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	Introduction

	 

	ASTRO PUT The Great Cryptogram back upon his book-shelf among the other attempts to solve the immortal Shakespeare-Bacon controversy.

	“Valeska,” he said, turning to his pretty assistant, “it’s queer that there appears to be no other book containing a secret message except the Shakespeare folios, isn’t it! It seems to me that I have heard it said that Chatterton had a cipher in one of his books, though; that’s the only other one I know of. Strange more authors haven’t done it!”

	“Why?” Valeska asked, looking up from her catalogue. “Why should a writer put anything in that can’t go plainly in the body of the book, or, at least, in an introduction?”

	“For many reasons: He may be ashamed of the book, or have some other reason for not acknowledging its authorship. It may describe his friends too accurately. It may reveal important secrets. Even if his name does appear on the title page, I can imagine of a number of secret messages he might want to insert for the benefit of those able to understand it.”

	“Perhaps it has often been done,” Valeska suggested. “One wouldn’t know, unless one had a reason to suspect the existence of such a thing— and then one would have to be clever enough to read the cipher.”

	Astro thought it over. “By Jove!” he exclaimed at last, “you’re right! Now I think of it there’s one particular book, published anonymously, that I’ve often been curious about. Clewfinder,— I think I’ll take a look at it.”

	He went to his book-shelves again and took out the volume, opened it, and ran swiftly over the pages. “Let’s see,” he said; “if the author wanted his true name known, he would put it in an easy cipher, wouldn’t he? But if he didn’t want it found out easily, it would be something more complex. This book has had a great sale it could hardly hurt the man to be suspected of writing it. Let’s try the easiest possible method first.”

	He ran swiftly over the pages. “Well, what d’you think!” he said, looking up. “I knew the man was pretty clever, and fairly versatile, but I never thought of him as the author of such a novel as Clewfinder! Just look at it, Valeska.”

	“You say it’s the easiest possible method he has taken?” Valeska said, as she looked over the pages.

	“The very easiest.”

	Valeska studied on it a few minutes, then her face lighted. She hurriedly turned the pages, stopped here and there, and then smiled. “Well, that is a surprise, isn’t it! But why didn’t he put his name on the title page? I can’t understand that!”

	“Give me the book!” Astro said, eagerly. “I believe he would be likely to tell that, too!” He took the volume again, and again he ran hurriedly over the pages. “Yes; as I thought,” he said, finally. “He has the best of reasons.” He handed the book back to his assistant.

	“The second cipher, surely, would be written in the second easiest way, shouldn’t it?”

	Astro nodded. “Naturally.”

	Valeska sat for a while at her table, her head resting in her hand. Then she slowly turned the leaves, thinking. In a moment she went faster, stopping as before, for a second, occasionally. She went back once, made sure, and recommenced. Finally she smiled. “Yes!” she said. ‘He’s right, too!”

	“It may have a third cipher message, too,” she suggested, looking at the volume curiously.

	Astro thought it over. “Possibly, but that would be for the few, not for the ordinary ‘smarty-cats.’ I’ll see when I have leisure for it. It will probably take a little more time to read it.”

	“Well,” said Valeska, “if other books have contained any such secret messages, it’s strange that some one hasn’t eventually discovered them.”

	“That’s no doubt because they didn’t have modern publishers, who understood the practical psychology of advertising,” said Astro.

	And he turned to play with his pet white lizard.

	_______________

	 

	1: Missing John Hudson

	 

	THE Master of Mysteries bent over the onyx lectern for a moment to gaze at the monograph, and then chuckled derisively. “Oh, these German Symbolists!” he said half aloud. “For unadulterated humor, give me a Teuton that has joined the ranks of the meta-physicians. It is hardly to be wondered that ninety per cent, of them have died in madhouses, and that Max Nordau has scheduled the rest of them for suicide!”

	He paused again to give a final glance at Ehrenfeld’s little book on tone color in vowels. “The letter A,” he translated rapidly, “suggests at once bright red, and symbolizes youth, or joy; the letter I is suggestive of sky-blue, and symbolizes intimacy, or love—et cetera, et cetera” He stopped from sheer exasperation. “Poor Arthur Rimbaud! Poor old sodden Verlaine! What crimes are committed in your cause!”

	The door opened softly, and he turned to greet a beautiful blond-haired girl who entered.

	“Valeska, if I were making up a list of the tonal essences in vowel sounds, I should say the A was yellow, in disagreement with our friend here, Mr. Ehrenfeld. The U would be purple, verging on maroon. By the way, did you happen to notice that woman who was here this afternoon?” He gazed abstractedly at the floor. “It seemed to me,” he went on after a few moments’ thought, “as if she possessed distinctly purple vibrations, denoting unrest.”

	“Which one?” was the quick reply. “The one in black satin, with jet ornaments, who wore gold-bowed eye-glasses, and limped?”

	“Of course; but I should describe her as a woman who was worried and was jealous of her husband; very suspicious of him; also abnormally anxious for money.”

	“I didn’t talk to her; I was too busy.”

	“You must do a few palms some day, just to see how you are getting along in your study of the science of human nature. You noticed nothing else about her?”

	Valeska put the end of her pencil to her lips and considered it abstractedly for a few moments. “Let me see—” she began. “She carried two books, didn’t she?”

	“Precisely. One was a Baedeker’s Northern Italy, and the other was a church report,— Park Avenue Presbyterian. But the point is that she’s coming here again, possibly this evening or to-morrow. She was literally perishing with the desire to ask me something which she did not dare to at the time.”

	At this moment there came a ring at the office door bell.

	“There she is now,” went on the mystic. “Did you notice that was a nervous ring? It came twice. She wasn’t quite sure the first time whether she had pressed hard enough. Show her in, Valeska.”

	A few minutes intervened before his visitor appeared, pausing undecidedly on the threshold. “Could I see you for a short time about something of importance?” she questioned.

	“Have a seat, madam.” Astro had risen, and placed a chair, apparently innocently enough, where the full glare of the drop electric light would illuminate her. His eyes did not appear to survey his client; but under his long lashes they were busy noting detail after detail. She sat down and again hesitated to begin.

	“I— I suppose that what I am about to say, sir, will be kept in perfect confidence?”

	“Assuredly, madam. You are worried about your husband, I presume.”

	She started in surprise, looked curiously at him, and then said, “Yes,” in a faint tremulous whisper. At once she added, “You told me things this afternoon which were so wonderfully true that I thought I might trust you to give me some help on a far more important affair which has been worrying me for some time. The fact is, Mr. Hudson, my husband, has disappeared. I haven’t seen him for over a week.”

	At this Astro manifested no surprise, and merely remarked, “I was aware that he was away, madam, when I read your palm this afternoon. No doubt I can find him, if that is what you wish; but it may take some time; for I shall have to gaze into my crystals and go into a trance. It will also be necessary for me to go to your house— into his room, in fact— in order that I may first take his atmosphere.”

	“Oh, I understand,” she exclaimed. “To tell the truth, I’m very, very much worried, and anxious to have you go to work as soon as possible. I daren’t go to the police; for, after all, there may be nothing serious the matter, and it would cause a lot of talk; and I shouldn’t want him ever to know that I’d employed a detective for anything like this. But of course you are different.”

	“I am ‘different’, as you say,” responded Astro, smiling. “I shall be able to trace him, no doubt, without any one ever suspecting me. Just when did you see him for the last time?”

	“On Tuesday, the tenth.”

	“And now it is the twentieth. He has had no business troubles?”

	“On the contrary, he was doing remarkably well in his real estate business. We’ve been saving up to go abroad, you see; it has been a plan we’ve had ever since we were married. It’s a sort of delayed honeymoon, I suppose. We hoped to live in Italy for a year.” She sighed.

	“You are a church-member, I presume?”

	“Yes, I go to the Park Avenue Presbyterian church. Mr. Hudson is a deacon there.”

	“I see. He is well-off, you say?”

	“Oh, no; not that. But we have been quite encouraged of late. Mr. Hudson was quite hopeful about our European trip.”

	“Very well, Mrs. Hudson; I shall be at your house at nine o’clock to-morrow.”

	Valeska entered the room again as soon as the visitor had left, and looked at the palmist, with a question in her eyes.

	Astro waved his hand carelessly. “As I thought,” he began, turning to his narghile, lighting it, and blowing the fumes through his nose luxuriously, “John Hudson has disappeared. She asked several pointed questions about him this afternoon, although she thought that she guarded herself well. They are both church-members, and their ambition is to go abroad. He is in the real estate business. Can you put two and two together?”

	Valeska’s pretty eyebrows creased themselves in thought. “Let me see. Judging from her appearance, they can’t have been making very much money in the real estate business. You say they wanted to go to Europe— wanted to stay a year in Italy, wasn’t it?— and wanted all this badly. He’d naturally try to get the money in other ways; perhaps illegitimately. It might even lead him into crime. Being religious, he would naturally want to hide this from his wife. Perhaps he has been suspected and has escaped.” She looked up at him anxiously.

	“You’re improving,” said the Seer impassively. “In fact, that’s just what I’ve been thinking myself. What we must find out is, what crime, if any, he has committed. Perhaps he is dead; perhaps he has run away with another woman. We must consider every possibility. Now, I can’t very well take you up to the Hudson house, as this is a delicate case; so I wish you’d go over all the newspapers since the tenth and see what you can find that will help us.”

	At ten o’clock next day Astro appeared in his psychic studio, where appointments with his fashionable clients kept him till two in the afternoon. At that time he called Valeska into his favorite corner of the studio where he did his lounging and studying.

	“Well,” he asked, “what did you get out of the newspapers?”

	“I found so much that it’s worse than if I’d found nothing at all—several murders, an elopement, and a bank robbery. I don’t see how any of them help, though. The criminals all seem to be known. Perhaps Hudson was an accomplice.”

	“My dear girl, never go on general principles; general principles are the refuge of the hopelessly incompetent and inane. If you will follow general principles long enough, you will find yourself in a class that is unlimited in its generalities and hidebound in its principles. If there is no significant detail that dovetails into Hudson’s disappearance, we’ll simply have to go about it in another way. You will be better able to judge when I tell you what happened this forenoon before I came down to the studio here.

	“Mrs. Hudson was ready for me with the news that she had found her husband’s check-book, and that it showed him to have an unexpected deposit in the bank of some six thousand dollars. Then she showed me into the bedroom; but as they shared this apartment I thought it unnecessary to look there for anything significant. Hudson’s own den was a bare office-like sort of place, small, and furnished with a leather couch, a bookcase, and an old office desk. In this, all the drawers were unlocked except one. I got Mrs. Hudson’s permission to pick that lock, and here is what I found.” He smiled. “Of course, you understand these were absolutely necessary for me to get my vibrations.”

	They both laughed at the remark, and he took from his pocket several articles, which he laid upon the table. There were, first, two advertising pictures posed by a pretty woman; evidently the same model in each instance, though used in connection with different products. In one pose the girl held a loaf of bread in her hand; in the other she displayed her gleaming teeth whitened by “Dentabella,” a new proprietary toothpaste. She was pretty and quite young. Next was a card, curiously covered with an intricate series of interlaced curves in purple ink— a beautiful, symmetrical pattern, as accurately drawn as the lathe engraving on a bank-note. Last, there was a small printed page containing a calendar with all the months given. Oddly enough, the year was not printed at the top; instead, above the calendar proper appeared the caption, “Number fourteen.”

	Valeska looked at the collection curiously. “Well,” she said at last, “I can’t make much of anything except the girl’s picture. It looks to me as if Hudson must have some special interest in her, to have two pictures of the same woman. We might find out who she is.”

	“That’s important, surely; unless, of course, we can get hold of a better clue. But do you know what this is?” He held up the card.

	“No, it looks to me like a fairy’s lace handkerchief design or a sea-shell.”

	“That is a harmonic curve,” said Astro. “Sometimes it’s called a vibration curve, and it is traced by a compound or twin elliptic pendulum.”

	“What’s that? I am getting farther away than ever.”

	“Suppose,” continued Astro, “you tie one end of a string to a nail in the ceiling, while the other end is looped up to another nail, also in the ceiling. Now, from the lower point of this V, hang a string with a weight on the end. You observe, the weight will be at the end of a Y, and if you give a rotary motion to the compound pendulum so formed, the weight will travel in an intricate but regular curve, dependent on the relative lengths of the two parts of the pendulum as it swings forward and backward and right and left at the same time. This curve was made by such a one, only more complicated, and arranged so as to trace a line on a plane surface. The curves so formed, curious to say, correspond actually to the musical vibrations of various chords.”

	“It’s interesting, but rather intricate, and I don’t see how it helps us much with Hudson,” said Valeska. “How about this calendar, and what’s the ‘Number fourteen’ for?”

	“That,” said the Master of Mysteries, “is a page from a universal calendar; that is, a calendar that can be used for any year. This is the last page of the pamphlet, as it takes just fourteen different diagrams to include all the calendar possibilities,— seven different diagrams in which the year begins on a different day of the week, and another set of seven for the leap years. There’s a list in front, probably giving the number of the diagram to be used for each individual year.”

	“Oh!” exclaimed the girl. “That reminds me, now. I did see something about a ‘two-hundred-year calendar’. Where was it? Let me think. Yes, I have it. It was in an account of a body that was found drowned. Stupid of me to overlook that! I’ll see if I can find it.”

	“Get it,” Astro said, “while I think this over.”

	She flew to her file and began to go hurriedly through the sheets of paper. “Here it is! Here it is!” she cried. Then she read breathlessly:

	 

	“The body of an unknown man was found this morning floating in the East River near Thirty-Eight Street. The corpse was that of a man of fifty-five or sixty years, and had evidently been in the water some ten days. The lower part of the face was completely covered by a full beard. The body was dressed in a black diagonal cutaway coat and striped trousers, and was doubtless that of a gentleman in reduced circumstances. In the trousers pocket was found a bunch of keys, a small sum of money, and a two-hundred-year calendar. No marks indicating foul play were discovered on the body, which is awaiting identification at the morgue.”

	 

	“That corresponds in a general way with the description of Hudson that his wife gave me,” said Astro. “She had no photograph of him taken within the last twenty years. There’s a chance that it may be he, in which case it looks to me like murder; but I’ll have to go down to the morgue and see, anyway, on account of the calendar. I think you’d better let me do that alone, while you try to discover something about this ‘Dentabella’ girl. Come back here as soon as you have located her.”

	No one would have recognized in the smart, stylishly dressed man who emerged from the studio a half-hour later, the languid picturesque Master of Mysteries, Astro the Seer. He walked briskly along, his eyes eager and alert to every impression. At the morgue he had no difficulty in obtaining permission to view the remains of the man he sought, and to inspect the clothing and the articles that had been found in the pocket.

	The body was that of a middle-aged man of benevolent appearance, the face showing weakness rather than resolution in its features. The hands were delicately shaped, with pointed slender fingers. He had been apparently a dreamer, a mystic, rather than a man of vigorous life and practical affairs. Astro turned to inspect the articles displayed before his gaze. The two-hundred-year calendar which had been mentioned in the newspaper corresponded exactly to the page found in Hudson’s desk; and on opening it he found that page twenty-nine, containing table number fourteen, had been torn out. What was more remarkable, however, was the fact that with it was a collection of water-soaked, purple-stained cards. Each contained a “harmonic curve”, such as had been found in Hudson’s drawer. One such coincidence was unusual. Two pointed conclusively to some connection between the two men; if, indeed, the corpse were not that of Hudson himself.

	This point, however, was soon settled. Calling up Mrs. Hudson, he found that her husband’s hair was scant and brown. The hair of the dead man was strong, slightly curly, and reddish. It was not Hudson.

	Astro walked slowly home, plunged in thought, and looked neither to the right nor the left as he advanced. A block before he reached his studio he stopped stock-still for a moment, gazing in front of him; then, with a quick turn, he walked rapidly back, took a cross-town car, and got off at Second Avenue. Along this he hurried till he came to a second-hand bookstore, where on one of the stands outside the window, there was a collection of pamphlets and magazines. He ran his eye over the names: The Swastika, Universal Brotherhood, Vibrations, The New Wisdom, and Cosmos. He took up one of these and turned to the advertising pages in the rear; then he tried another. It was not till he had read through the Swastika that he was satisfied and smiled. He paid for the copy, hailed a passing cab, and was driven to his studio, where Valeska was already waiting for him.

	He announced to her at once that the dead man was not Hudson, and gave a brief description of the latter, whereupon she told Astro the story of her own search.

	“I didn’t find the girl; but I traced her antecedents. First I went to the advertising manager of the ‘Dentabella’ company, and told him I wanted to get hold of the model he had used in the ad. Finally I wheedled her name out of him— it was Agnes Vivian— and went up to the Harlem address he gave me. The young lady, however, no longer lived there; but I got the woman of the house to talking and found out that our little friend had left without settling her bill. So I intimated that I was looking for Miss Vivian to pay her some money I had borrowed, and in this way got the landlady to tell me everything she could that would help me to locate the missing girl. She had been posing for photographers; but now it seems as if she had got another job. At all events, a gentleman answering to Hudson’s description had called on her several times, with the result that one day she had left and had never come back. She had sent for her trunk next day; but the landlady would not let it go, and could not ascertain where it was to be taken. She had an idea, though, that the girl was working on East Thirty-Ninth Street somewhere; for she had overheard her telephoning one day previous to her departure. So you see,” Valeska concluded, “our friend Hudson has probably left his wife for good and all; or rather for evil, perhaps.”

	“We’ll soon find out,” said Astro. “We’ll go up and call on him this afternoon.”

	“What! Have you found out where he is already?”

	“I’m inclined to think he’s living, temporarily at least, at 198 East Thirty-Ninth Street.”

	“With that girl?” Valeska’s eyes blazed.

	“Not at all. The only trouble with him is that he loves his wife too much.”

	Valeska still stared. “That isn’t likely,— there are very few men like that nowadays. But I’m very much relieved; for I rather liked the Vivian girl’s face; it’s attractive.”

	“Yes,” Astro assented, “and Hudson is paying her to be attractive. He has a good business head, this man Hudson. But we must find out first what is the cause of the death of Professor Dove.”

	“Why, who is he?”

	“He is the man whose body is now lying in the morgue.”

	“How did you find that out?”

	“Look at this,” said Astro. He pointed to an advertisement in The Swastika:

	 

	LET ME HELP YOU!

	Get into your own Vibration; develop your latent faculties, inherent possibilities; and develop your power, health, success, beauty, and love. Send 50c with name and birth date for trial reading and Vibratory Curve. Prof. Dove, 198 East 39th-St, N. Y.

	 

	“And that’s what those curves are for, then?” Valeska asked.

	“Well, that’s what Professor Dove used them for; to mystify his dupes; or, by the looks of him, it’s more than likely that he believed in them himself.”

	“Hudson must have believed in them too, then,” she remarked, “or he wouldn’t have been keeping them in his desk drawer. Was he a dupe, do you think?”

	“You’ll recall that Hudson had several of them in his possession. If he had had only one, I’d say he might have been a dupe.”

	“But what if he did have several?” queried Valeska. “Do you think Hudson murdered the professor?”

	“Ah, my dear, that’s what I’d like to know myself. I propose that we call at the Vibratory office, or whatever they call it. You see, I doubt if Professor Dove ever had six thousand dollars, or even six thousand cents; he was not worth murdering for his money. One thing is certain, Hudson didn’t murder Miss Vivian; and I’m glad of that, for I’d really like to see her. Suppose we go up to Thirty-Ninth Street and find out what sort of place it is.”

	As they walked across town the Master of Mysteries said, “That’s a very clever graft, that vibration curve business. The more I think of it, the more I like it.

	You see, as there are two adjustments,— the length of the upper and the length of the lower pendulum,— you can get an infinite number of vibrations, and consequently an infinite number of curves. Therefore, you can attach any significance you please to the ratio between the two. Suppose, for instance, you divide off the top arm— that corresponds to the upper part of the Y— into inches, and call each inch a certain year. Then divide the lower arm in a similar way into days; say these are eighths of an inch each. If you set your compound pendulum to the two marks—any day and any year— you can produce a curve for any birthday you please, and you can always reproduce it to order. It’s a very good plan to have some sort of scientific basis for this kind of thing, on account of the inquisitiveness of the post-office authorities. If you simply have a set of form letters for answers, the chances are that you’ll have a fraud order against you and you’ll not get your mail with its desirable money-orders and stamp enclosures.”

	“And the calendar?”

	“Merely to tell easily what day of the week any birthday fell on. For instance, December 22, 1883, was on a Saturday, and so on.”

	“What I am most interested in is the life readings,” said the girl, “and the advice on how to acquire beauty.”

	“Or love?” Astro added, with a smile.

	“I’ll try to do that myself. It’s more exciting.”

	From across the street the two now reconnoitered number 198. Below, at the musty stairway, appeared, among other signs, the legend, “Prof. Dove, Astrologer.” It was already growing dark, and above, in a window on the third floor, a dim light appeared. The shade was drawn.

	“I’m going to investigate more closely,” said Astro. “You wait outside here and watch the window. If I raise the shade, come up!”

	So saying, he crossed, and ascended the stairs. As he reached the landing, however, he met a young woman coming down, who, at a glance, proved to be the Miss Vivian of the “Dentabella” advertisements. Astro stood still in front of her, barring the way.

	“Would you please tell me where Professor Dove is?” he inquired.

	“Why, I— I don’t know, I’m sure.” She looked him up and down curiously.

	“Then would you mind telling me where I can find Mr. John Hudson?”

	Still she showed no sign of surprise; but drew herself up proudly. “There’s no such person in this building that I know of,” she asserted.

	“I thought I had seen you in Professor Dove’s office,” continued the crystal-gazer suavely.

	Something in his manner now seemed to alarm her. “Indeed! I’m a stranger here. You must be mistaken, really.”

	“You have never heard of Mr. Hudson?” he went on.

	“What right have you to question me in this way?” she demanded boldly; and yet, oddly enough, she did not try to pass him.

	“I have the right for two reasons. First, because the post-office is very curious as to the nature of concerns doing a mail-order business, and second, because the police would very much like to know something more concerning the death of Professor Dove.”

	She scarcely stopped to hear the rest of the sentence before she turned and ran up-stairs. Astro, though he bounded after her in a moment, was a moment too late; for the door was slammed and locked in his face.

	“The police!” he heard her cry, and at once there was a commotion in the room. A window was thrown up hurriedly; then all became still. He waited in patience, listening intently. The first sound audible, however, came from the stairway beneath him. Assured that some one was coming up, he turned and saw Valeska beckoning frantically. He tiptoed to her, and she whispered:

	“He climbed out through the window into that of the next house! Can’t we catch him there?”

	“We’ll have to, or lose the whole game!” he cried. “It was a bit premature; but perhaps it will be as well, after all. Come along,— and look out for trouble. I’ll have to bluff it out now, though I have no desire to impersonate a police officer,— that’s a dangerous game. But we must hurry.”

	In an instant more they were down-stairs and hidden in the entrance of the next building. They had not long to wait. A man, bareheaded and excited, came running down, and would have dashed by, had not Astro’s hand immediately clutched him.

	“I beg your pardon, Mr. Hudson,” said the Master of Mysteries, “but I wish to ask you a few questions.”

	“Who are you?” The man’s voice was full of anxiety.

	“A friend,” said Astro.

	Valeska put out her hand and took that of the frightened old man. “Don’t be alarmed, Mr. Hudson.

	Really you are quite safe with us.”

	He gazed at her in dull astonishment. “What do you want, anyhow?” he exclaimed peevishly, attempting to recover a bold front, though his face was haggard with terror.

	“I’ve found all I really want,” Astro replied quietly; “but at the same time I’d like to have my curiosity gratified. What, for instance, do you know concerning the death of Professor Dove?”

	Hudson started, and stared in the young man’s face. “What! Is he dead? When did he die?”

	“He died at about the same time you disappeared from home.”

	Hudson turned white. “Great God! You don’t suspect me of— anything?”

	“I’d like to have you explain a few things, that’s all,” was the quiet response.

	“Who are you?” The old man had pulled himself together now, and was more defiant.

	“My dear sir,” said the Seer calmly, “I am one who has been sent by your wife to discover your whereabouts. As I said, that mission is now accomplished. At the same time you must admit that the circumstances in which I find you are suspicious. You have just escaped from Professor Dove’s office, and Professor Dove now lies unidentified in the morgue. You are in possession of a considerable sum of money, recently acquired. You are, moreover, found in the company of a very pretty young woman. Surely all this will interest Mrs. Hudson. It remains for you to say how much of it I shall report.”

	Hudson trembled violently and put his face in his hands. “Oh, my God! You mustn’t tell her! You can’t! I’m innocent of any crime, so help me God! Wait! Come up to the office, and I’ll explain it all.”

	Astro and Valeska retraced their steps in company with the fugitive, and soon found themselves before the office door. All was dark. Hudson gave three knocks, paused, and then delivered another. The door was opened silently. Miss Vivian stood before them in a dim light. At sight of the two strangers she staggered back.

	“Oh!” she cried in alarm. “Are you arrested, Mr. Hudson?”

	“I don’t know,” he answered childishly as he turned up the light.

	There was a litter of papers strewn upon the office floor. A long table was piled with letters opened and unopened; there was a typewriter on a stand, a copying-press, a high desk with ledgers, and in a corner, suspended from hooks in the ceiling, the compound pendulum that Astro had described. On the horizontal shelf, fixed to the end of the pendulum, was a white card; and, extending from a table near by, an arm carrying a glass pen projected so that, when the pendulum was swung, a curve in purple ink was traced on the card. A heavy weight depended from the bottom of the instrument.

	Hudson sunk into a chair and groaned. The girl waited without a word, watching him.

	Then Valeska approached him. “Mr. Hudson,” she said gently, “pray don’t take it all so hard. I’m sure that you are innocent, and we’ll both help you. If you tell us everything, we can find some way of saving you.”

	He raised his head and looked at Astro, who nodded in confirmation. Hudson took courage. “The first thing, the most important thing, of course, is to explain about Professor Dove’s death. I have no idea how it occurred. Indeed, I didn’t know he was dead until you told me. I suspected that something fatal had happened; but I knew nothing definite.”

	“When did you see him last?”

	“Two weeks ago, but Miss Vivian has seen him since then.”

	The girl took it up. “It was here in this office that I saw him. He was intoxicated, and he frightened me; so I went out and telephoned to Mr. Hudson about it. Then, when I got back, the professor had gone.”

	“You will understand,” hastily explained Hudson, “that Professor Dove, when in his right mind, was a most gentlemanly and kind-hearted man; but when he was drunk there was no doing anything with him. I have had several unpleasant experiences with him before. He’d go out and wander all over the town in a sort of daze, talking aloud to himself about his psychic beliefs and all that. He was especially fond of the river, and once we found him sitting away out on a pier and gazing into the water. But I know absolutely nothing about his death, sir, I assure you. Now, about my being here. I’d like to explain—”

	“That is not necessary,” interrupted Astro, “I know everything I wish to, now.”

	“What do you mean? What do you know about my private affairs?”

	“I’ll tell you, Mr. Hudson. First, for a long time you have been anxious to discover some way of making more money than you could in the real estate business. You and your wife wanted to go abroad; and you are very fond of her and naturally wished to please her.

	“Thinking it over and watching the advertisements, you saw that the quickest way to make money was to go into some sort of fortune-telling business and play on the credulity of fools. Knowing of the compound pendulum and the curves it traces so mysteriously, you decided to adopt that as the basis of your graft. You found a willing helper in Professor Dove, who was— well, just a little cracked, and inclined to believe thoroughly in his own psychic powers. You backed him in this enterprise,” Astro waved his hand round the room; “but, being a church-member, you naturally couldn’t afford to let any one, your wife especially, know of your being engaged in a business that was so undignified and of such dubious morality.

	“You advertised, and did so well that you needed more help. You couldn’t afford to be known in the matter, and so, when Miss Vivian, here, came to your office to get work, you selected her as assistant. Not wishing to be seen too much in her company, you went to call on her, and finally induced her to help the professor. Then the professor went on one of his periodical debauches, she telephoned to you, and you came down here to straighten out the correspondence, which was becoming larger and more profitable every day. There was more work to it than you at first thought. You had to stay here that night; then you became afraid of Dove’s disappearance and of the post-office inspectors. So you buckled down to a night and day job of it until you could clean up the money before you were caught. You are now about ready to quit the affair altogether. Is this correct?”

	The old man, who had been listening in great astonishment, assented. “But are you going to report all this to my wife, sir?” he faltered. “It will simply kill her. Can’t you keep this from her? I promise to give up the business right now.”

	Astro drew a telegraph blank from his pocket. There was a message already written on the yellow slip, and he handed it over to Hudson. It read:

	 

	“ROCHESTER, Oct. 21, 4 P.M.

	“Why no letter? Did you receive mine? Returning Empire State Limited tonight.

	JOHN.”

	 

	“Ring for a messenger boy and send this,” continued the Master of Mysteries. “She will not know that it isn’t a genuine telegram. A woman in her state of mind won’t notice anything, I’m sure; and I think if you turn up at the Grand Central, appearing to have come in on that train, she will be there to meet you with open arms.”

	Tears appeared in the old man’s eyes. “I’ll do it!” he said. “And to-morrow I’ll buy a couple of tickets for Naples. God bless you, sir, for your kindness!”

	“And what’s to become of me?” spoke up Miss Vivian.

	Astro looked at her indulgently. “You may go on with this work here, for all I care,” he said. “It’s a very tidy little business apparently, and none of my affair. But I advise you rather to apply for a position in Mr. Hudson’s office. I don’t think, however, that with your face and figure you will have much trouble in getting employment.”

	“Oh, I’ll see to that,” said John Hudson.

	 

	“WELL,” Valeska said with relief, as she and Astro left the office, “it’s all over now.”

	“Not at all!” remarked her companion brusquely. “I haven’t earned my fee yet. Come into this drug store with me a moment.”

	He went to the telephone and called up Mrs. John Hudson. “Mrs. Hudson,” he said, “I’ve been consulting my crystals, and have just seen your husband in Rochester. He was taking a train for New York. He had just consummated a real estate deal there which had been very profitable, and I think you will see him safe and sound again to-night. Kindly send my check to the studio. Thank you. Good night.”

	“My crystals are certainly wonderful,” said Astro, laughing.

	“Yes,” said Valeska, “and I think you’re rather wonderful yourself.”

	_______________

	 

	2: The Stolen Shakespeare

	 

	HESITATING at the door of the studio long enough only to send to Astro a quick surreptitious message with her eyes— indicating, apparently, contempt for the visitor— Valeska announced, “Mr. Barrister,” and left the two men alone in the room.

	The newcomer looked about a bit foolishly, and then turned to the palmist. “You’re Astro, I suppose?”

	Astro, in robe and turban, bowed gravely and his glance slumbered.

	“Eh— ah— the fact is, sir,” continued Barrister, “that I have come here about a peculiar matter, and solely, sir, to please my wife. She has a woman’s weakness for anything occult,— anything full of folderol and fake. You see, I don’t take any stock in it myself; but—”

	“I understand perfectly,” said the Master of Mysteries without apparent annoyance. He seemed, in fact, to be bored already.

	The other teetered affably on his toes and heels, condescension in his manner. “She had heard that you professed to be some kind of fortune-teller, besides doing this palmistry business. Is that so?”

	“I have had occasion at times to use certain powers which are— ah— supposed to be occult. I say ‘supposed to be’, out of deference to your manifest feelings in the matter, Mr. Barrister.”

	“Hum!” said the prospective client quickly. “Well, whether they are or not doesn’t matter in this case, as I’m here simply to please my wife. If I didn’t come, she’d come, you know. However, if you are able to locate what we want, I’ll be willing to acknowledge anything you wish, and pay you accordingly. I suppose you are a medium, then?”

	“Some call it that,” acknowledged the reserved young man. “I myself assert that I have merely done a few things that others find it too hard to do.”

	“Such as—”

	“Kindly let me look at your hand.”

	“Bosh!” said Barrister; but he gazed at his own palm, nevertheless, with a new air of curiosity, and after a moment stretched it toward the palmist. “Well, see what you can find in it!” he said.

	Astro looked at it negligently; then, under his half-shut lids his eyes sped rapidly over his client’s person, the neat business suit beneath the black dress overcoat, the daintily tied scarf, the highly polished shoes, and the general air of careful grooming. Then they returned to the hand before him. Finally, the Seer leaned back listlessly and smiled.

	“You went to see Anna Held last night, and were bored. You once had your pockets picked, and will probably have it happen to you again. You are interested in Egyptology— and, apropos, I wish you’d look at my porphyry sphinx there and give me some idea of its age.”

	Barrister stared, and grew a bit uneasy. Then, apparently to hide his embarrassment, he turned to the carved image and surveyed it with the air of a connoisseur. As he presented his back to the Seer, the latter swiftly stooped over, picked up a return check of a New York theater, good the night before, and slid it into one of the pockets of his silk robe.

	“That’s about 1400 B. C.,” said Barrister easily. “Where on earth did you get hold of it?”

	“From my godfather, in Cairo,” said the palmist.

	“Well,” said Barrister, returning, “I’ve no time now to examine it closely.”

	“And the matter which worries your wife?” Astro inquired.

	Again his visitor hesitated, looked about the room, and gazed again at the sphinx. “Well,” he said finally, “I’ll tell you.” He seated himself and went on: “I have, or rather did have, a First Folio Shakespeare, one of the few good ones of the thirty-seven copies extant. It was stolen from my library yesterday. That’s what I want to find—”

	“That, and the one who stole it also, I suppose?”

	“Er— yes. Yes, certainly.”

	“An interesting sort of quarry, and rather unusual. Have you been to the police?”

	Barrister pursed his lips and shook his head.

	“No. You see, there wouldn’t be much use in that, would there? I’m afraid the thief, if he found he was suspected, would destroy the book. He can’t sell it, anyway; for these folios are as well known to collectors as good race-horses are to touts. He can’t get away with it; for every bookman in the world will soon know it if he offers it for sale. I want it back, of course; but it is my wife’s idea, this coming to you about it. She gave me the book when we were first married, and so, naturally, I value it at even more than its own great intrinsic value.”

	“Have you ever had any offers for it?” Astro asked carelessly.

	“What? Offers? Oh, no; no indeed; no offers at all. Why should I want to sell it? No, sir! It would be useless for any one to attempt to buy it.”

	“But nobody is harming you by offering. When did you miss it?”

	“Last night, after I came home from the theater. I went to see Anna Held, as you said, though how the mischief you knew it I can’t see, and we came home early, disgusted. We happened to be talking about the Folio, and my wife walked to the case and looked for it. It was gone.”

	“Had the lock been tampered with?”

	“Yes, forced. The window had been pried open with a jimmy, too. It was evidently done by a burglar who knew just what he wanted. But it doesn’t look like a professional’s work; for the book would be too hard to dispose of.”

	“I see,” said Astro. He gazed away into space and puffed at his water-pipe meditatively. “Mr. Barrister, I’ll try to find it for you. If I succeed in getting the book or the person who stole it from you, my charge will be five hundred dollars.”

	“All right,” said Barrister, rising. “Will you want to come up to my house and look over the place?”

	“I think I can put myself more en rapport with the case, if I do; I want to feel the vibrations, so to speak, and no doubt I shall get an impression of the aura of the culprit if I am on the spot. The rest I shall do with the crystals.”

	Barrister did not conceal his scorn. “Oh, very well,” he said, “I suppose it will at least satisfy my wife. When will you be up?”

	“To-morrow morning, early. I’ll ask you to disturb nothing, and even to keep away from the room until I come.”

	“There’s nothing to disturb,” Barrister commented; “but I’ll see to it that nobody interferes with your magic.” And so saying, he took up his hat, gave the sphinx one last glance, and left the room.

	 

	WHEN HE was gone the palmist doffed his regalia and yawned. A moment later Valeska re-entered the studio. Astro gazed at her reflectively.

	“Did you notice that man’s watch-charm?” he asked.

	“Why, there was something funny about it; but I couldn’t make the thing out exactly.”

	“Did you ever see an Egyptian scarab?”

	“Why, yes. But he didn’t have one, did he?”

	“He used to have one. You know how they mount them,— with a pin through the beetle so it can revolve? The setting and the pin were there; but not the stone. You must look closer next time.”

	“What else did I miss?” she asked, pouting.

	“You didn’t say anything about his carrying his purse in his outside overcoat pocket. He will always be an easy mark for the light-fingered gentry if he keeps that up. It’s lucky for him that he’s rich.”

	“Oh, he is wealthy, of course! I got that much right, anyway. He looked as if he were very well-off, in fact.”

	“I should imagine he was, with a First Folio Shakespeare lying loose in his library! That’s what we’ve got to find.”

	“It’s interesting?”

	“Interesting! I should say so! It’s a regular kidnapping case. Talk about diamonds! Why, they’re stupid things. Every one likes diamonds, and they can be cut up into smaller stones and readily disposed of, if you’re careful about it. But you can’t cut a page out of a First Folio, you can’t even hint that you’d like to sell it, without all the world knowing about it. Book-hunters are the most determined and interesting collectors in the world. I know of no passion to equal it.”

	He walked over to the telephone and called up a leading dealer in rare volumes.

	“I wish to ask about a First Folio Shakespeare. Are ‘there any bidders in the open market for a copy?” He wrote down rapidly on a tab as he spoke into the receiver,— “William A. Hepson. Oh, yes, the millionaire. Ah, thank you.”

	He slammed the instrument down vigorously, snatched up a telegraph blank, rapidly wrote a message, and handed it to Valeska.

	She read it aloud:

	 

	“WILLIAM A. HEPSON, Chicago, 111.

	Will you give four thousand dollars for a guaranteed First Folio Shakespeare? Wire reply to Jane Gore, 181 East 18th Street, New York.”

	 

	“Why!” she exclaimed. “Have you located it already?”

	“Not quite. But I have an idea, and this will help, if we get an answer by to-morrow morning”.”

	“Who is he?”

	“He’s a Chicago beef packer who offered four thousand dollars for the book a while ago; but, curiously enough, he was in town this week.”

	“Is he in the city now?”

	“That’s what I should like very much to know myself. In the meantime, send this, get the answer at your place, and bring it to me in the morning. Then we’ll go up and see Mrs. Barrister.”

	 

	VALESKA appeared next morning with a yellow envelope. “He refuses your offer,” she said.

	“Good!” exclaimed the Master of Mysteries, rubbing his hands in satisfaction. “He has the Folio, then, as I suspected. Now, to work! This case already begins to offer delicate little labyrinths which are nothing short of delicious to the analytical mind. We’ll lose no time getting out to Mrs. Barrister’s, and I want you to use your eyes better than you did last night. I expect you to see everything that I don’t. Remember to watch me, though, and be ready for instructions. Notice any signal that I may happen to give you. For instance, if I raise my eyes to the ceiling, my next look will be at what I want you to notice. If I touch anything, you’re to take it and look at it carefully, and follow what I say next. If I cough, you’re to create some diversion so that I shan’t be noticed for a few moments.”

	Valeska laughed. “You’ll be doing a trance next. Funny how well the bluff always works, isn’t it?”

	Astro frowned. “My dear,” he said pompously, “there are waves of the ether,— N-rays, X-rays, actinic and ultraviolet vibrations, to which I am exceedingly susceptible. I have an inner sense and an esoteric knowledge of life and its mysteries that is hidden from all who have not lived for cycles and eons in solitude and contemplation with the Mahatmas of the Himalayas!”

	Valeska, instead of being impressed, broke into a rippling laugh as they went up the avenue.

	The Barristers lived in a large, solemn brownstone house off Fifth Avenue, one of a hundred similar domiciles, heavily furnished, dim, close, lusterless, quiet, warm. Astro and his assistant waited in the reception-room till Mrs. Barrister appeared. She was large, plumply built, with gray hair artfully pompadoured and undulated, and a pleasant, though not very intelligent smile; a woman that still kept herself well and carried herself well, treasuring the last remains of what had been a comfortable prettiness. She greeted them cordially.

	“I’m so glad you’ve come!” she announced. “Seems as if I couldn’t wait any longer; for I felt sure that you could help us if anybody could, and I do feel so terribly about this robbery! You know it was my wedding gift to Mr. Barrister. My husband agreed with me that it wasn’t exactly a case for the police, and we don’t want any more talk about it than is absolutely necessary. I’ve heard so much about you, Mr. Astro; for a great many of my friends have gone to you, and you told them such remarkable things! Then that case of your finding the Sacarnet sapphire gave me considerable confidence in you. Why, my own mother once recovered a purse she had lost, by going to a medium about it!” She bustled about amiably.

	“Now, I suppose you want to see the library, don’t you? You know Mr. Barrister doesn’t believe in anything supernatural, and he wouldn’t stay. But I’ll show you in.”

	During this long speech, Valeska’s eyes traveled over Mrs. Barrister’s portly person; but the Master of Mysteries seemed rapt in thought, abstracted and inattentive. He rose now, however, and followed through the folding doors into the library beyond. The shades had been drawn as if a death had occurred; she raised them, showing a square room, every wall lined with glass-covered bookcases. She went up to one, beside a window, and threw open a door. It was as if she were displaying a rifled tomb.

	“Here is where it was kept,— right in there. You can see the marks of a chisel or something near the lock. The frame was pried open. Isn’t it dreadful? That book was like an only child to us!”

	Astro apparently gave it scarcely a glance. “Mrs. Barrister,” he said, “I’ll ask you kindly to leave me here alone for fifteen minutes. I am extraordinarily sensitive to vibrations; but I must be undisturbed while I concentrate my mind sufficiently to induce the proper psychic conditions. Meanwhile my assistant will stay with you.”

	Mrs. Barrister was impressed, and withdrew without further questioning. The door of the library was shut, and the two women sat down by a window in the reception-room. Valeska immediately began her own line of investigation.

	“When did you last see the book?” she asked.

	“Thursday afternoon at about four o’clock I showed it to a caller, and then locked the case as usual. We got home from the theater that night a little after ten, and went almost immediately to the library, as we had been having a discussion about one of the lines in Macbeth. Then we saw that the book was gone.”

	“Do you know of any one having entered the room, besides yourself and Mr. Barrister, between four and ten?”

	“Mary, my maid, was in with the tea things; that’s all I know.”

	“And you don’t suspect her?”

	“Oh, no! She has been with me for years.”

	“And the caller?”

	Mrs. Barrister thought for a moment before answering. Then she said, “It was a Mr. White. I confess I don’t like him very well. But he’s more a friend of my husband’s than mine. In fact, my husband came in before Mr. White left; so I went up-stairs and left the two men alone. I had an idea there was some trouble between them.”

	“Does your husband belong to any club?”

	“Yes, the Booklovers, and the Stage Club. So does Mr. White. Why?”

	“Oh,” said Valeska carelessly, “Mr. Barrister seemed such a man of the world,— just the man to belong to clubs, you know. But who showed Mr. White out the door?”

	“Why, Mr. Barrister went with him himself. You see, it couldn’t have been possible for Mr. White to have concealed the book; it’s quite large, you know?”

	“You have looked everywhere, of course?”

	“Oh, yes. We went immediately to work, searched Mary’s room at her request, and then everywhere else in the house. It simply isn’t here.”

	At this moment Astro opened the door and walked silently into the room.

	“Oh,” Mrs. Barrister suddenly exclaimed, “I quite forgot to tell Mr. Astro something that I’m sure is important! It’s a clue we discovered while we were searching the library after we had found the scratches and the broken lock of the case. Here it is!” She drew a scrap of paper from her purse and handed it to him. It was evidently the corner of a letter, and bore a few words written in violet ink.

	The palmist held it lightly in his hand for a moment, then asked, “Has any one else had this, except you?”

	“Oh, yes. Mr. Barrister himself found it, and, of course, he examined it carefully; but he could make nothing of it.”

	Astro cast his eyes to the ceiling, and then down on the paper again. He pressed it to his forehead, then handed it to his assistant.

	“I shall have to wait until the last influences are evaporated, leaving the original personality of the writer to assert itself.” He whirled quickly about, placed his hand to his lips, and coughed.

	“Oh, Mrs. Barrister!” Valeska exclaimed. “Look at this paper again for a moment. Come to the light by the window here. It seemed to me I saw a watermark that showed through when I held it to the light. See if you can see it.” As she spoke she drew the woman into the bay-window so that she stood with her back to the room.

	Astro stepped quickly over to a bookcase against the wall, and, keeping his eyes carefully on Mrs. Barrister, reached to the top of one of the shelves. Four or five books protruded about an inch from the rest of the line. Astro’s hand curved over these and down behind until it touched the shelf. Before Mrs. Barrister had turned again, his hand was withdrawn. He spoke sharply.

	“Could you lend me a screw-driver?”

	“Certainly.” She rang for the maid, who appeared, and was sent on the errand. In a few minutes she returned.

	“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Barrister, but I can’t find it. We always keep it in the kitchen closet; but it’s not there now.”

	“I thought so,” said Astro. “But one question, Mary, before you go. First, let me see your palm.”

	The girl held out her hand timidly, with wonder in her face.

	The Master of Mysteries felt of it tentatively, then looked directly into her eyes. “Mary,” he said, “where were you after dinner-time on Thursday; from then until Mr. and Mrs. Barrister returned home?”

	“In the kitchen with the cook most of the time, sir. I went up into the dining-room beside the library once or twice, though.”

	“You heard nothing unusual?”

	“Nothing at all, sir.”

	“How did you get that violet stain on your finger?”

	Mary looked at it calmly. “It was from writing a letter the other day. I couldn’t get it all off.”

	“I think I have stayed as long as is necessary,” said Astro, turning to Mrs. Barrister, “and now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go. I shall report to your husband as soon as I find anything.”

	 

	LEAVING with his assistant, he walked slowly down the front steps. As soon as they were out of sight of the windows, he said, “Well, what did you find out while I was investigating, Valeska?”

	She narrated the conversation while Astro walked thoughtfully beside her, his eyes roaming from side to side, until they lighted upon a line of ash barrels near the curb. He stopped.

	“See here, Valeska!” he exclaimed suddenly. “I wish you’d go into this house and find out in some way how long these barrels have been standing here. It’s a shame the way the Board of Health neglects its duties. Do you see? Tell them you have been sent by a Civic Reform committee to find out if there’s any complaint.”

	He walked on, smiling to himself. “Entirely too clever,” he murmured; “so clever that it’s positively stupid!” He approached the ash cans and surveyed their contents. From the top of one he gingerly drew out a torn sheet of paper. Another barrel showed, among its overflowing contents, several tin cans, a shoe, a lot of broken bottles, and a mass of sawdust. He gave them a hard look, then sauntered on till Valeska caught up with him.

	“Those barrels have been out since Thursday,” she said.

	He smiled and made no comment. “Now,” he said, “what I want you to do is to call on this Mr. White. You had better be getting subscriptions for a book. Get one for a sample at some shop, something rather silly too—Bibliophiles and Their Hobbies—and you are to find out White’s private opinion of Barrister. Barrister, you understand, has already subscribed. You may work it up any way you like, only be sure to get some expression of opinion.”

	It was almost noon before Valeska returned from her errand, and, as by this time the palmist’s outer office was filled with waiting clients, it was the lunch hour before she could speak to him.

	“I shall have to raise my fee again,’ he said. “Ten dollars a reading doesn’t seem to stop them at all. I’ll make them come only by appointment after this. But what did you find out?”

	The girl’s eyes sparkled with news. “Hepson’s our man, Hepson via White, I guess. Hepson saw Barrister, too, at the club the other morning. Hepson’s gone; but White—”

	“Hepson, Hepson, Hepson!” mimicked the Seer, with a smile at her eagerness. “But pray give us more news about White.”

	Valeska laughed. “Well, he’s awfully sore on Barrister for some reason. He believes Mr. Barrister’s a fool, I gather.”

	“He isn’t in love with Mrs. Barrister, is he?”

	“No! He’s in love with himself, I think. He said, for one thing, that Barrister knew no more about books than he did about poker.”

	“Poker! How’s that?”

	“Why, I told him I had sold several copies to members of the Stage Club, I got their names out of the Blue Book, and knew they played pretty hard there,— so we got to chatting about our luck. You see, I told him I liked to play myself, and he began telling me how successful he always was. Then he said he had hard work with some of his friends to collect the gambling debts they owed him.”

	“I see.” The Master of Mysteries turned into his den, and Valeska followed him.

	“Why, what’s this?” she asked, pointing to a large, flat, heavy parcel on the table. “Why, it’s addressed to Mr. Hepson in Chicago! Oh! Have you found the Folio already?”

	Astro smiled. “I told you some time ago that Hepson already had it. But this is getting warm.”

	Valeska fingered the package. “It looks just like a big atlas wrapped up.”

	“It is,” said Astro. “I bought it at a book-shop after I left you.”

	“What in the world do you want to send it to Hepson for, then?”

	“I don’t particularly. But I should like to show it to the clerk at a certain branch office of the Adams Express Company here.”

	“Oh, I do wish you’d explain!” Valeska exclaimed.

	“I’d rather let you do a little thinking for yourself. You have seen White. You know that Hepson was in town. You have heard Barrister’s story. Nothing could be simpler. For instance, how about Mary the maid, and the violet ink stains? What would you make of that?” He stopped a moment, smiling. “I will tell you, however, that I found the screw-driver that was used to open the bookcase with and to force the window with; for it wasn’t a jimmy at all.”

	“Where was it?”

	“You recall when I gave you the signal to distract Mrs. Barrister’s attention? You did it very cleverly.

	At that moment I was more interested in the appearance of several books in a case in the library than I was in the scrap of paper. The instrument, badly bent and twisted, was behind those projecting books.”

	“Oh!” Valeska studied at it. “No wonder Mary couldn’t find it! Then it must have been Mary, after all. But why didn’t she throw the screw-driver away? Perhaps she thought it would be missed, and wanted a chance to have it straightened out.”

	“Perhaps so,” said Astro dryly.

	“But what about the scrap of paper, then?” asked the girl. “Have you made anything of that?”

	“A good deal,” replied the Master. “For instance, here’s the rest of the sheet,” and he took from his pocket the portion that he had removed from the ash barrel. “Does that give you a clue?”

	She studied a moment. “Now, wait! Don’t tell me, please! Your rule is, ‘Ask yourself what there is about this crime that distinguishes it from others. How is it different from the ordinary run of things? Then seize upon that difference, be it great or small, and proceed logically and analytically in any direction it offers.’ But what is different? It’s all different, it seems to me.”

	“Well, you work it out, and I’ll go down and try to find an express office in which a flat parcel addressed to a Chicago millionaire will have been noticed. You may turn away any people who come for a reading. This is going to bring in more money than I thought, and it will pay to follow it up while it’s hot.”

	 

	VALESKA met him at the front door when he returned, and said in a low voice, “Mr. Barrister is here.”

	“Certainly,” said Astro. “I telephoned him to be here at four o’clock.”

	“Then you are finished?”

	“You’ll see.”

	“I found out that White had left town to-day,” she announced.

	“Aha!” said the Seer cryptically.

	He went in and bowed gravely to Barrister in the reception-room. Valeska busied herself at her desk and watched under her brows. Astro took his accustomed seat on the divan.

	“Mr. Barrister,” he said, after a pause, “I am sorry to say that I have been unable to find either the Folio or the thief.”

	The other immediately rose, shaking his head emphatically and triumphantly. “I thought as much,” he said. “This is what all this charlatanry usually amounts to. You’re all alike, you can impose upon credulous women; but when it comes actually to accomplishing anything, you can’t deliver the goods. However, I’ve satisfied my wife, at any rate. I suppose there will be no charge in these circumstances, Mr. Astro?”

	The Master of Mysteries twirled his thumbs and spoke dreamily. “On the contrary, Mr. Barrister, my services on this case will cost you just one thousand dollars.”

	His client stared at him indignantly. His brow drew down. “What in the world do you mean, sir? One thousand dollars!”

	“One thousand dollars is my fee. I can give you a blank check if you haven’t your book with you.”

	“But you’ve discovered nothing.”

	“I said that I had not found the book or the thief.”

	“And yet your fee, if you had found either, was to have been only five hundred! I don’t understand what you are driving at, sir!”

	Astro recrossed his legs and gave his client gaze for gaze. He spoke now very deliberately. His languorous tone had given place to a crisp hard enunciation. “Mr. Barrister,” he said, “what you say is true. You understand me perfectly. If I had told you the name of the thief and the location of the book, I should have charged you only five hundred dollars. My price for not telling is one thousand. Do you understand me now?”

	He took up a crystal sphere and began to regard it fixedly.

	Barrister’s face had changed from perplexity to anger, and then to a sudden comprehension. He dropped his head and gazed at the carpet, standing for some moments irresolute and dismayed. Finally he walked to the desk, took the blank check that Valeska handed to him, and dipped his pen into the ink. He looked up.

	“You never expect to find the culprit, I suppose?” he asked, with a strange expression on his face.

	“I never expect to,” answered the Seer.

	Barrister signed his name and handed over the check. “You are a most extraordinary young man, sir!” he snarled, and left the room, slamming the door behind him.

	 

	VALESKA stared, her brows knitted. “Wait a minute! I’ve almost got it! It was Barrister himself who stole the book— his own book—.”

	“Which his wife had given him when they were married; don’t forget that,” said Astro.

	“Yes; so, of course, he wouldn’t want her to know he had been mean enough to dispose of it. She is still in love with him, I could see that, and she’s a sentimental old thing, too. So he had to mimic a burglary, did he?”

	“And very stupidly he did it,— with an ordinary screw-driver which he didn’t have sense enough to destroy.”

	“But why did he want the book? What did he do with it?”

	“Made arrangements with Hepson that morning; stole it that afternoon. Gambling debt. You found that out yourself from White, who had been forcing Barrister for the money, and was sore because he wouldn’t pay up. Barrister is sadly in need of ready cash; I found that out from his bank. And Hepson offered him three thousand for his Folio.”

	“Then Hepson has the book now?”

	“Or it’s on its way there. That’s the reason he turned our telegraph offer down. He wasn’t interested, because Barrister had already sold him his copy.”

	“How did you know that?”

	“Let me ask you one question. What was there about this case that was different from most affairs like it?”

	Valeska pondered. “Why, it seems to me strange that Barrister didn’t call in the police at once.”

	“Precisely. If he had, he was afraid he would have trouble, and Hepson might be investigated. It’s easy enough now for Barrister to keep his wife from knowing anything of the sale; and Hepson will be glad enough at getting the book to say nothing about it for a year or two. There was my start. It seemed queer that Barrister, losing so valuable a treasure, shouldn’t report it at once and have it traced, and all the dealers notified. His wife’s belief in the occult was what got him safely over the necessity of calling in the police. I didn’t like the way he protested so much that nobody had offered to buy his Folio. It seemed to back up my suspicion.”

	“I rather suspected Mary,” commented Valeska, “when I saw the violet stains on her fingers just like the ink on the scrap of paper. By the way, where did you get the rest of that paper, and what does it mean? It quite led me astray.”

	“Which was precisely what it was intended to do. Our friend Mr. Barrister tried not only to hide his own tracks, but to create false ones in order to befuddle any detective who tackled the job. I noticed the violet writing as we came past the ash barrels. So, I presume, did Barrister when he came home after committing the robbery. ‘Aha!’ he said to himself, ‘here’s a chance to fool any detective that comes hunting for clues. I’ll give him clues!’ So he took the piece, tore off a part, and carefully left it on the floor. I confess that was clever; for as his finding of it in the ash can was entirely accidental, no one knows where such a trail might have led to. But the trouble is that such a man always goes too far, especially when he has to work in a hurry. Now, there’s the case of the boots, for instance.”

	“But I didn’t see any boots.”

	“I saw one in the ash barrel,— a left shoe. When I looked out the window that was supposed to have been forced, I saw the prints of a right boot; but it had nails in the heel arranged just as its brother in the barrel had. Of course Barrister took the shoe out of the barrel and used it to make the footprints of a supposititious burglar.”

	“Why,” exclaimed the girl, “it’s just as wonderful as if you had really done it with crystal gazing! But I don’t see how you could be sure, after all. There was White, who might have been Hepson’s tool.”

	“Yes, I had two lines I might have worked on,— White as well as Barrister,— but White had been winning plenty of money, and is well-off, anyway. He wouldn’t go around jimmying windows to get things, either.”

	“Still, I insist you had nothing that absolutely connected Barrister with his own misdeeds.”

	“Hadn’t I? If you had gone into about ten branch express offices in the down-town district as I had, you’d have found out. You recall my package? It was just the same size as the Folio. I finally found the office that I was looking for, and said to the clerk, ‘I sent a package to Mr. Hepson two days ago, and he telegraphs that it hasn’t been received. So I’m sending this. I wish you’d look it up and see what’s the matter. It’s from Renold M. White.’ Well, the clerk looked over his record of carbon duplicate receipts, and said there was a package sent from a Mr. Barrister to a Mr. Hepson in Chicago; but none from White.’ So I said, ‘Never mind,’ and left.”

	The two sat in silence for some time. At last the Master of Mysteries spoke:

	“There is just one thing I don’t like about this case of the theft of the First Folio Shakespeare.”

	“What’s that?” asked Valeska.

	“This is the first time I go on record as not having run down my quarry; but it has paid fairly well— for two days’ work.” And he smiled as he took up an antique volume of the Kabala.

	_______________

	 

	3: The Macdougal Street Affair

	 

	ENTERING the room slowly, grave and distinguished in his flowing silken robes, Astro did not glance at his visitor till he had seated himself in a picturesque pose upon the divan. Then, taking up the silver mouthpiece of his water-pipe, he gave a long sober look at the stranger.

	“It’s a pity you are unhappily married,” he said, gazing languidly at the red and gold ceiling above him.

	He seemed to pay little attention to the thick hairy hand of his client, which lay limp on the velvet cushion.

	Opposite him the bull-necked, red-faced man sat staring in amazement, no longer wearing the contemptuous, amused expression with which he had entered the astrological parlors of the slim, romantic-looking, young man in the turban. Like many another unbeliever who had come to test Astro in that very room, his look had changed gradually from scorn to interest, until now his eyes were fixed on the palmist with eager curiosity and perplexity.

	“No doubt it’s her fault,” Astro continued; “for she is indifferent and selfish. It might be better if you were to let it come to an actual quarrel, and be separated.” He reached for his narghile, and took a long bubbling whiff of perfumed smoke, as if, as far as he was concerned, the matter had been weighed and settled.

	There came at this moment the sound of a muffled electric bell. His client still gazed stupidly in front of him, but said nothing. He did not seem to notice the signal.

	Astro, however, rose and went to a pair of black velvet curtains hanging at one side of the wall behind his visitor’s back. There was a mirror hung above which reflected the stocky form of the man at the little table, the bulge of a revolver in his hip pocket, and the round head with its short cropped hair. The head did not turn. Astro parted the hangings deftly and peered within. On a level with his eyes was a small square window, lighted from behind. Against the glass a sheet of paper was fastened, and on it was written in a feminine scrawl, “Plain-clothes man. Working on the MacDougal Street dynamite case.”

	Valeska smiled at him from the secret cabinet.

	Astro picked up a magnifying-glass, dropped the curtains, and returned to his client. Seating himself, he looked carefully at the lines in the detective’s palm; after which he took a small crystal sphere from a drawer in the table, set it on the cushion, and seemed to lose himself in prolonged contemplation of the mysteries hidden within it. His vis-à-vis fidgeted restlessly.
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