Bey, who had taken service with him. Together they humiliated me, made my life miserable by their distrust.




          “I warned d’Eblis that his absurd jealousy and unkindness would not advance him in my interest. And for a while he seemed to become more reasonable. In fact, he apparently became sane again, and I had even consented to our betrothal, when, by accident, I discovered that he and Ferez were having me followed everywhere I went. And that very night was to have been a gay one—a party in honour of our betrothal—the night I discovered what he and Ferez had been doing to me.




          “I was so hurt, so incensed, that—” She cast an involuntary glance at Barres; he made a slight movement 202of negation, and she concluded her sentence calmly: “—I quarrelled with d’Eblis.... There was a very dreadful scene. And it transpired that he had sold a preponderating interest in Le Mot d’Ordre to Ferez Bey, who was operating the paper in German interests through orders directly from Berlin. And d’Eblis thought I knew this and that I meant to threaten him, perhaps blackmail him, to shield some mythical lover with whom, he declared, I had become involved, and who was betraying him to the British Ambassador.”




          She drew a deep, long breath:




          “Is it necessary for me to say that there was not a particle of truth in his hysterical accusations?—that I was utterly astounded? But my amazement became anger and then sheer terror when I learned from his own lips that he had cunningly involved me in his transactions with Ferez and with Berlin. So cunningly, so cleverly, so seriously had he managed to compromise me as a German agent that he had a mass of evidence against me sufficient to have had me court-martialled and shot had it been in time of war.




          “To me the situation seemed hopeless. I never would be believed by the French Government. Horror of arrest overwhelmed me. In a panic I took my unset jewels and fled to Belgium. And then I came here.”




          She paused, trembling a little at the memory of it all. Then:




          “The agents of d’Eblis and Ferez discovered me and have given me no peace. I do not appeal to the police because that would stir up secret agents of the French Government. But it has come now to a place where—where I don’t know what to do.... And so—being afraid at last—I am here to—to ask—advice——”




          She waited to control her voice, then opened her gold-mesh bag and drew from it a letter.
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          “Three weeks ago I received this,” she said. “I ignored it. Two weeks ago, as I opened the door of my room to go out, a shot was fired at me, and I heard somebody running down stairs.... I was badly scared. But I went out and did my shopping, and then I went to the writing room of a hotel and wrote to Garry.... Somebody watching me must have seen me write it, because an attempt was made to steal the letter. A man wearing a handkerchief over his face tried to snatch it out of the hands of Dulcie Soane. But he got only half of the letter.




          “And when I got home that same evening I found that my room had been ransacked.... That was why I did not go to meet you at the Ritz; I was too upset. Besides, I was busy moving my quarters.... But it was no use. Last night I was awakened by hearing somebody working at the lock of my bedroom. And I sat up till morning with a pistol in my hand.... And—I don’t think I had better live entirely alone—until it is safer. Do you, Garry?”




          “I should think not!” said Westmore, turning red with anger.




          “Did you wish us to see that letter?” asked Barres.




          She handed it to him. It was typewritten; and he read it aloud, leisurely and very distinctly, pausing now and then to give full weight to some particularly significant and sinister sentence:




          “Mademoiselle:




          “For two years and more it has been repeatedly intimated to you that your presence in America is not desirable to certain people, except under certain conditions, which conditions you refuse to consider.




          “You have impudently ignored these intimations.




          “Now, you are beginning to meddle. Therefore, this warning is sent to you: Mind your business and cease your meddling!
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          “Moreover, you are invited to leave the United States at your early convenience.




          “France, England, Russia, and Italy are closed to you. Without doubt you understand that. Also, doubtless you have no desire to venture into Germany, Austria, Bulgaria, or Turkey. Scandinavia remains open to you, and practically no other country except Spain, because we do not permit you to go to Mexico or to Central or South America. Do you comprehend? We do not permit it.




          “Therefore, hold your tongue and control your furor scribendi while in New York. And make arrangements to take the next Danish steamer for Christiania.




          “This is a friendly warning. For if you are still here in the United States two weeks after you have received this letter, other measures will be taken in your regard which will effectually dispose of your troublesome presence.




          “The necessity which forces us to radical action in this affair is regrettable, but entirely your own fault.




          “You have, from time to time during the last two years, received from us overtures of an amicable nature. You have been approached with discretion and have been offered every necessary guarantee to cover an understanding with us.




          “You have treated our advances with frivolity and contempt. And what have you gained by your defiance?




          “Our patience and good nature has reached its limits. We shall ask nothing further of you; we deliver you our orders hereafter. And our orders are to leave New York immediately.




          “Yet, even now, at the eleventh hour, it may not be too late for us to come to some understanding if you change your attitude entirely and show a proper willingness to negotiate with us in all good faith.




          “But that must be accomplished within the two weeks’ grace given you before you depart.




          “You know how to proceed. If you try to play us false you had better not have been born. If you deal honestly with us your troubles are over.




          “This is final.


        




        

          “The Watcher.”
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XVI 


          


          THE WATCHER



        




        

          “The Watcher,” repeated Barres, studying the typewritten signature for a moment longer. Then he looked at Westmore: “What do you think of that, Jim?”




          Westmore, naturally short tempered, became very red, got to his feet, and began striding about the studio as though some sudden blaze of inward anger were driving him into violent motion.




          “The thing to do,” he said, “is to catch this ‘Watcher’ fellow and beat him up. That’s the way to deal with blackmailers—catch ’em and beat ’em up—vermin of this sort—this blackmailing fraternity!—I haven’t anything to do; I’ll take the job!”




          “We’d better talk it over first,” suggested Barres. “There seem to be several ways of going about it. One way, of course, is to turn detective and follow Thessa around town. And, as you say, spot any man who dogs her and beat him up very thoroughly. That’s your way, Jim. But Thessa, unfortunately, doesn’t desire to be featured, and you can’t go about beating up people in the streets of New York without inviting publicity.”




          Westmore came back and stood near Thessalie, who looked up at him from her seat on the Chinese couch with visible interest:




          “Mr. Westmore?”




          “Yes?”
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          “Garry is quite right about the way I feel. I don’t want notoriety. I can’t afford it. It would mean stirring up every French Government agent here in New York. And if America should ever declare war on Germany and become an ally of France, then your own Secret Service here would instantly arrest me and probably send me to France to stand trial.”




          She bent her pretty head, adding in a quiet voice:




          “Extradition would bring a very swift end to my career. With the lying evidence against me and a Senator of France to corroborate it by perjury—ask yourselves, gentlemen, how long it would take a military court to send me to the parade in the nearest caserne!”




          “Do you mean they’d shoot you?” demanded Westmore, aghast.




          “Any court-martial to-day would turn me over to a firing squad!”




          “You see,” said Barres, turning to Westmore, “this is a much more serious matter than a case of ordinary blackmail.”




          “Why not go to our own Secret Service authorities and lay the entire business before them?” asked Westmore excitedly.




          But Thessalie shook her head:




          “The evidence against me in Paris is overwhelming. My dossier alone, as it now stands, would surely condemn me without corroborative evidence. Your people here would never believe in me if the French Government forwarded to them a copy of my dossier from the secret archives in Paris. As for my own Government——” She merely shrugged.




          Barres, much troubled, glanced from Thessalie to Westmore.




          “It’s rather a rotten situation,” he said. “There must be, of course, some sensible way to tackle it, 207though I don’t quite see it yet. But one thing is very plain to me: Thessa ought to remain here with us for the present. Don’t you think so, Jim?”




          “How can I, Garry?” she asked. “You have only one room, and I couldn’t turn you out——”




          “I can arrange that,” interposed Westmore, turning eagerly to Barres with a significant gesture toward the door at the end of the studio. “There’s the solution, isn’t it?”




          “Certainly,” agreed Barres; and to Thessalie, in explanation: “Westmore’s two bedrooms adjoin my studio—beyond that wall. We have merely to unlock those folding doors and throw his apartment into mine, making one long suite of rooms. Then you may have my room and I’ll take his spare room.”




          She still hesitated.




          “I am very grateful, Garry, and I admit that I am becoming almost afraid to remain entirely alone, but——”




          “Send for your effects,” he insisted cheerfully. “Aristocrates will move my stuff into Westmore’s spare room. Then you shall take my quarters and be comfortable and well guarded with Aristocrates and Selinda on one side of you, and Jim and myself just across the studio.” He cast a sombre glance at Westmore: “I suppose those rats will ultimately trail her to this place.”




          Westmore turned to Thessalie:




          “Where are your effects?” he asked.




          She smiled forlornly:




          “I gave up my lodgings this morning, packed everything, and came here, rather scared.” A little flush came over her face and she lifted her dark eyes and met Westmore’s intent gaze. “You are very kind,” she said. “My trunks are at the Grand Central Station—if 208you desire to make up my disconcerted mind for me. Do you really want me to come here and stay a few days?”




          Westmore suppressed himself no longer:




          “I won’t let you go!” he said. “I’m worried sick about you!” And to Barres, who sat slightly amazed at his friend’s warmth:




          “Do you suppose any of those dirty dogs have traced the trunks?”




          Thessalie said:




          “I’ve never yet been able to conceal anything from them.”




          “Probably, then,” said Barres, “they have traced your luggage and are watching it.”




          “Give me your checks, anyway,” said Westmore. “I’ll go at once and get your baggage and bring it here. If they’re watching for you it will jolt them to see a man on the job.”




          Barres nodded approval; Thessalie opened her purse and handed Westmore the checks.




          “You both are so kind,” she murmured. “I have not felt so sheltered, so secure in many, many months.”




          Westmore, extremely red again, controlled his emotions—whatever they were—with a visible effort:




          “Don’t worry for one moment,” he said. “Garry and I are going to settle this outrageous business for you. Now, I’m off to find your trunks. And if you could give me a description of any of these fellows who follow you about——”




          “Please—you are not to beat up anybody!” she reminded him, with a troubled smile.




          “I’ll remember. I promise you not to.”




          Barres said:




          “I think one of them is a tall, bony, one-eyed man, 209who has been hanging around here pretending to peddle artists’ materials.”




          Thessalie made a quick gesture of assent and of caution:




          “Yes! His name is Max Freund. I have found it impossible to conceal my whereabouts from him. This man, with only one eye, appears to be a friend of the superintendent, Soane. I am not certain that Soane himself is employed by this gang of blackmailers, but I believe that his one-eyed friend may pay him for any scraps of information concerning me.”




          “Then we had better keep an eye on Soane,” growled Westmore. “He’s no good; he’ll take graft from anybody.”




          “Where is his daughter, Dulcie?” asked Thessalie. “Is she not your model, Garry?”




          “Yes. She’s in my room now, lying down. This morning it was pretty hot in here, and Dulcie fainted on the model stand.”




          “The poor child!” exclaimed Thessalie impulsively. “Could I go in and see her?”




          “Why, yes, if you like,” he replied, surprised at her warm-hearted interest. He added, as Thessalie rose: “She is really all right again. But go in if you like. And you might tell Dulcie she can have her lunch in there if she wants it; but if she’s going to dress she ought to be about it, because it’s getting on toward the luncheon hour.”




          So Thessalie went swiftly away down the corridor to knock at the door of the bedroom, and Barres walked out with Westmore as far as the stairs.




          “Jim,” he said very soberly, “this whole business looks ugly to me. Thessa seems to be seriously entangled in the meshes of some blackmailing spider who is sewing her up tight.”
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          “It’s probably a tighter web than we realise,” growled Westmore. “It looks to me as though Miss Dunois has been caught in the main net of German intrigue. And that the big spider in Berlin did the spinning.”




          “That’s certainly what it looks like,” admitted the other in a grave voice. “I don’t believe that this is merely a local matter—an affair of petty, personal vengeance: I believe that the Hun is actually afraid of her—afraid of the evidence she might be able to furnish against certain traitors in Paris.”




          Westmore nodded gloomily:




          “I’m pretty sure of it, too. They’ve tried, apparently, to win her over. They’ve tried, also, to drive her out of this country. Now, they mean to force her out, or perhaps kill her! Good God! Garry, did you ever hear of such filthy impudence as this entire German propaganda in America?”




          “Go and get her trunks,” said Barres, deeply worried. “By the time you fetch ’em back here, lunch will be ready. Afterward, we’d all better get together and talk over this unpleasant situation.”




          Westmore glanced at his watch, turned and went swinging away in his quick, energetic stride. Barres walked slowly back to the studio.




          There was nobody there. Thessalie had not yet returned from her visit to Dulcie Soane.




          The Prophet, however, came in presently, his tail politely hoisted. An agreeable aroma from the kitchen had doubtless allured him; he made an amicable remark to Barres, suffered himself to be caressed, then sprang to the carved table—his favourite vantage point for observation—and gazed solemnly toward the dining-room.




          For half an hour or more, Barres fussed and pottered 211about in the rather aimless manner of all artists, shifting canvases and stacking them against the wall, twirling his wax Arethusa around to inspect her from every possible and impossible angle, using clouds of fixitive on such charcoal studies as required it, scraping away meditatively at a too long neglected palette.




          He was already frankly concerned about Thessalie, and the more he considered her situation the keener grew his apprehension.




          Yet he, like all his fellow Americans, had not yet actually persuaded himself to believe in spies.




          Of course he read about them and their machinations in the daily papers; the spy scare was already well developed in New York; yet, to him and to the great majority of his fellow countrymen, people who made a profession of such a dramatic business seemed unreal—abstract types, not concrete examples of the human race—and he could not believe in them—could neither visualise such people nor realise that they existed outside melodrama or the covers of a best-seller.




          There is an incredulity which knows yet refuses to believe in its own knowledge. It is very American and it represented the paradoxical state of mind of this deeply worried young man, as he stood there in the studio, scraping away mechanically at his crusted palette.




          Then, as he turned to lay it aside, through the open studio door he saw a strange, bespectacled man looking in at him intently.




          An unpleasant shock passed through him, and his instinct started him toward the open door to close it.




          “Excuse,” said he of the thick spectacles; and Barres stopped short:




          “Well, what is it?” he asked sharply.




          The man, who was well dressed and powerfully built, 212squinted through his spectacles out of little, inflamed and pig-like eyes.




          “Miss Dunois iss here?” he enquired politely. “I haff a message——”




          “What is your name?”




          “Excuse, please. My name iss not personally known to Miss Dunois——”




          “Then what is your business with Miss Dunois?”




          “Excuse, please. It iss of a delicacy—of a nature quite private, iff you please.”




          Barres inspected him in hostile silence for a moment, then came to a swift conclusion.




          “Very well. Step inside,” he said briefly.




          “I thank you, I will wait here——”




          “Step inside!” snapped Barres.




          Startled into silence, the man only blinked at him. Under the other’s searching, suspicious gaze, the small, pig-like eyes were now shifting uneasily; then, as Barres took an abrupt step forward, the man shrank away and stammered out something about a letter which he was to deliver to Miss Dunois in private.




          “You say you have a letter for Miss Dunois?” demanded Barres, now determined to get hold of him.




          “I am instructed to giff it myself to her in private, all alone——”




          “Give it to me!”




          “I am instruc——”




          “Give it to me, I tell you!—and come inside here! Do you hear what I’m saying to you?”




          The spectacled man lost most of his colour as Barres started toward him.




          “Excuse!” he faltered, backing off down the corridor. “I giff you the letter!” And he hastily thrust his hand into the side pocket of his coat. But it was 213a pistol he poked under the other’s nose—a shiny, lumpy weapon, clutched most unsteadily.




          “Hands up and turn me once around your back!” whispered the man hoarsely. “Quick!—or I shoot you!”—as the other, astounded, merely gazed at him. The man had already begun to back away again, but as Barres moved he stopped and cursed him:




          “Put them up your hands!” snarled the spectacled man, with a final oath. “Keep your distance or I kill you!”




          Barres heard himself saying, in a voice not much like his own:




          “You can’t do this to me and get away with it! It’s nonsense! This sort of thing doesn’t go in New York!”




          Suddenly his mind grew coldly, terrible clear:




          “No, you can’t get away with it!” he concluded aloud, in the calm, natural voice of conviction. “Your stunt is scaring women! You try to keep clear of men—you dirty, blackmailing German crook! I’ve got your number! You’re the ‘Watcher’!—you murderous rat! You’re afraid to shoot!”




          It was plain that the spectacled man had not discounted anything of this sort—plain now, to Barres, that if, indeed, murder actually had been meant, it was not his own murder that had been planned with that big, blunt, silver-plated pistol, now wavering wildly before his eyes.




          “I blow your face off!” whispered the stranger, beginning to back away again, and ghastly pale.




          “Keep out of thiss! I am not looking for you. Get you back; step once again inside that door away!——”




          But Barres had already jumped for him, had almost caught him, was reaching for him—when the man hurled the pistol straight at his face. The terrific impact of the heavy weapon striking him between the 214eyes dazed him; he stumbled sideways, colliding with the wall, and he reeled around there a second.




          But that second’s leeway was enough for the bespectacled stranger. He turned and ran like a deer. And when Barres reached the staircase the whitewashed hall below was still echoing with the slam of the street grille.




          Nevertheless, he hurried down, but found the desk-chair empty and Soane nowhere visible, and continued on to the outer door, more or less confused by the terrific blow on the head.




          Of course the bespectacled man had disappeared amid the noonday foot-farers now crowding both sidewalks east and west, on their way to lunch.




          Barres walked slowly back to the desk, still dazed, but now thoroughly enraged and painfully conscious of a heavy swelling where the blow had fallen on his forehead.




          In the superintendent’s quarters he found Soane, evidently just awakened after a sodden night at Grogan’s, trying to dress.




          Barres said:




          “There is nobody at the desk. Either you or Miss Kurtz should be on duty. That is the rule. Now, I’m going to tell you something: If I ever again find that desk without anybody behind it, I shall go to the owners of this building and tell them what sort of superintendent you are! And maybe I’ll tell the police, also!”




          “Arrah, then, Misther Barres——”




          “That’s all!” said Barres, turning on his heel. “Anything more from you and you’ll find yourself in trouble!”




          And he went up stairs.




          The lumpy pistol still lay there in the corridor; he picked it up and took it into the studio. The weapon 215was fully loaded. It seemed to be of some foreign make—German or Austrian, he judged by the marking which had been almost erased, deliberately obliterated, it appeared to him.




          He placed it in his desk, seated himself, explored his bruises gingerly with cautious finger-tips, concluded that the bridge of his nose was not broken, then threw himself back in his armchair for some grim and concentrated thinking.
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