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EPILOGUE




I. THE MAN WITH THE OPAL

THE nervous man muttered something about a breath of fresh air and left the table. When he was gone the other three exchanged glances, but only the man with the opal smiled. His long white fingers began to mix the cards for the new deal and the great stone in his ring flashed red and blue and green and yellow, or as he packed the cards together the jewel quivered with all colors at once.

It was characteristic of this fellow that he smiled down at his hands; instead of sharing his amusement with his companions, he seemed to be mocking them as well as the nervous man who had just left them. One might have called him a type of the gambler, but even in the gambling house he was unusual; a man to be looked at, perhaps, because he was such a perfect type. As for the other two, they spent a moment relaxing, recovering from the strain which the nervous player had imposed on them.

Then the fat little man spoke. He was a matter-of-fact person who took his winnings and his losses with the same puckered brow of thought; his baldness gave him a tonsured effect. He thrust out his clenched fist; between the thumb and forefinger the flesh bulged.

“What I want to know is this: Is our fidgety friend coming back?”

The ugly remark made Loring’s lip curl a little, but he readily forced an expression of nonchalance. The man with the opal had been addressed; indeed, it seemed natural to appeal to him for judgment in all matters at a gaming table. He did not answer until he had smoothed the edges of the deck so that it was a solid flash of gilt. Then he dismissed it with a farewell touch and raised to the fat man, eyes as cold and gray as water under moonlight.

“Why do you ask?”

“He’s taken the big money out of this game, and I’m not going to stand by and see him welch. He’s taken out twelve thousand if he’s taken a cent. I’ve watched, even if you haven’t!”

Loring smiled. It was ridiculous to conceive the man with the opal not watching. Now he was smoothing his short mustache with the white, calm fingers. He answered: “I haven’t seen him take your money.”

The fat man for the first time felt that his grumbling might be out of place. He flushed a little, but he continued to growl: “I don’t like it. A fellow I’ve never seen before. Don’t know his name, even. Do you?”

“Nobody asks about names at Buttrick’s,” said the man with the opal, deftly turning the point of the question. “But you can be sure he’ll come back; everyone comes back to Buttrick’s–comes back sooner or later.”

“Sooner or later! That may mean a year from now.”

“Patience! What is a year?” He spoke with a voice as low as if he were explaining to a child, yet there was not a shade of gentleness. Loring had been covertly examining him all evening and his interest had grown.

The fellow was perfect in type and yet he was full of contrasts; imagine a gambler wearing an opal, the jewel of ill luck! Loring was a fighter; he fought the cards just as he boxed with a man, cool, keen-eyed, attacking eagerly always, and yet ever poised to take advantage of the first opening and shoot home the finishing punch. Because he was a fighter he recognized power of all kinds at once and admired it; all evening he had been admiring the man with the opal.

“Patience!” the latter was repeating. “A minute is eternity; a year is a minute. It depends on the point of view.”

“I’m not a star gazer,” snarled the little man, passing a hand over his tonsured head.

The man with the opal smiled at this implication and then with a shocking suddenness looked at Loring. His delicate finger tips continued to pass over his mustache, but his eyes held, for a second, as many lights as his great opal. “You’ve lost quite a bit,” he remarked almost gently.

“Rot!” burst out Loring. He was glad of a chance to turn the talk from the nervous man and the possibility that he might have definitely withdrawn from the game taking his winnings with him. To even sit patiently and listen to such suspicions made him feel tainted. “I’ve lost a little,” he went on, smiling, “but I still have a little left to throw after the rest. Not much, to be sure!”

As he spoke he took a wisp of bills out of his pocket and flicked the corners of them; there was a little over a thousand dollars there.

“Not much,” nodded the man with the opal. “The price of a man’s life, I’d say.”

Loring looked down at the money with a new interest and then his hand brushed the bills with a shudder of distaste. “The price of a life, did you say?”

“A cheap one. Men are like greenbacks–they have different denominations, eh? A million would hardly buy the death of one man; a hundred dollars would get another. All tagged with different prices.”

“Not in the eyes of the law!” cried the little fat man.

The glance of the man with the opal departed from Loring for the split part of a second and flicked across the bald head.

“Ah, no,” he said. “Not in the eyes of the law.”

Loring found himself staring at the pale man with the black mustache as he had stared at a cobra behind plate glass when he was a child. What he had said about the purchase of human life had been shocking enough, but it did not seem out of keeping. He had to wrest his mind away from that handsome, implacable face.

“Here we are again!”

He nodded across the room. The nervous man had just brushed through the curtains and stood with one hand gripping the stiff folds. He scowled at them from beneath his brows and now that he was in view seemed to have regretted his return. He was terribly in earnest; he had been terribly in earnest ever since the game began.

At length he made up his mind, crossed the room hurriedly, and took his place. Beneath the table Loring saw him lock his hands together while he looked fixedly into the faces of his companions, one by one, as if he suspected that they had “framed” the game during his absence.

“Begin,” he said dictatorially. “I’m ready!”

The little fat man rubbed his chin with his knuckles and glanced at the nervous man across his shoulder in apprehension; plainly he was as nervous as the winner. Loring felt that the old air of constraint was settling back upon the table and he loathed it. He hated this businesslike atmosphere. He could not to save his soul “work” with the cards. No matter what the stakes, it remained a game to him.

All life had been a game to Loring. He had played it with all the strength of his powerful body; he had rioted through every emotion. He had gone through scenes that would have damned other men and he had come out clean. He was one of those men who are always making new starts. His hair, as a result, was decidedly gray over the temples, and in repose his face aged by ten years; but his smile was all boy. He smiled now, shook his wide, thick-muscled shoulders, and raised his head.

“I warn you, my friends,” he said joyously, “that I’m tired of this dull game. I want action, action, action! Out with the cards, sir. By the Lord, I have a tingle in my finger tips that tells me I’m going to win!”

“Damnation!” exploded the nervous man; he avoided the volley of glances by adding hurriedly: “Why the devil do we have nothing to drink? I need a nip. Nothing to eat since–where is that waiter? Is the fool deaf and dumb!”

Buttrick, in furnishing his gaming house, had retained many mid-Victorian features, and among others he had left the bell cords instead of installing electric buttons. Now the nervous man whirled in his chair and wrenched at the silken rope until it came taut with a hum and they heard the silver tinkle far off and faint.

The outburst brought a sneer from the fat man; the man with the opal presented his usual blank face; but Loring overflowed with pity. He felt that this game was beginning to make him unclean. He determined on the spot to be rid of it even at the price of the rest of his money, though where he would go for more was a mystery. Such mysteries, however, were too old to greatly disturb him. When the round of drinks had been brought and passed, he began wagering heavily on the first hand that was dealt him.

Starting with a miserable pair of deuces before the draw, he held up three cards, and then bumped up the bidding in lumps of two hundred. The man with the opal stayed to the second raise; at the last raise of which Loring’s thousand dollars was capable, the nervous man bit his lip and laid down his hand. Pure bluff; but Loring raked in the chips without joy. He wanted this thing to end.

He kept on playing like a madman; and he kept on winning. He could not lose, it seemed. When he bluffed, the others stayed with the betting only long enough to fatten the stakes. When he held a full house someone was sure to call him when the bet had reached a dizzy height. Usually it was the nervous man. Finally the fat man slapped down his cards with the violence of an oath and withdrew from the game, his pudgy back daring them to ask questions.

Loring had won again. He cashed in piles of chips to clear the table and flung himself into the game again, joylessly. For the face of the nervous man was becoming a horror. Obviously he was meeting each loss with his life blood, but how could Loring stop while he was winning?

The crash came. Loring had opened a jackpot with queens and filled miraculously with three nines. The betting swept up; the nervous man “called” with a straight, and as Loring drew in the chips the beaten player rose slowly. He propped himself on stiff arms above the table, his shoulders thrust back into ridiculous points.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “I’m done. Good-night!”

And turning, he crossed the room with a slow step, as though he feared that if he hurried his legs might crumble beneath him.




II. CONCERNING MERCY

BOTH men turned to follow him; Loring, with a sick look, faced the man with the opal again in time to see him raise his hand until it was level with his forehead and make a significant small gesture with his forefinger.

“No, no!” groaned Loring. “Not that! I feel like a murderer!”

He started up, but the voice of his companion cut in on him, stopped him, as though with a hand.

“Would you pity a jackal that was poisoned by dead meat?” he asked. And when Loring turned the man with the opal added: “Carrion, sir; nothing but carrion, mind and body.”

Loring blinked.

“I forget. The game has to go on?”

“Not at all. For this evening I have had enough.” He admitted defeat with a calm that made Loring respect him more than ever–a respect with a touch of fear in it. “But I wish,” continued the man with the opal, “to know you. My name is Nicholas Zanten; but that does not in any way imply that you must tell me yours.” He went on gracefully, giving Loring time to think it over and drop the subject.

“In Buttrick’s, of course you’ve observed that names don’t matter. Men lose their personality and become merely bags of money with hands to spend it as soon as they come within those soft closing doors downstairs. For all I know, it may spoil your pleasure to identify yourself; spoil the game, eh?”

But Loring was flattered in spite of himself. He felt at once that he was receiving an attention which the man with the opal paid to very few, indeed.

“I’m Samuel Loring,” he answered readily. “Very glad to know your name, Mr. Zanten.” He thought the foreign twang of that name fitted perfectly with the fellow’s exterior. “As for the game–I think it’s been a rotten mess! Won’t get the face of that chap off my mind for months of nights.”

“Give me your ear for one moment and then forget what I’ve said,” returned Nicholas Zanten. “The name of that man is Joseph Wilbur. Does that mean anything to you? I see it does not. Very well, then. Take my word for it that Wilbur is lost. He was lost before this game began. And I give you my word of honor that he is not and never has been worth saving.”

They crossed the room together as they spoke. Zanten stepped out to the curtains first and drew the heavy tapestry well aside for Loring. In spite of himself the big man slipped through hastily. He did not relish having those moon cold eyes behind his back, unwatched. On the farther side of the curtains he was sharply ashamed of himself and glanced at his companion. Zanten was smiling at the floor and Loring knew that he had understood. The thread of their friendship was cut even before the spinning had well begun.

“Roulette, by Jove!” exclaimed Loring, for in the depth of the long apartment he made out a group of players and heard the hum of the spinning wheel. “All this under the very nose of the law.”

“The law is not omniscient,” returned Zanten, “and sometimes it is even discreetly blind. I remember–”

“Look! Look!” broke in Loring, and he pointed out the lofty, meager figure of Joseph Wilbur playing the wheel. It was a form as somber as a skeleton playing dice. Out of the very back of the man appeared his ghoulish eagerness to win, his desperate determination.

Once more the gesture of Zanten recurred to him. He saw Wilbur at the end of the evening’s play retiring to his room–perhaps to a brightly lighted mansion–and drawing a revolver from a secret drawer. The shocking part of it was that Wilbur was no hungry, common gambler. In every respect he suggested the man who had handled large destinies. It was as horrible to see him wince under the loss of a few thousands as it would be to see a stalwart white man cringe before a Negro. The horror repelled and fascinated Loring.

“Very well,” he heard Zanten saying, “I thought you would be stronger minded. But if you are determined, go ahead.”

He turned in surprise to his companion. There was always something freshly interesting in the white and somber face and in the remarkable eyes. He was touching his mustache with the hand that bore the opal and the jewel flashed with redoubled brilliance across the colorless face. He seemed to Loring distinctly the skeleton at the feast, the warning at the gaming table.

“What did you mean?”

“That you are going to help Wilbur lose his own money and yours as well. But nothing can stop you. Good-night.”

“You have no pity?” asked Loring curiously.

“I? Nonsense! Of course I have pity. A man who hardens himself to pity has closed one door to happiness. I am as full of pity as a ten year old girl. I am as soft of heart as that Madonna.”

He nodded to a crumbling limestone statue taken from the ruins of some Gothic church in France. From the broken arms of the Virgin the infant Jesus had long since fallen, but the half-obliterated face was still bent with pathetic tenderness. How much Buttrick had spent in furnishing his little palace of Chance behind its sober, brown-stone front, not even Nicholas Zanten, probably, could guess.

Loring looked about him at the marvelous browns and blues and reds of a tapestry which seven centuries had softened; at the andirons of the monstrous fireplace, wrought after the fashion of two gargoyles of Notre Dame de Paris; at a bottle of green Venetian glass, semi-translucent, netted over with gold filigree which framed four cameos of microscopic workmanship. He looked at this beauty and then stared back at the hard face of Nicholas Zanten, knowing that the gambler could appreciate all this beauty tenfold more than he, Samuel Loring, who had kept his hands clean and his heart pure.

“I pity him,” said Zanten, “but I judge him. Beware of tenderness, Mr. Loring. It leads a man to damnation as surely as the path of the Prodigal Son.” He relieved this moralizing with a smile as cold as ice. “A man who pities others is apt on occasion to pity himself,” he concluded. “And what a fall is that, eh?”

Loring flushed in spite of himself. This man was surely not ten years his senior, and yet he made him feel like a child. Then he tossed up his big head as a fighter should.

“You are fortunate, Mr. Zanten,” he said. “I see that you have learned the great lesson and understand how to say ‘no.’ I, however, have had a less classic education.” He took the sting out of this remark by saying frankly: “Good-night, Mr. Zanten. I look forward to seeing you again.”

“You will,” said the other, and trailed his bloodless fingers across the palm of Loring’s hand. But when Loring had turned, Zanten looked after him with a smile that made his white face, for the moment, almost beautiful. Then he went thoughtfully on his way.

In the meantime Loring had reached the group at the roulette wheel.

“The devil take Zanten,” he muttered on the way, “unless he is the devil come on earth, which I half suspect. Besides, what am I when it comes to thinking? A child!”

Therefore he followed his impulse. He had hardly placed a bet on the red–and won–when the clawlike hand of Wilbur closed on his arm. He turned his head but discreetly avoided the face of the gambler.

“My friend,” said Wilbur, forcing a hideous chuckle of good-fellowship, “you had a remarkable run at the cards. Remarkable! Do me a favor, now, and let me share your luck. Take my money; place it!”

“If you wish.”

A ten dollar bill was crammed into his palm by cold, shaking fingers. He played the red again, and won again.

“Once more,” whispered the voice at his ear.

Again on the red and again a winning. Still, with the whisper directing him, he let the bet ride. The ten dollars had grown to a hundred and sixty.

“God bless you,” gasped Wilbur. “God bless you, lad. Now–a single number. A single number!”

Which meant, of course, one chance in thirty-six.

“Not that,” protested Loring.

“By God, I say yes!”

“Then, play it yourself.”

“No, no, my friend! The luck is yours. You’re in a run. You can’t be beaten! Bet all on one number.”

He obeyed, played the nine, and saw the money disappear. Turning to Wilbur he found a face like death. He took the man by the arm–his fingers bit through the skinny muscles to the bone–and helped him to a chair.

“It’s done,” the other kept repeating. “It’s done!”

A criminal in such a voice might echo the verdict of guilty.

“Listen to me,” said Loring, mastering his shudder of contempt, of pity, of disgust. “I have eight thousand dollars of your money. It came to me across the card table. It’s yours.”

He held out the stiff handful of bills. It seemed at first that the other was paralyzed. Then he drew in his breath as one drinking and clutched the money with both hands.

“Is it all here?” he stammered. “All here?” He counted it feverishly. “Yes, eight thousand!”

The life went out of him again, and he sank deeply into the cushions of the chair.

“What is eight thousand? Nothing! Nothing! So much rustle of paper; dust on the wind. Nothing!”

“Good-night,” muttered Loring, feeling a mortal cold draw into his heart.

But the bird-claw fingers of the other seized him again.

“Not yet!” pleaded that hollow and tremulous voice. “My young friend, my dear young friend!”

In spite of his effort, Loring could not keep the disgust out of his voice.

“I am sorry,” he said, “but I am leaving Buttrick’s at once, Mr. Wilbur.”

All the hysterical hope went out of the face of the man and he shrank into his chair as though seeking protection.

“You know me, then?”

“I know your name. Nothing more.”


“Zanten told you. I see. Don’t believe Zanten. He lied. He lies about everything. He’s a devil. A cold devil. I hate Zanten–for reasons. In reality, I’m a man wronged by lies and rumor. Public opinion has crucified me. Look on me, my dear fellow! You see a man stretched on the cross and bleeding from the wounds of rumor!”

He clutched his breast with one of those ugly hands as he spoke and tears of self-pity misted his eyes. They were instantly clear again, probing Loring to see what effect the speech had made on his auditor.

“You believe me?” he went on, raving in the same hurried whisper, and letting his wild glance rove as though he would frighten away eavesdroppers. “Yes, I see that you believe me. When two men meet–in a crowd or in a desert–heart speaks to heart and they know each other at once. The moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you to be such a man!”

The flattery sickened Loring. He silently cursed Buttrick’s and the moment he had entered the place.

“And as surely as I knew you then,” rushed on Wilbur, retaining his clutch on Loring to drag himself to his feet, “I know now that you will continue to aid me–a man oppressed. You will take this money of mine and play it. All on single numbers–all on single numbers. What is eight thousand? Nothing! Divide it into eight parts. Play each part on a single number. If one part wins, it will be enough. More than enough. Enough? Ay, salvation!”

In vain Loring argued that even with eight trials at a single number the chance each time was still only one out of thirty-six. He could not press his point effectively against this hysteria, and he dared not meet the eye of a man whose soul was naked in it.

Reluctantly he chose a number and played the first pile of bills. It was gone, and the hand on his shoulder contracted and relaxed. Again, again, again, again, and always he lost and always that pulsing grip on his shoulder, eating toward the bone. The man was gibbering at his ear; not advice. He listened. Wilbur was praying swiftly, whispering the invocations.

And then the last pile of money, all save a few small bills, was placed, and it followed the rest. Loring turned with his eyes on the floor, but to his astonishment there was no cry of anguish.

He found that Wilbur was buttoning his coat close to the throat. He had become appallingly calm.

“Very well,” he said. “You, my friend, I thank. For the rest–”

He left the curse unspoken and hurried out of the room. As for Loring, for a moment he hesitated, then he strode after Wilbur and stopped him at the door.

“The rest of your money,” he said.

He put it in the nerveless hand.

“Now, Mr. Wilbur, take hold of yourself. If there is anything I can do for you–”

“One thing. Let me have peace, sir. Let me have silence.”

The dignity of that speech roused in the younger man a sudden eagerness to save him.

“But your friends! I shall find your friends, any you may name, and–”

“Friends?” echoed Wilbur. “Friends, did you say?”

He broke into hideously soundless laughter and fled down the stairs. Loring waited until the hiss of that laughter had crept out of his ears, and then followed. No matter where the unfortunate Wilbur was fleeing, it would be to his destruction, and in the little interval Loring had vowed solemnly to save the man if he could.




III. THE FUGITIVE

IT was above all things necessary, however, that he pursue Wilbur without the latter’s knowledge. Self-destruction, he felt, must be the goal of the losing gambler, but something told Loring that there was not in that shambling, fear-ridden skeleton, enough courage to end his own life. By every glance of his eyes, by every whispering or thundering tone of his voice, Wilbur bespoke the fear of others. For them he had played his desperate and losing game in Buttrick’s house. And now, hopeless, and terror stricken, he was going to them.

It was amazing to Loring. He had seen the wildernesses of three continents. With such a multiplicity of places to hide, what was the power which seemed so inescapable that a man gave himself up to it without a struggle except to meet and pay its demands?

Something of all this rushed through the mind of Loring as he went down the stairs. Opening the door, he was in time to see Wilbur disappear into the blackness of a taxicab. It was a freakish spring night. The evening had set in clear, with only a tumble of clouds in the northwest. Now the sky was a solid gray of low-hanging mist, with the stain of Broadway’s lights upon it. The rain was a steady dripping except when the wind picked up an armful of it and flung it rattling against the windows or into the face of some bewildered pedestrian. Such a gust of water whipped the skin of Loring before he could raise the collar of his overcoat.

It was literally a dash of cold water in the face, and he paused on the verge of this adventure. He saw the huddle of people going down the pavements under their umbrellas; he saw the black windows across the street and the pale, wet roofs; looking up, the wind carried a drift of fog that tangled about a skyscraper. An unseasonable night for adventures of any kind, thought Loring.

Then he saw the taxicab which carried Wilbur, picking its way delicately through the traffic, fearful of skidding. He started as the hound when it sees the flaunting tail of the fox. In a bound he was down the steps. He passed three taxicabs with the drivers huddled shapelessly in the front seats, enduring weather as only chauffeurs know how to endure it. At the fourth machine he paused, examined his man again, and then tapped his arm.

“You see that machine?” he asked quietly, giving the number.

His man grunted.

“I want you to follow it. I have ten for you above the fare if you keep in touch with it–but not too closely, you understand?”

The taxi driver had slipped from his place to crank his cold engine. Now he paused with one foot on the step and a grin spread slowly on his pale, square face. One eye closed. It was an expression of infinite understanding, infinite cunning, and Loring climbed into the body of the car with a sigh of relief. He felt that he had chosen his driver well.

He was sure of it when he noted the manner in which the chauffeur, for all his hurry to overtake the quarry, eased in the gears and put his machine in high; he was entirely convinced as they slipped through a twisting pack of cars and nosed into a more open stretch again. Loring bedded his heavy shoulders in the corner of the cushions, and having lighted his cigarette he made his mind a blank and waited.

That was his habit in crises. But presently he opened his eyes. The machine had stopped and now the door was opened and a hurried voice muttered.

“I lost him, governor. About a thousand machines on Seventh Avenue. Dunno whether he turned down or went ahead.”

“Find him,” said Loring.

“I dunno–I’d sure try–but I’d only be taking a chance.”

“Find him,” said Loring.

“I can’t read the mind of the traffic, governor.”

“Find him,” said Loring.

The door closed with a crash and the machine pitched ahead, while Loring smiled behind the veil of smoke and closed his eyes again. The engine lowered to a hum and a purr abruptly as they were stopped by traffic at corners; it shot up into swift crescendos as they gathered speed again, or whirled around cars which led them. Assuredly, Loring thought, he had picked his man well. And after a time the speed of the car decreased. It fell to a smooth, jaunting pace, and the door was opened.

“Got ‘em!” cried the driver.

“Of course; I knew you would.”

To uphold this reputation, there was nothing the chauffeur would not do. Knowing this, Loring smiled again, but now he sat up and took notice. They crossed the scattering lights and the noise of Fourteenth Street, that cheap imitation of Broadway; they were running swiftly south. Now they angled into lower Broadway in the shadow of huge walls of office buildings. Far away he saw the dancing back of the taxicab which they were pursuing. Traffic was slight in this quarter at such a late hour and his chauffeur took no chances of being observed in his pursuit.

At Chambers Street they stopped.

“Here we are,” said the driver, opening the door.

“Has he left the cab?” asked Loring.

“No.”

“Then wait till he does.”

After a moment the fugitive car started on again from its halting place close to the Municipal Building. It changed direction.

“Brooklyn, I guess,” called the driver, as they drew close to Manhattan Bridge.

But in the square at the entrance to the great bridge, lifting over East River, the other machine merely paused again, though this time Loring observed Wilbur get out and walk about with the wind whipping the overcoat about his skinny body.

This time they veered straight north.

Loring was beginning to think that he had taken up the trail of a madman. What earthly connection had the Municipal Building and Manhattan Bridge in the mind of a man who seemed about to die? Perhaps the fellow had been under the influence of a drug, and his despair had been as false as his flight was now without reason.

They had cut back into Broadway again and the fugitive raced at high speed through the shadowy lower part of the famous street; reaching the thirties he slowed again and entered the zone of the night lights at a creeping pace. Whether the traffic was heavy or the street vacant ahead of him, the first driver kept his machine at a snail’s pace. In spite of that slow gait it was soon difficult to trail the car without coming close so many times as to attract suspicion.

Every now and then a side street poured a host of traffic into Broadway, and Loring’s man was crowded back. But he was never left long behind. He kept as accurately in touch with his engine as a fine rider does with the mouth of his horse, and whenever a narrow gap showed in the mass of automobiles he was instantly scooting toward it and closer on the heels of the quarry. Yet it was precarious and nervous work, for at any time they might lose their man down a side street.

Luck, however, stayed with them. The fugitive kept to Broadway until the bright lights fell away to a duller glow at Columbus Circle. The traffic, also, was now lighter, with less feeding into it from the side streets. They kept easily in touch with their man as he rounded the subway station at Seventy-Second Street and shot swiftly down toward the Drive.

Up Riverside Drive the fugitive maintained the same rate of speed, dodging recklessly around the leading cars until he reached the swinging crest at Eighty-Fifth Street. There the taxicab stopped once more, and again the tall, scarecrow figure emerged and stood with the wind in his face, looking back where the Drive dipped down to Seventy-Ninth and then rose leisurely and twisted out of sight at Seventy-Fifth.

Again Wilbur drove on, swerving back from Riverside to Broadway at One Hundred and Tenth. They sped swiftly again, the tires catching the water and sending it with a steady swishing against the mudguards. At One Hundred and Twenty-Second they dived into the gloom of Manhattan Avenue and here Loring half expected that the journey would end. It seemed fitting that the doomed gambler should go to his fate in that dark hollow; but through the shadow they sped out and up toward the hill beyond.

They had settled back into a steady pace, by this time. The nervousness of the leading driver had apparently worn off. Resigned to his long, odd journey, he kept his machine well under its top notch and jogged quietly on with Loring’s cab far behind, sometimes losing the other over a hilltop, or in the shadow of a hollow.

Far out Broadway, in the early Hundred and Forties and again in the Sixties, they entered dense waves of traffic as they crossed uptown amusement and business centers. After that the going was comparatively clear, and presently they struck into a suburban road. They had threaded the whole length of the great city. Open spaces began to grow, touches of green under the road lamps. It was like another world to Loring.

Then big estates, formal gates opening on tree-lined drives. Into one of these the taxicab swerved. When they came opposite the gate the machine had disappeared among the poplars and beyond the black treetops loomed a great mansion with the clustered chimneys of Tudor times. This, at last, must be the end of the trail–and what an end! The possibility that that skeleton-faced man might be owner of this estate turned Loring cold to the heart. He was not a moralizer, but a gloomy premonition of the vanity of human endeavor came to him as he stood on the ground at last, stretching until he got the feel of his muscles again, and listening to the wind in the trees.

He gave the driver the promised tip and the necessary word of praise.

“Besides,” said the chauffeur as he thanked Loring, “I’m mum, governor. You can count on that.”

“Nonsense. You can talk all you please. But this joke has cost me a devilish lot of time.”

The chauffeur allowed a smile to grow around his eyes and never reach his lips. The eyes looked steadily at Loring out of the huge, pale face.

“Sure,” he said, “a joke. Sure it’s a joke.”

And he laughed mirthlessly.

When he had gone, Loring stopped a woman scurrying past with a boy’s hand clasped in hers, tugging him against the wind.

“What place is this?” he shouted into the gale.

“Lord, sir!” she cried, shrinking from him, and when she saw it was not a highway robber: “The Charles place, I guess.”

The name of the owner, for some reason, was a great relief to Loring. There was something clean and manly about the sound of the word. At least, it was a joy to know that such a place was not the property of the skulking Wilbur.

He went up the driveway, swinging his heels into the crunching gravel. Even that sound comforted him. It made him feel cleaner and more normal. And then he came out from the screen of trees and under the mighty façade of the mansion. It was as huge as he had guessed, with three towering series of bay windows.




IV. THE HOLLOW WALL

THE main entrance was small for such a façade. It gave more the effect of one of those strong, stealthy medieval portals. Strains of music came out to Loring as he approached it and he heard a murmur of many voices coming to him through the thick walls like strong light through a velvet curtain–just a hint of sound except when a girl laughed, and that sound was sliver thin, but clear.

There was apparently an entertainment, many people, happy faces–all at once the nightmare thoughts of Loring seemed ludicrously out of place. He felt a sense of shame and a sinking of the heart. After all, what proofs were his that Wilbur was in danger of death? How could he enter those glowing rooms and speak–of what? But his habit was to see things through to the bitter end. His hand faltered, and yet he pressed the bell.

When the door opened, he looked at the portly servant in a new dismay. Was the “Charles” who owned the place a man or a woman?

“I wish to see Mr. Charles,” he said boldly, and gave his card. “My business is urgent.”

He was bowed into a lofty, paneled hall. At a short distance it widened into a great room, and at the end of the room a double staircase descended with solemnity to the floor. Iron lanterns lighted them on either side, and the steps shimmered away to darkness above. A door opened on a burst of music and merriment and Loring’s surety vanished again.

“Mr. Charles,” the servant was saying, “is engaged.”

At least, his guess at the name had been right. He met the eye of the servant firmly.

“I must see Mr. Charles,” he repeated. “Only for a moment. He will not know my card, but you may tell him that my visit is of the most vital nature.”

He found the other looking at him intently; the fellow even half turned, but faced him again, shaking his head.

“Mr. Charles is already engaged in an interview of the most vital nature,” he parodied. “If you care to wait, however–”

Loring leaped at a passing thought. After all, he had acted so much upon chance impulses this night that he might as well either abandon the whole affair or else continue to try to follow a spider thread through the labyrinth.

“Mr. Charles is engaged at present with Joseph Wilbur,” he stated, prepared to see the other shake his head in bewilderment.

Instead, the hand of the servant closed convulsively over the card. It seemed to Loring that the fellow actually changed color.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but are you, by any chance, a friend of Mr. Wilbur?”

“Yes,” said Loring boldly. “That’s exactly what I am.”

A child could have seen that this last speech made by no means a pleasant impression upon the doorkeeper. He actually scowled at Loring and for a moment it seemed that he would dare to be a man, and an angry man at that. Instantly, however, he schooled himself back into the servant with calm features.

“But my business,” continued Loring smoothly, watching the face of the man as the pilot watches his guiding star, “is with Mr. Charles alone.”

He found that he had buried himself more deeply than ever in the mire. The doorkeeper started to answer and then paused, so that there was only an ugly lifting of the lip. Mysteriously the remarks of Loring seemed to have thrown him into a fighting fury. Loring became aware of shoulders almost as massive as his own thrown forward. It was like the bristling of a trusted and tried watchdog when a stranger steals into the homestead grounds.

“You and Mr. Wilbur,” said the doorkeeper, with an odd blending of savagely controlled insolence and hatred, “have no doubt equally important matters to take up with Mr. Charles. But since he is engaged already with Mr. Wilbur I do not see how I can introduce you, sir. The instructions of Mr. Charles were emphatic. He is not to be disturbed.”

So saying, he looked past Loring toward the door, as if he recommended strongly an exit at this point in the parley. But retreat was now the last thing in Loring’s mind. Somewhere in this house the skull-faced Wilbur was talking with Mr. Charles. Perhaps Charles was himself the inescapable danger to which Wilbur fled as the bird flees to the fabled snake. Or perhaps Wilbur was making to Charles, as to a court of last appeal, a final plea for the money which he failed to win at the gaming house.

No matter how the affair stood, Loring felt reasonably certain that a doom was stealing upon Wilbur in that house and that there would be a death. He knew it as certainly as a man knows that, when he turns the corner before him, he will meet someone he knows. He knew it as certainly as a man knows the influence of an unseen eye behind him. Wilbur was about to die.

Staring at the broad, complacent, stolid face of the doorkeeper, Loring for an instant wanted to smash him to the floor and rush down the great, silent hall shouting: “Murder!”

Indeed, a feminine hysteria to which he had hitherto been a stranger was taking his nerves. It seemed to him that the very air was full of warning; everyone must understand a danger coming–everyone except this pompous ass of a doorkeeper.

“I warn you,” said Loring solemnly, “that if you keep me from Mr. Charles there will be serious consequences.”

The doorkeeper bowed; Loring saw the last vestige of a disappearing sneer on his mouth and wanted to drive his muscular fist into those lips. Evidently, the fellow had lost all respect the moment he had heard that Loring was a friend of Wilbur. What reputation could Wilbur have that made even his acquaintances unclean? What was the leprous nature of the man?

“Then,” insisted Loring desperately, “I’ll see any other person who is near the head of the household. Who is the son?”

“There is no son of Mr. Charles,” answered the doorkeeper.

He stood with placid hostility, making no suggestions. The result was that Loring, for the moment, forgot himself. He went one stalking, cat-like step closer to the servant; if one hunts the tiger long enough he becomes a bit tigerish himself, and Loring was a hunter of big game.

“You have a head on your shoulders,” said Loring without raising his voice unduly. “Use it. Find me someone with authority in this house.”

He had at last impressed the doorkeeper with fear. The latter slipped back as though he were taking his foot from the fleshy, soft back of a snake; and his face was the face of a man who sees a viper.

“Very well,” he said shortly, and went off down the hall with his rubber heels padding heavily.

Loring took out his watch and decided to give the man three minutes to produce the requested person. At the end of that time he determined to go on a still hunt himself. In the meantime he walked up and down the hall, examining its treasures. They were many, but assembled with such profusion that Loring profoundly suspected the hand of an interior decorator rather than the taste of the owner.

He paused at one angle, where, out of the shadow, he caught the flash and glimmer of full burnished steel. It was a complete suit of armor; as nearly as he could make out, it was of the period of the fourteenth century, and close to the end of it when chain and plate were intermingled or used separately. He recognized the bassinet, peaked and ridged.

Molded leather covered the studs which fastened the short camail; over the cunning joints of the elbow and knee plates there was soft velvet; to one side was the hauberk with flowing sleeves; and near it the curved bladed bracquemart with a suggestion of the Saracen. Loring gripped the hilt and found it fitted neatly to his hand.

It was while his hand still rested on the roughened grip of the hilt that he felt behind him the opening of a door. Suppose a whisper, unheard and yet somehow known. The opening of that door was no more real to the brain of Loring. Indeed, he could not have been sure of it at any other time, but to-night his senses had become as alert as though he stalked big game through an African jungle, never knowing what eyes watched him through the stalks of the giant elephant grass. And as surely as he stood there, he felt a pair of eyes look out and take hold on him and survey him with hostile intent from head to heels.

It was a nightmare moment that set the hair prickling on his head and made the skin of his brow contract with cold. For an instant his hand closed convulsively on the hilt of the bracquemart; then he forced his fingers to loosen by a strong effort of the will and made himself turn slowly, drawing his nerves as hard as drawn iron.

The moment that movement began he was aware that the door was closing with the faint whispering sound. When he had completely turned, as he had wholly expected, there was no sign of a door behind him on the farther side of the big niche.

The hall was as huge and dim and empty as ever, and the reassuring mirth from the people in the near-by rooms, and even the faint slip and whisper of the feet of the dancers came out to him.

Yet he listened to those sounds with a contracted brow. For he knew beyond question that a danger had been looking out at him the moment before. He made sure that no one was near in the hall and no one approaching. Then he crossed the niche with two strides and sounded the wall with cautious blows of his knuckles. Low, high, to this side and then to that, he struck.

Then in the center of the circle, and this time he was sure that he had made his discovery. There was an indubitably hollow sound of an echo within the wall. In other words, this was a false panel. Once again, as he stood there, he had that keen apprehensive feeling that someone stood behind him.

He whirled on the impulse and saw that the doorkeeper was in fact a little distance away, looking at him with a smile which he instantly forced from his lips. Beside him stood another man in evening dress.




V. FENCING

IN the silent approach of the two there seemed to Loring something infinitely malignant. In vain he told himself that there was no reason for them to suspect or to hate him; neither had there been any reason for the door to open at his back. But the fact remained that they had stolen up behind him and for an unknown number of moments they had been watching him rap on the wall.

The silence of their coming was quite adequately explained by their rubber heels and the depth of the heavy rug which stretched on the floor. And yet–when Loring turned he turned with a shudder, and when he met their glances he narrowed his eyes–as a beast will do when it is in danger. Which is as much as to say that there was a good deal of the animal in Loring.

He had been born with a love of danger for its own sake, an animal-like love of it. It had given him the gray hair at his temples; it accounted for the suddenly savage set of his mouth now and then; but also, perhaps, it was the reason behind the boyishness of his smile.

He smiled now, at once.

“Old style of building, this,” he said. “That’s a heavy wall.”

“Exactly,” said the newcomer, failing to reply to the smile. “Those walls are so thick that no rat has ever been known to bore a way through them.”

There was no denying the ugly meaning behind the level voice and the level eyes of the man. He was a finely made chap, a good inch or more taller than even Loring, the lean-waisted, athletic type, though his face was a little full fleshed by good living.

In spite of that, he was remarkably handsome. Put him in training, thought Loring, and he would have made a noble figure in the ring or on the wrestling mat. Instinctively, as one strong man always feels toward another, Loring wanted to match speed and power with the other.

“My name,” went on the man, after a pause of needless length to allow the full import of his first sarcasm to strike home, “is Geoffrey Charles. I understand that you are Mr. Samuel Loring and that you wish to speak with a representative of Mr. Peter Charles. Perhaps I will do.”

It was not the sort of introduction to be followed by a handshake. In some elusive way it piled insult upon insult. Loring was tempted bitterly to say some small, nasty thing which would precipitate a climax. Indeed, the whole manner and set of the burly Mr. Geoffrey Charles implied that he was entirely ready for some such climax. Loring controlled himself with a new effort.

“I don’t know. Perhaps you’ll do. Perhaps you won’t. It depends on how close you are to Mr. Charles and his affairs.”

He saw the jaw of young Charles thrust out an aggressive trifle under this touch.

“Perhaps I’ll be a sufficient judge of that when you tell me your errand. Sit down.”

With the same gesture that invited Loring to a seat, he dismissed the doorkeeper. It seemed to Loring that there was an interchange of glances between them in which the doorkeeper asked a question and young Charles assured him that he was quite able to master the situation. The servant retreated with obvious unwillingness.

“I’ll talk standing; no time, in fact, for ceremonies, as you seem to have gathered, Mr. Charles,” said Loring.

“I hardly understand that.”

“I’m sorry. Let me be brief.”

“Thank you,” said Charles.

He had passed the neutral ground; his manner was openly insulting, but Loring kept his temper behind his teeth though he felt the striking muscles leap into a ridge against his coat sleeves.

“I have followed this evening a man named Wilbur to this house.”

“I understand that you’re a friend of Wilbur?”

“I never saw him before to-night.”

He saw Geoffrey Charles start, and a shade of bewilderment crossed his face. Then he looked again at Loring with all the manner of one who thinks he is hearing a lie, and a bald lie, at that. Never in his life had Loring so yearned to take a man by the throat.

“I never saw him before to-night,” repeated Loring, “but what I have seen this evening–I don’t wish to alarm you needlessly, Mr. Charles, but–”
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