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PART I
 IMPROMPTU

	
I

	A billow of reddish dust rolled over the roadster as it came to a sudden halt. It was not a smart machine. One had only two guesses about it. Either its owner had purchased it second-hand or he could not afford to buy a new one. The rumble seat in the rear had been thrown back. The foot space held a suitcase, a tin box, and an aluminum rod case. All over the great North Woods there would be cars similar to this in appearance, luggage, and ownership.

	The young man at the wheel leaned back and contemplated the stream. It had everything—white water, pools smooth and rippled, deadfalls which reached halfway across the stream, big granite bowlders and, above all, music. The run had been chanting lovely symphonies since the beginning of the new time, and countless trout had died of old age on the bottoms.

	“Lord, what a trout run!” the young man cried out.

	He had caught glimpses of the stream for the past half hour; but here was a vista. He saw the stream clearly through an arcade of lordly pines, and it drew him irresistibly. The floor of this natural arcade was richly carpeted with reddish-brown needles, with here and there a pattern in vivid green. An Ispahan worthy of Shah Abbas.

	A blue jay flickered across the opening. From far above a crow called. A squirrel peeked from a hole in an oak. A chipmunk was busily engaged digging into the pine needles. A hedgehog waddled toward the stream.

	“The Forty Thieves!”

	The young man chuckled. Every living thing in this forest was a thief—a natural-born thief. What I want, I take. Eternal warfare. And back yonder, in the great cities of the earth, they were abolishing war on paper. The chuckle developed into laughter, not without a quality of irony. The predatory instinct, the dominant human instinct. Roll up the other way, said the visionist to the Niagara! A man must live; and so long as he must, to prey upon others was obligatory. Predatores—a kind of insect which devoured others and was itself devoured. It was lawful that one insect should devour another, because man hadn’t written anything to the contrary.

	The pioneer, when confronted by a colossal obstacle, does not laugh, but clamps his teeth grimly and proceeds to overcome the obstacle. The adventurer, confronted by an obstacle, laughs before he starts to overcome it. There is a sharp cleavage between the two, for their obstacles are not comparable. One dreams of cities where there are none and proceeds to create them. The other must find the poles, the highest peak, the virgin jungle, go where no other man has gone, do what no other man has done, just for the fun of it.

	“Thieves on land and cannibals in the water! Life!”

	“Caw, caw, caw!” answered the crows.

	The young man glanced upward. “No doubt you are perfectly correct. But you must admit that people are more likely to accept me as a bird of paradise than as your brother.”

	His wrist watch informed the young man that it was five o’clock in the afternoon. The sky was cloudless, but that did not matter, since there was no sunlight on the stream or on the forest floor. Only the tops of the pines were in the waning sunshine, resembling points of flame. The air was delicious with the perfumes of the saps. Just the right time.

	Plus-fours, golf stockings, and sport shoes. The young man laughed again. Why not! Who the devil cared if he did what probably no one had done before—wade this stream dressed as he was, sartorially correct for any golf course. A game he did not play because anybody could play it and nearly everybody did! Without opening the side door he vaulted to the road and made a grimace of pain. That shin of his! Very well.

	He sat down at the side of the road and rolled down his stocking, revealing an ugly bruise along the shin. In the middle of the bruise was a ragged horizontal cut, fresh. A horse could not have landed a more effective kick, save that the iron shoe of a horse would have broken the shin bone. He liberally daubed the wound with an aromatic salve, then pulled up the stocking carefully. He was going fishing. He was a fool, he had always been one, but nevertheless it was a great business, so long as you were no man’s fool.

	He stood up and listened. Such sounds as he heard were native to the woods. He had perhaps twelve hours’ leeway; that would be enough. He was going fishing. He had brought along rod and tackle for that very purpose. He would have been a fool if he hadn’t. Good camouflage.

	He strapped his wrist watch to the broad ribbon which ran around his pearl-gray fedora. From his hip pocket he brought forth a small automatic pistol. This he transferred to the left upper pocket of his Norfolk jacket. Keep your watch and your powder dry. Next, from the little pocket at the top of his trousers, he took out a small rubber pouch. Now, where the devil would he put this? For if water got to it he was done. Good. He would hang it around his neck. But first, a reassuring look. Presently upon his palm lay a crystal, perfectly transparent, yet vaguely blue as the sky. Lovely and mysterious fires leaped forth. It was the size of a pecan nut and of similar shape. A stone which, it was evident, had never known any metal setting.

	“Clever,” thought the young man grimly. “As clever a job, probably, as ever was conceived and executed.”

	He shook his head as if there were something in all this perplexing beyond measure. Knots came into his jaws, and his handsome blue eyes grew hard and bitter and relentless.

	Things began to happen to the diamond. It disappeared magically and reappeared. Intelligence would know what was happening to the stone—remarkable legerdemain—but no human eye could fix upon the point where the stone disappeared or reappeared. Lean strong hands they were, well kept, with nails cut almost to the quick; a fighting hand or a musicianly hand, or both.

	The music of the water began to call him away from his somber thoughts. He returned the diamond to its waterproof casing. Then he got out his fishing tackle. But first he snipped off enough line to make a loop around his neck. With this he secured the rubber casing and drew the loop over his head. It took him about ten minutes to rig a beautiful five-ounce rod, with backbone enough to handle a moderate salmon or muskellunge.

	“Now, then, Mr. Salvelinus Fontinalis!”

	“Caw, caw!” cried the crows.

	They were always about—crows. He had seen them in Darjeeling, in the Sudan, all over Europe and Asia. In drawing rooms too—not so raucous but just as thievish.

	“Hang it all!”—with a reckless laugh.

	Carrying the rod carefully extended before him, he made his way to the water and stepped boldly into it. His shin stung for a moment, followed by cool relief. He began to whip the air to limber up. When he concluded that his wrist was acting properly he launched the flies upon that part of the stream which ran darkly under the bending alders on the far side. Three casts convinced him that there was nothing in that inviting spot. Above him was a large bowlder. He cast upstream just beyond the bowlder, skittering the flies. There was a splash. The line flew into the air behind him.

	“Not so good,” he murmured.

	The next cast, however, rewarded him. He reeled the captive to his side, stooped and, with his hand under water, freed the trout, which was small.

	He moved downstream, whipping this spot and that, wherever instinct told him there would be trout. Twice he got caught in the alders, but each time he laughed. He nearly went under, however, as he freed the flies the second time. Fun! Up to his vest pockets once. He had a good deal of difficulty with his feet—the rubber soles would not grip substantially the moss-covered stones. All in the game, though. This was fishing.

	He was reminded of an episode in the Ardennes two years ago. On a wager he had waded a stream in his dinner clothes, ten o’clock at night, in the rain. Fool, yes; but it was fun being that kind of fool.

	All he wanted was a three-pounder; a fight, chances in favor of the trout, and no moral problem to vindicate. Over three pounds, trout were generally logy. Only the salmon or the muskellunge knew the fighting worth of each pound he possessed.

	He waded perhaps three quarters of a mile down the stream, hunting for the spot. Occasionally he sighed aloud as some lovely vista opened unexpectedly before him! Ha! There it was—the delectable spot. If there wasn’t an old golliwhopper in that pool, there wouldn’t be one in the stream anywhere else. A regular Bastille of a place!

	The young man had by now forgotten time and place, the brilliant, the loaded pistol, the desperate project which had brought him into this paradisaical wilderness. By the color of the water he judged the pool to be anywhere from six to ten feet deep and fast. You could not cast a fly from the shore, for the height and thickness of the alders; you had to stand in water which tried to buckle your knees. Across the stream, touching both sides, lay a giant pine, storm-riven, bleakly gray—a natural bridge. But that wasn’t all. Many gaunt limbs reached into the water, draped with dead grass and branches from other trees; in one place the stream was clogged by a fence post in a snarl of barbed wire. You might hook your trout, but to keep him in the clear—that would be a real fisherman’s job.

	The young man fiddled about for a substantial footing and, having found it, made a cast. Nothing happened. Fussing over flies would be useless; the trout in this stream would take anything, provided they were hungry. And it was evident that they weren’t hungry, for he had had indifferent luck so far. He would give the pool ten minutes’ time; then he would toddle back to the car.

	Snugging the rod under his arm, he got out his pipe, primed and fired it. Then he made his second cast, lightly skittering the flies against the current. There followed a mighty upheaval of water, a living silver arch, and a plop which sounded like a stone striking the water. The line zoomed and the rod bent. The young man’s teeth clicked against his pipestem. The gorgeous moment of which every fisherman dreams had arrived.

	Of course there were exceptions to all rules. Once in a while you hooked a monster who was still pulling down a million in gate money. The young man understood perfectly that he was in the ring with the Gene Tunney of this neck of the woods. Lord!

	As one prize fighter outthinks the other, so the absorbed fisherman outthought the trout, who straightway made for the entanglements. No go. He crossed to the middle of the stream and shot at the fence post. No. He whirled, leaped, returned to the bottom of the pool, rose and darted toward the fisherman’s legs. No go.

	Now then on the right bank of the stream there appeared a girl. Perhaps it would be more exact to say a young woman. She wore laced boots to her knees, which were partly hidden under a cream-colored linen skirt. She wore a coat of the same material, a white silk shirt, and a flowing green tie. She was hatless, and her wind-tossed hair was as ruddily brown as the pine needles under her boots. To get on, it is necessary for some women to be beautiful. This young woman had no need of beauty—beauty of the Bouguereau type. Some women are born queens who never come to thrones. Her hands stuffed in her pockets, she stood imperially. She would think and act imperially, naturally. Her lips were vividly red. Her eyes were deep blue and calm. But both lips and eyes gave testimony of interest and amusement. Beautiful women and imperial women are not generally humorous, but when they are, watch out.

	She had been on the point of calling out to the fisherman, when she observed that he carried neither net nor creel. She decided to see the play through because she was normally curious. She knew this pool, the very best in a fifteen-mile run. And he had discovered it instinctively. Fishing in a golf suit, without net or creel! A real sportsman; he would be worth watching. There wasn’t the least doubt of it; he had hooked Old-Timer, whom she had lost ten times if once. True, she had never let him make the entanglements. But when he had turned and rushed at her!

	No ordinary poacher, this; almost handsome, though a bit lantern-jawed. Nonchalant. Poacher though he was, she liked the way he kept his pipe going, with a battle of this caliber on his hands. He knew what had happened to him; he recognized the surrounding perils. Nonchalant outwardly, yes; but she knew very well that he was boiling with excitement inside. He wouldn’t have been human else. Of course in the end he would lose; not even Saint Peter himself could have landed Old-Timer without a net. Already she had learned something—the way to hold the rod when Old-Timer lunged toward you: arm’s length above the head. But could she maintain her balance at the same time? More than once her knees had buckled and she had had to turn and wade to save herself from a good ducking.

	There was a swarm of black flies, but the fisherman seemed to be immune.

	She sighed with envy. No use lying to herself. It took more than skill; it took muscles of iron; and no woman had any right to be as strong as this good-looking poacher. What queer streak of impatience had impelled him to wade the stream in a golf suit?

	Every lunge and leap and twist of Old-Timer was adroitly met. By and by he turned on his side, beaten.

	“He’s done it,” whispered the lone spectator.

	Slowly the young man began to reel in. He knew these big game fish; they generally had second wind, and if you weren’t exceedingly careful you lost out. He was in the act of reaching for the trout when she spoke:

	“Beautifully done! But for all that, this is private property, and I must ask you to let the trout go.”

	The fisherman all but lost his balance, so greatly was he surprised. His jaws opened and his pipe fell into the water. He made a desperate but futile effort to save it, but it bobbed under the pine and vanished.

	“Hang it all,” he said whimsically; “that was the best pipe I ever had!”

	
II

	Her face remained grave, but laughter bubbled into her throat perilously. For a poacher, the young man had marked peculiarities. He had been surprised, but there was no evidence of abashment. He coolly reached down to the trout and freed it from the hook with a flip of the wrist.

	A barbless hook! He had caught and beaten Old-Timer with a barbless hook. Insult to injury! She had been witness to the unbelievable!

	She felt compelled to ask, “Was that a barbless hook?”

	“Yes. What’s the use of killing things if you don’t want them to eat? I did not mean to poach,” he declared. “I saw no posted signs.”

	She pointed to the pine near which she stood.

	He laughed. “Never saw it. Big as all outdoors, and I never saw it! I saw only the pool. There he goes!” he added as the trout slowly righted himself majestically, then sank. “He’s tired; not particularly hurt.”

	“You came from the road?”

	“Yes. I had my tackle and simply had to give the stream a try. I’m sorry.”

	Sorry, indeed! She knew that he wasn’t the least bit sorry. In fact, he seemed to be very well pleased with himself.

	“The trail to the highway is just beyond that posted sign on the other side.”

	He followed the direction of her finger and again burst into laughter. “Two of them!”

	“I advise you to hurry,” she said. “You will find it very cold presently.”

	“Thanks. How far is this stream posted?” he wanted to know.

	“Five miles above this pine and ten miles below.”

	“The King of Belgium cannot boast of such a trout run.”

	“Do you know the King of Belgium?” she could not resist asking. His nonchalance was a trifle over the line of her patience. A dig or two wouldn’t hurt him.

	But he did not respond. He loosed the leader and wound it around his hat. He reeled in the line, disjointed the rod, waded to shore, stamped and shook himself and turned. The black flies still swarmed about his head indignantly.

	“You’ve been very sporting about it,” he said, lifting his hat. “But I would do the same thing over again, under like circumstances. Evidently you’re a fisherman too. You know how it is. When you beat a big fellow like that you like witnesses. I can always tell the story now, knowing that there is, somewhere on earth, a reliable witness who can vouch for my truthfulness. But who never will.”

	“Oh, I shall tell the story”—icily.

	“You will? Well, that will be sporting of you.”

	“And I shall add that I never in all my life met a more coolly impudent poacher.”

	“Impudent? Why, I thought I was very polite. I might have lost that fish, and then you would have heard something.”

	What a stunning young woman! She looked like the Winged Victory restored. Who had been the sculptor? He had forgotten. But if the shade of Praxiteles—— None of that! No woman in this picture. He plunged inland in search of the trail, which he found readily enough, being versed in all lores of the open.

	Fool. But this bit of tomfoolery had turned out beautifully. He had beaten the biggest trout in the stream under the very eyes of Diana herself. But what would they think of him when they saw that he was wet to his vest pockets? He chuckled. He took off his hat and looked at the dial of the watch. Quarter after six. An hour and three quarters to reach his destination and change for dinner. Well, there wouldn’t be any women about, only men; so his condition was nothing to worry about.

	The girl was right, though—he would be infernally cold and uncomfortable by the time he reached the Hood camp. He strode over the padded trail, no longer mindful of atmospheric effects but of the purpose which had brought him into this wilderness. He had waded the stream primarily because it had called to him irresistibly; secondarily, to cool his blood. There must be no sudden impulses to-night; he must follow his schedule absolutely. He would be among men who would be watching one another after the manner of strange but well-bred dogs. He himself would be a fox in dog’s clothing; and if they scented him out—— Well, there would always be that thunderbolt up his sleeve. But he was determined never to use this except in dire necessity.

	None of them knew him personally, only by reputation. There was always the possibility of nothing being done to-night. It was on the knees of the gods. Step by step he had built up to this day; yet he knew that, because he was no superman, he had erred somewhere along the line. Where the weak link in the chain lay he could not guess. This hidden menace bothered him. If the gods denied him luck the game was up.

	Why the devil must he meet such a girl at such a time? The picture of her would stick because the frame had been so unusual. Yet he was frank enough to admit that her face would have stood out in a crowd of feminine faces. It was beautiful, but its beauty was the antithesis of the accepted type. Verbally he could not have explained what he meant. She was beautiful; but he, a man never at loss for phrases, found himself inarticulate and beggared in words. A kind of beauty he couldn’t find terms for.

	He found his car where he had left it. There was gas enough to carry him two hundred miles. He climbed in lumbersomely, growling. He was cold and presently the wind would make him a good deal colder. The girl might laugh over the thought of his sartorial predicament, but she would always remember that he could have thrust his finger through the trout’s gill.

	All aboard! He started the car and went humming up the road in a cloud of dust. Presently the road veered north, then east.

	There would be Van Cleve from Amsterdam, MacFarlane from London, Descamps from Paris, Morgan and himself from New York. Middle-aged men, who knew the history of every known gem. Great adventurers whose integrity was as impregnable as the Gibraltar—with the exception of Berks (himself) whose reputation was somewhat speckled by rumor; who would sell out a client if there would be profit and security in the act. Unscrupulous, but, all the same, a great adventurer. And he would have to lay these rumors in the dust by his impeccable manners, his knowledge of the lore, his clear conception of what man was made of. The wheel turned upon the fact that they had never met him and had no proof that, from time to time, he had played a hand unethically.

	There was a droll side to it. Like going to some lodge meeting; you had to have a passport, a secret sign. Proper credentials, or you wouldn’t get into the Hood camp. Bidding for the Blue Rajah would take place in the morning. Perhaps.

	But somewhere along the line he had made a mistake, being human and fallible. But there was this in his favor—the men he was soon to meet were, like himself, human and fallible. The mistake might never be discovered.

	Why hadn’t she laughed when his pipe had dropped into the water? The picture must have been funny—shoutingly funny. Did he know the King of Belgium? She knew how to set a barb stinging, suavely. He sighed. He would have liked to know her, and under other circumstances he would have gone toward this desire boldly. The high road and the low road. She on the bank and he in the stream.

	He wondered if Hood owned any of the stream. Hood. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. The oldest law. On and on he rode with reckless speed.

	“Ha!” he cried aloud; for suddenly he observed twinkling lights in the distance. That would be the camp. And yonder was a byroad.

	They called them camps, he mused. Hot and cold water, porcelain tubs. Persian rugs, all the comforts of a Park Avenue residence. When all a man needed was a war blanket, a pup tent, a gun, a rod and a hatchet.

	He turned into the byroad and shortly rolled under the wooden porte-cochère and struck his horn. At once the door opened and the butler came down the steps. A gaunt man with a stony face.

	“The name, please.”

	“I’m Berks—Roger Berks.”

	“Your letter of introduction?”

	Eeny, meeny, miny, mo! Berks piped inwardly. Hood was a fool. Had he conducted this affair in New York, he would have been as safe as in a church. Miles from anybody. What would they do here if anybody had the toothache? He produced his credentials—a letter signed by Hood, with a blot of ink in one corner. All very childish. The blot, anyhow. Still, Hood had to know who was who.

	“Very good, sir. Your luggage?”

	“In the rear. Just the bag.”

	“Yes, sir. Why, you are all wet!”—astonishedly.

	“That’s true. Had to go fishing. I am unfamiliar with the habits of the house, but I shouldn’t mind a stiff peg of whisky. Medicinal, of course.”

	“I’ll bring up the peg, sir. Be so good as to follow me.”

	As they entered the house, Berks observed that all the rooms were empty of human beings.

	“Have the others arrived?”

	“Yes, sir. Came in shortly after luncheon.”

	“What time is dinner?”

	“Eight o’clock, sir. This is your room. You will find hot water for bath and shaving.”

	“How about telegrams?”

	“We relay them by telephone. Any urgent message, sir?”

	“No. I might want to get in touch with my client.”

	“The telegraph office closes at nine and does not send or receive again till eight in the morning. But we can get long-distance to New York. The railways are thirty miles east and west of us.”

	“Seems to me you’re pretty far off.”

	“We have our own gas station and three cars. Either way, we can make the railroad in less than an hour, unless there’s been a cloud-burst. I’ll have the whisky up in a jiffy, sir.”

	Jiffy. Come, come! thought Berks. The old gargoyle had something human in him despite his looks. Jiffy. He hadn’t heard the word since boyhood. Evidently up here “Whoop” was still the word; “Whoopee” hadn’t yet arrived. Heaven forfend that it should! Of the two kinds of American Indians, Berks preferred the red.

	The door closed and Berks stared at the panels moodily. Long-distance to New York. Would the unknown mistake lie in that direction? Puddles on the birch floor. Off with these togs, and also good-bye to them forever.

	Berks stood in his shorts before the shaving mirror, when a tap came on the room door. He hurried to it, half his face in lather. The saturnine butler passed in a small decanter and a tall glass.

	“Thanks. That will do nicely.”

	“If you will leave your wet clothes in the hallway, sir, I’ll see to it that they go to the drying room. Mr. Hood will receive you just before dinner.”

	“I’ll be down as soon as I bathe and dress.”

	This time Berks locked the door, completed his shaving, finished with the tub, then attacked the whisky. A hot sling, which threw comfort and wellbeing over him at once, but which warned him that one would be enough. In his condition he responded too quickly. There were no tailor’s labels in any of his clothes. That would not be the mistake. The bag, which he had purchased in a second-hand shop, was unidentifiable.

	So then, at five minutes to eight he stood before the mirror and inspected a presentable young man, ready for Piccadilly or the Champs Élysées or Park Avenue after dark. In the lapel of his dinner coat was a bit of red ribbon. In regard to this his conscience was in good order; he could lawfully wear the Order of Leopold. It was absolutely necessary to impress his host and the other guests, to mitigate such dubiousness as they might hold for him.

	“Do you know the King of Belgium?”

	Hang the girl! There was no room in his thoughts for a woman; he must not wander mentally for a second this night.

	He thrust the automatic pistol in the inside pocket of the dinner coat and the stone loosely in the left outside pocket. Ironically he glanced into a coat sleeve—the thunderbolt was there, ready to be launched. He kneaded his sinewy hands for a minute, then unlocked the door and proceeded downstairs.

	Immediately he was gone, the butler came stealthily out of another room and silently entered Berks’. He deftly went through everything belonging to Berks, examining even the inside of the collars. Ready-made, everything. A scowl rippled over the butler’s saturnine face. Quietly he stole out of the room and down the servants’ stairs. A gentleman, with ready-made clothes, even to his collars, his military brushes unmarked, and no labels on the worn suitcase.

	 

	Berks saw a group of men by the fireside, and he approached with the air of a man who knew his way about. He recognized Hood instantly, and his body felt as if the stream was flowing over it. Introductions were made, perhaps somewhat stiffly. The other guests had met before.

	“Make yourself at home, Mr. Berks,” said the host, a handsome man about sixty, beautifully gray. “Magazines in the library. Dinner will be twenty minutes late. To-night you are simply my guest. No business till to-morrow morning.”

	The young man smiled, but inwardly grew cold. No business till to-morrow, when he had staked everything on to-night!

	There was some desultory talk about the condition of the highways, the stock market, the German debt. Berks readily understood that they had drawn into their shells, gravely polite.

	“Are you gentlemen armed?” he asked quietly.

	The others fell back a step, dumfounded. Van Cleve was first to recover, and he did so good-humoredly.

	“Yes, I am armed. The man who bids in the Blue Rajah may have to defend it on the way back to New York.”

	“My opinion, too,” Morgan admitted, while MacFarlane and Descamps looked distressed.

	“We are all armed, then?” Berks laughed. “The bootlegger, the dopester, and the bandit ride abroad. But it strikes me as droll—dining with guns in our pockets.”

	Leaving this bomb smoldering, he sauntered into the library, where he discovered a fine piano. Good. He had shocked them, now he would enchant them. He must win the respect of these hard-headed beggars. He was in the mood for Chopin; and he began the Fantasie Impromptu, C sharp minor. He played it exquisitely and with fire. When he had done he dropped his hands and bent his head, searching for something else to fit his mood.

	“Beautifully done! But for all that, this is private property, and I must ask you——”

	He leaped to his feet. Across the piano, smiling into his face, was the young woman of the stream.

	“You?”—in a whisper.

	“So you do know the King of Belgium?”

	
III

	Evidently shocks were running deuces wild. He was speechless for a moment. He had an instantaneous picture of his project from a new angle. Detour. He was like a man driving furiously in the night and coming, with a shriek of brakes, upon an unlighted detour sign. He would have to rearrange his plans. But how? He recovered his mental balance.

	“It isn’t fair,” he said.

	“What isn’t?”

	“To surprise me two times in one day.”

	“You are Mr. Berks. I am Miss Hetherstone, Mr. Hood’s niece. Why didn’t you tell me you were coming here?”

	“Word of honor, I didn’t know where I was.”

	“I knew that there was someone playing. The mechanical touch is never quite the same as the human. And, oddly enough, that very piece is in the piano this minute. It is a player. What else do you do—beautifully?”

	There was no irony in her voice now, but there was mischief. Very well; he would pick up the foil. Mischief for mischief.

	“How many times have you lost that trout?”

	“Too many times.”

	“I suppose my skill filled you with envy.”

	“I was glad to see you lose your pipe.”

	He laughed, attached the roll, and started the player. The difference between the human hand and the automaton was easily distinguishable. Even to the man peering into the window—a man with bleak gray eyes.

	“Don’t!” the girl cried. “It isn’t the same at all.”

	“Nevertheless, it’s Paderewski.”

	“I had the notion that you would be an older man.”

	So they had been discussing him? “I am very old,” he gravely replied.

	“You like Chopin. So do I. Are you on the concert stage?”

	“No. I do not sell the gift; I give it away. For the fun of it.”

	He had need of some clear thinking, and he could not accomplish this while engaged conversationally with a young woman who, if he once let go, would set a spell upon him. Perhaps he had not committed any mistake; perhaps he had planned perfectly. But fate was always stronger than human perfections. He began one of Bach’s lovely chorals.

	With folded arms she leaned against the piano. Poise, he thought. She would have gone to Buckingham Palace with the same unstudied grace. Devil take it, she was in the way, and he would have to maneuver around her!

	For the fun of it, she thought. Waded streams in golfing clothes. Threw away a gift which would have made him rich and famous, for the fun of it. Yet that wasn’t the jaw of an idler. She was quite sure that there were serious actions in this young man’s life. Gems. To be sure. He carried them across oceans and continents, at the risk of his life. Caution, alertness, doggedness, quick thinking—he would apply these attributes to his work. But when he played, it would be with whimsical recklessness. And to have a man like this enter the house when she was at the peak of her boredom! What intensely blue eyes he had!

	He played a mazurka and a nocturne, but during the performance he did not look at her directly, which most musicians would have done—male musicians. Suddenly he saw light. She would be an asset rather than a liability. A young woman wanting the society of a young man who was not without attractions, in a house where all the other men were middle-aged. She was not the type to select companionship carelessly. He would use her interest in him, but not to her hurt. As a fisherman and a musician he had caught her fancy. It would raise him considerably in the eyes of the others.

	He would not deviate a hair from the line. He might be defeated. Aviator, mountain climber, hunter—aye, and gambler—he had known defeat. Yet he had never retreated in fear of defeat. But unless the Blue Rajah was brought out to-night, his defeat would be absolute.

	“Have you ever climbed mountains?” she asked irrelevantly when he had done.

	“Why, yes! What put that question into your mind?”

	“Up here we are rather informal. We ask questions frankly. We do not observe the amenities of convention strictly. You strike me as a man who must always be extending himself physically, not caring anything about the cost.”

	“This time you astonish me,” he replied. “I haven’t thought much about it, but you are quite right. I am always slam-banging into excitements. I like impromptu adventures such as this afternoon’s. I always like to leave something to chance.”

	“Where angels fear to tread?”

	“ ‘There came an angel in the wilderness,’ ” he quoted.

	“I neither look nor feel like an angel.”

	“Oh, I don’t know how you feel.”

	“But to you I look like one?” She laughed for the first time.

	“My idea of an angel would be a woman who would let a poor devil of a poaching fisherman have his meed of sport before she called him to a halt. Who would, in the event of a serious injury, have gone instantly to his aid.”

	“You are a very wise young man.”

	“You say that with the air of Methuselah’s wife. You are younger than I am, and I am only thirty. In these thirty years I have met many women.”

	“Yes?”

	“They are all different.”

	She broke into laughter again. “Serves me right!”

	“Pardon?”

	“I thought I was going to be given a compliment.”

	“To some women it is not necessary to pay compliments.”

	“I’ll accept that statement as one. You play beautifully. Under whom did you study?”

	“Busoni. At twelve I decided to become a second Paderewski. At fifteen I gave one concert. I learned that I hated audiences, hated applause. At eighteen I decided to take up aviation.”

	“And you went to war and the King of Belgium decorated you. Then you became interested in gems, because there was risk in handling them. But frankly I do not like this business.” Her eyes became troubled.

	“You mean our being here?”

	“Uncle Mark could have transacted the sale in New York. Suppose one of you buys the Rajah and you are robbed between here and New York? Secret? How can you keep a thing like this secret?”

	Aye, how indeed? Did she love this uncle of hers? Was it possible that Hood could inspire love in anything that lived?

	She went on: “This cannot be wholly a secret in your offices. There will be some untrustworthy man in the secret. The Rajah represents a fortune. It is one of the most beautiful diamonds in existence. Whenever it is in the house—in any of the houses we live in—I feel an oppression. I don’t like it.”

	“Your uncle is a very rich man. Why should he wish to sell it?” The young man’s nostrils dilated slightly.

	“He has become superstitious about it.”

	“Superstitious?”

	“He is sixty and not well. The stone has a sinister history, as you know, and it has begun to work upon his imagination. He is quite mad about the collection.”

	“He has his collection up here?”—incredulously.

	“He cannot be separated from it.”

	“How did the others arrive?”

	“They all came in one car.”

	“Well, whoever buys it will be protected by the other three.”

	“But you are here to buy it, and you will be going alone.”

	“True. But I’m afraid that Van Cleve will be able to outbid me. My client does not care to tie up too much money.”

	“Is it just adventure, or do you really care for gems?”

	“I am quite mad about them. To have that stone in my pocket and to carry it back to New York!” He shrugged.

	“I understand. The bright face of danger. But you are young and adventurous, and shortly my uncle will be an old man. I love him! He has been the only father I have ever known.”

	Berks lowered his eyes, ill at ease. Devil take the way fate intruded! Perhaps the finest specimen of young womanhood he had ever met. Why couldn’t she have been somewhere else? His purpose was to wring her uncle’s heart; indirectly he must wring hers too. His jaws stiffened. No deviation from the line.

	“Do you live in New York?”

	“Oh, no,” she answered. “We really live in Paris. But every summer we have a month here. There’s nothing like it in the old country. My uncle used to be an ardent fisherman, but now he leaves the rod to me.”
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