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  CHAPTER I

  GENTLEMEN THREE

  IN the large, square death-cell a sudden peculiar quiet had fallen upon four men of different nationalities. McCaigh, the American, paced slowly up and down, his wide-set grey eyes roaming vacantly from the heavy oaken door, with its tiny barred window, to the solitary electric lamp which cast its shaded rays over a chamber fitted with stout mission rockers, square mission table, couch and rug.

  Eastwood, the Englishman, the youngest of the four, sat back in his prison-made rocker uneasily drumming on his chair arm, and staring half fascinatedly at Shanahan, the red-haired guard, who was assigned to sit with them and watch them on this, their last night on earth. His delicately chiselled face, whitened from over-confinement and the long rigours of a trial, seemed even whiter than ever to-night in the rays of the prison lamp; but in spite of its pallor it held an unmistakable handsomeness; in the eye gleamed forth the light of fighting idealism.

  Krenwicz, the one really foreign-looking man of the three, lay on a long couch puffing away at a cigarette. His was the lean, bearded, ascetic face of an intelligent Russian of forty-five or less. From where Krenwicz in his coarse homespun blue prison suit lay, a passing glimpse through the crack of the oaken door carried one’s gaze far down a corridor to a large room, now lighted faintly by a tiny green bulb, which housed a slightly raised platform bearing a devilish-looking chair replete with nickel, copper, leather and rubber fittings. But the sight of that which on the morrow at dawn was to end the career of him and his two companions, McCaigh the American, and Eastwood the Englishman, evidently failed to ruffle the composure of the lean man with the Russian face, for he smiled and puffed away at his cigarette, tossing the half-smoked paper tube into a brass cuspidor bolted to the cement floor.

  Indeed, of all the four men there, Shanahan, the death guard, the Irishman from County Cork, appeared to be the most ill at ease. His beefy, florid face looked troubled; he shifted his huge bulk back and forth in the heavy armchair; at times he mopped away at his flaming red pompadour with a mightly, muscular arm.

  McCaigh, the man who was pacing the floor, was the first to break the silence that had descended upon the group.

  “Well, gentlemen,” he said, rather calmly, with that nonchalant smile which during the trial had given him the appellation of “The Iron Man,” but which appeared forced in comparison to the Krenwicz’s quite spontaneous one, “we’ve got something like nine hours to live. What shall we do with ourselves on this glorious evening which the State of New York has so kindly consented that we spend in each other’s company?”

  “Most o’ th’ boys w’at goes over th’ line,” put in Shanahan nervously, “plays car-rds.” He paused. “There’s a deck o’ car-rds — chips, too — in that there table drawer.”

  He stopped, a little overawed by the air of calmness which hung over these three — to him — fine gentlemen of a higher stratum in life than that to which he was accustomed.

  Again silence fell upon them. It was evident that conversation did not thrive. The mission clock on the stone wall ticked away, its ticks sounding like miniature rifle shots in a great forest. Finally Krenwicz spoke, flicking off the ashes of his eleventh cigarette on to the floor. His words bore not the slightest trace of an accent.

  “Do any of you gentlemen anticipate a possible intervention by the governor?”

  Shanahan spoke up.

  “Boys, I don’t want to disappoint yeze, but Governor Willets, when he does annything, does it quicker than th’ lasth minut. I wish he’d help yeze out, for yezes is gentlemin, all right, all right; but whin it gets midnight th’ night before the — before th’ electicution — well, boys, don’t raise anny false hopes in your hearts. I been in this j’int f’r eliven years now.”

  “Shanahan is doubtlessly correct,” said Eastwood, dropping back into his chair. “We go.” His voice grew hard. “And to me the going is all a pleasure. And furthermore, if it were all to be done over again I’d do it myself just exactly as I did.”

  “And I, by God!” muttered McCaigh.

  “Gentlemen, and I,” said Krenwicz, and his laughing eyes suddenly darkened into cruel shadows.

  “And as soon as the old switch is pulled — ” put in McCaigh, but stopped. Outside in the corridor was the sound of voices, the jangle of keys. A second later the oaken door swung open, and there stood revealed in the opening a blue-uniformed turnkey, accompanied by an elderly grey-haired man of around sixty years of age, finely clad in rich clothing of brown. Across his arm was a light overcoat. His face was keen, his eyes were grave, judicial.

  Shanahan was the first to spring to his feet.

  “It’s — it’s his Excellency — it’s Governor Willets,” he breathed.

  An air of suffocating tenseness dropped like a mantle over the occupants.

  With a glance at the oaken door, the governor stepped into the room, surveying the three condemned men curiously. The turnkey beckoned to Shanahan, the death watch.

  “The governor wishes to speak to Eastwood, McCaigh, and Krenwicz in private.”

  Shanahan backed out into the corridor. The oaken door with its single square aperture swung to. Its bolts shot together with an ominous click. The governor paused but a moment, then dropped into Shanahan’s chair, nearest the door.

  “Gentlemen,” he broke the silence,” you know evidently that I am Governor Willets, Governor of the State of New York. You know, therefore, that I have the power of pardoning those who deserve pardon. But, frankly, absolutely nothing has developed that has warranted my using my executive authority in the direction of clemency.”

  The faces of the three men reflected a variety of emotions. Krenwicz’s, calm; Eastwood’s, a half suggestion of keen disappointment; and McCaigh’s, an elusive hope that somehow — some way — something was nevertheless to develop.

  After a pause Governor Willets went on:

  “Now, gentlemen, I am going to be brief. What I shall say I shall be able to say in five minutes. You, Eastwood; you, Krenwicz; you, McCaigh, are all going to pay the death-penalty at dawn in the morning for the murder of Howard Greynell on the night of June 11.” Over the faces of the three hearers a look of strange, almost identical, bitter defiance went. The governor proceeded imperturbably.

  “Let me review that case briefly,” he said. “On the night of June the eleventh Howard Creynell, of the Authors and Artists Club of New York City, was shot and killed at his rooms in the Belgravia at eleven-fifteen in the evening, just after he opened the door of his department and snapped on the library lamp. A police patrol waggon returning from a vice raid in Upper Manhattan passed the Belgravia just in time for the officers to surround the place. You, McCaigh, a man bred and born to our laws and the penalties for their breaking, author of The Riddle of the Onyx Hand, The Washington Square Enigma, and others of our most intriguing and best-selling mystery novels, not to mention scores of novelettes in the better type of our magazines, were caught as you dropped from the fire-escape in the courtway at the bottom, your revolver still in your hand. At the trial, later, you admitted that you had been perched upon that fire-escape at the window of his library for hours.”

  Governor Willets turned to Eastwood.

  “And you, Eastwood of London, at the first rush of the police were caught standing back of that huge Japanese screen; you, a man as well known in literary matters on this side of the water as in your own great home metropolis of England; author of over a thousand short stories so bizarre and odd that you have won fame from the very daring originality of your conceptions; a man whose stories have been printed on this side of the ocean as much as on your own side; a man who had the honour of winning the 5,000-guinea prize offered by the Mercury for the strangest short story of the year. You, Eastwood, had in your hand a revolver which held several discharged shells, as well as a skeleton or common pass-key with which you had gained access to those rooms, and back of which screen you must have stood for hours in the dark.”

  He turned to Krenwicz. “And you, Krenwicz, a man who came over to this country as a lad from darkest Russia in the steerage, a man who learned to speak our language so well that he was enabled to embark on a brilliant journalistic career that placed him on newspapers from coast to coast; a man who graduated from the journalistic field to accomplishing such a swift-moving novel as that one of yours which ran in the Hearstmopolitan — The Jade Vase — wasn’t that the title of it? — a man who did one successful play, The Daughter of Chow Chin, and who was engaged before this trial to do another, this time for the prominent and beautiful Chinese actress, Sarah Ying of San Francisco; you, Krenwicz” — he shook his head sadly — ”you, Krenwicz, who had achieved all that at the comparatively youthful age of forty-five — you had been sitting in a big armchair in the dark, facing the lamp, where you could kill Howard Creynell the moment he should snap on the light. You did not know that Eastwood sat back of that screen across the room — that he had dozed off during the time that you had entered through the kitchenette door; nor did you know that McCaigh was perched upon the dark fire-escape, waiting likewise for Howard Creynell to return and snap on the lamp. You had told Parkins, Creynell’s man, that you were Creynell’s cousin from Syracuse, and that you wanted to sit in the kitchenette and smoke — to surprise Creynell when he returned home. When Parkins left, you crept into the library and into the big armchair. And you surprised Creynell all right, all right! You gave yourself up immediately to the police that swarmed into the room, handing over your revolver with its two or three chambers discharged.”

  The governor went on inexorably. “At the court trial, something came out why two of you murdered Creynell. Yes,” he added, looking oddly from face to face, “but two of you did it, for there were only two bullet wounds in Creynell’s body. No bullet was found in the walls or furniture of that room, no shots but two were heard by the occupants of the Belgravia that night. No third bullet escaped that night. There were but two — and only two — fired. In the tense excitement, one of you three thought he fired, but he did not. Two of you, we definitely know, used revolvers which already had not one but a number of used shells in their chambers.”

  The governor paused and then changed his tack suddenly. “At the trial it came out why two of America’s and one of England’s best and cleverest writers tried to kill one of our leading club men, himself only an amateur — a dilettante — in fiction and art. Creynell, while drunk that afternoon at the Authors and Artists Club, and playing cards with the three of you, had openly bragged that he had an assignation with a woman — a mere girl — who had become madly infatuated with him. He did not give her name, and possibly — but not necessarily — that is why I presume it has never come out at the trial. You three, however, testified at the trial that he had introduced this girl to you the night before in the foyer of the New Amsterdam theatre at the première of Krenwicz’s play, The Daughter of Chow Chin. She was young, innocent, in the flower of maidenhood. Creynell, drunk in the card game, told you all that he had promised to marry her, but that he intended only to avail himself of her mad infatuation for him at a Fifty-fifth Street house of unsavoury reputation. You three testified at, the trial that you knew he was already married, that he was merely ruining her. You testified that to each of you came the shock, the realisation, that this viper — as you termed him — must be killed to protect this girl as well as others.” He paused. “McCaigh, Creynell once ruined a girl whom you loved. You cherished a smouldering hatred of him for that. As for you, Krenwicz, Creynell had dragged down a poor Russian girl from the Russian quarter. That girl was your cousin. You hated him for that. You, Eastwood, were simply a mad idealist who, as you said, wished to rid the earth of a viper. And each of you, unknown to the others, prepared to go to Creynell’s rooms that night and end his career.”

  The governor paused and then went on. “You know, gentlemen, the result of the trial as well as I. Not one of you would admit that he was not the man who fired one of the two fatal shots. Stubborn, or idealistic, each of you is going to the chair because he will not claim absolution on that one score. You prejudiced the jury by refusing to divulge the identity of the girl in the case. You claimed that all of you had seen her, talked with her, but that Creynell had been careful not to give her name in the introduction. That is poppy-cock. Two of you murdered Creynell — yes, murdered, gentlemen, for you cannot take the law into your hands in this state while I am governor of it.

  “No, gentlemen, you can never, never secure a pardon from me. It was out-and-out murder — perhaps justified to you three, but certainly not to the law.” He rose. He glanced at his watch. “I must go now.” He took from the breast pocket of his brown suit a crisp folded document and tossed it on the table. “McCaigh, Eastwood, Krenwicz — one of you failed to fire on the night of June the eleventh. That man, whoever he is, need not go to the chair if he will absolve himself. I have here a pardon, filled out — signed by myself. It is blank on the top line. That blank line is for you three to fill in — to help you to decide which two among you fired, and which one did not. You three know. I do not. The law does not. The police do not. And the dead man, if he knows, cannot tell.” He turned and pressed a button at the side of the oaken door. “In ten minutes I will have returned to your cell the death guard. On my way out I shall leave a sealed letter with the warden. That letter, which he will open a few minutes before the — er — electrocution, will apprise him of the fact that one of you has in the meantime received an official pardon and that the document is in the possession of its rightful recipient.”

  At the impact of the button, the turnkey’s face appeared in the opening. A second later the door swung open.

  “In ten minutes,” said the governor authoritatively, “send in the death watch.” The door closed behind him. The bolts shot into their sockets. His footsteps could be heard echoing down the cement corridor. The three men were alone.

  Silence.

  Then McCaigh, the Iron Man, spoke. “Gentlemen, we have thrashed out this same irritating question to an appreciable extent at the trial, and to an exhausting extent before our lawyers. We could not then determine that two should take the blame of the two shots, and that one should escape. Yet here before us is a pardon. It means life for one of us. We cannot deliberately tear that thing up. Creynell is gone — the snake is crushed. And that was the end to be attained.” He paused. “No one will ask that his name be filled out upon this document. But one must. The thing to be accomplished was accomplished. You, Krenwicz, or you, Eastwood, fill in your name.”

  Silence. Then Eastwood, the idealist, spoke.

  “The ten minutes is nearly up,” he said. “McCaigh is right. No need for all to die. Creynell is dead. Not one of us knows on account of the excited state of his mind that night and the rapid shots as the light went on, whether or no his own weapon responded fully to the pressure of finger against trigger — whether, in fact, he fired one of the two fatal shots.” He paused again. “We might play your American game of draw-poker — we might even draw straws! But we three are not of the rabble. And so I have a wonderful contest to propose. In a few seconds Shanahan, ignorant prison guard, returns to the death watch. You, Krenwicz, have not only written many stories, but you are the author as well of a novel and a successful play. I doubt if there is a mystery writer in America or England who weaves into his plots a love story of such sheer fineness as do you. And you, McCaigh, while not a playwright, have proven yourself such an ingenious craftsman in the literary field that your future was assured, had — had all this not happened. As for me — well, I too have done something in my small way, perhaps, whether worth while or not I do not know, although I fear that my poor efforts have been vastly overrated by my indulgent critics. And so, because of all this, I propose that each of us do his mightiest story now, on his death night; that we spin our stories in words this time, instead of in ink; that our sole audience shall be ignorant Shanahan, death watch. Let us spin our three stories until morning, if needs be; till the coming of the grey dawn, and — and — the death chair. The story that most entertains Shanahan — that Shanahan votes is the best story — shall place its teller’s name on the blank pardon, and the rest go to the electric chair.”

  A silence fell, while Eastwood’s remarkable proposition filtered into the minds of his hearers.

  Then it was broken by McCaigh, the Iron Man. “Eureka!” he cried. “A contest that is a gentlemen’s contest.”

  “A game,” said Krenwicz,” a splendid, absorbing game for three gentlemen on their last night on earth. A contest of wits, brilliancy, invention.” He turned and surveyed the other two with a half-smile. “And if Eastwood, McCaigh and Krenwicz stick like cobblers to their lasts, it will be a strange joust that will be tilted out in the arena of a prison guard’s mind — the Knights of Romance, of Mystery, of Love, of Fantasy, struggling to down each other!” He paused again. “Agreed, gentlemen? A fictional pantechnicon it shall be for — Shanahan?”

  “Agreed,” said the two others in unison. “The decision shall rest with Shanahan.”

  No sooner had they spoken than the burly prison guard himself inserted his key into the lock and entered. He carefully locked the door behind him, and looked puzzledly around the room. Krenwicz had already arisen and had placed the pardon in the drawer of the table.

  “Shanahan,” he said slowly, twirling the decanter of whiskey about on its base,” this — this is our last night. The governor has so decreed. And we have decided to entertain each other, if not Mr. Shanahan, by the subtle art of the fictionist. Get me, Shanahan? And to settle a little something between ourselves, we want you at dawn to announce which of the three has told what seems to you the most engaging story. Will you do it?”

  “Will I do ut?” grunted Shanahan. “That will I, byes. An’ ’tis glad I am that yeze byes is goin’ to spind your last night so calm. Yeze is dead game.”

  A pause followed. Each man stepped to the table in turn and poured himself out a small drink of the fiery liquid. Eastwood looked at Shanahan as he sank into the nearest chair.

  “Will you select the first story-teller, Shanahan?” He looked at the others curiously. “The best story, gentlemen — think of it! It means love — happiness — lights — life. How — how our art must exert itself to-night!”

  Shanahan gazed embarrassedly about him. “Well, Misther McCaigh, sippose you till us the first yarn.”

  McCaigh, the American, bit his lips, then smiled gamely. He surveyed Shanahan carefully from head to foot. “Shanahan,” he said slowly, “I think I can tickle your fancy, and even mystify you a bit as well. At least I shall try my best to do so. “Just what shall be the title of my tale in this peculiar Sing Sing nights entertainment I do not know, for it is a story that will never have to be named for an editor; and so I shall call it just ‘The Strange Adventure of the Giant Moth.’” An attentive silence fell upon the little group. “And if you will now step forth with me to a quiet uptown corner in Chicago, far from the roar and clamour of its business section, I shall take the liberty of introducing you to one to whom I would hesitate ordinarily to introduce any gentleman — a quaint blade of half-Chinese parentage, by name ‘Moon-face ‘Eddy Chang, who will play an amusing part, if not an important one, in my little tale.” Whereupon McCaigh, with that inscrutable smile of his, began:


  “THE STRANGE ADVENTURE OF THE GIANT MOTH”

  CHAPTER II

  IN WHICH WE MEET MR. CHANG

  “MOONFACE” EDDY CHANG, attired immaculately and twirling his cane with all the blasé composure of the typical idle youth about town, stopped short in his languid progress across the marble-tiled foyer of the Plaza Hotel. At the same moment his breath left him in a short gasp, and across his squat, semi-Chinese face flashed the look of the hunted. From where he stood rooted to the spot he studied carefully the corpulent, strongly-built man, obviously the house detective, who stood leaning on one elbow talking to the clerk.

  Moonface always had possessed a more than keen recollection of human physiognomies. That face, that figure, his tingling memory warned him, belonged to no other than a former member of the Chicago police force. He paused no longer, but spun on the heel of his cloth-topped shoe and moved out of the hotel precipitately towards quiet Clark Street, filled at this point with unobtrusive shops.

  Outside, in the street, he tucked his cane under his arm and mopped his forehead with a decidedly plebeian motion. “Damn!” he ejaculated. “Who’d expect to see one of the old-time bulls holding down the soft job of house detective in a hostelry ‘way up here on the quiet North Side?” He ruminated on the matter, breaking into a brisk walk. “It’s a small world, all right, all right.”

  By this time he was round the corner. Another entrance to the Plaza Hotel — a side entrance this time — loomed up. Across the way Lincoln Park gleamed vividly green in the morning sunlight; foliage waved in the breeze; children bounced gleefully on the soft turf. Moon face hesitated a moment, and then strolled towards the side entrance, looking warily inside from the corner of his eye.

  Here, however, was visible only the polished brass gate of an elevator shaft, and a velvet couch for those who might wait for the car. The clerk’s desk and the foyer containing that unpleasant-looking corpulent figure was around a bend in the corridor, and hence not in sight. Moonface paused but a second; then, stifling an artificial yawn, he turned in quickly through the side entrance just in time to pop into the elevator car, piloted by a grey-clad conductor, as it reached the first floor to let out a handsomely gowned woman, flashing in silks and jewels.

  As the car rose from the dangerous first floor, an inaudible sigh of relief oozed from Moonface, and he quickly consulted a slip of paper in his pocket. “Fifth floor,” he said languidly, tucking away the paper in the pocket of his smart cut-away coat.

  He strolled from the car at the fifth floor and threaded his way along the rich damask carpet, through gloomy halls until he came to a white enamelled door bearing the number 555. Here he paused a moment, then knocked a peculiar knock: first a sharp blow and a wait, then two in succession, then a pause and another sharp blow.

  The sound of a figure stirring from a chair inside was audible. The white-enamelled door swung back. In the opening stood a big pink-cheeked man dressed in fashionable clothes of brown, but just now in his shirt-sleeves only. A rich stick-pin gleamed in his silk tie. His age might have been around forty, although about him was a youthful air of alertness, springiness, wariness. His big blue eyes were cool and calculating. His neck was just a little thick and bullish. He was a handsome man, in spite of the fact that in his face lurked the suggestion that with him material ends justified all and any means whatsoever.

  His countenance filled with a wolfish light as he beheld Moonface standing in the doorway. Silently he motioned back towards the interior of the splendidly-furnished room, with its striped upholstered pieces, its white-covered chiffonier gleaming with silver toilet articles, its windows looking out over the green, luxuriant park.

  “Sit down, Chang. I see my note to your old hang-out reached you.”

  Moonface nodded. “What’s the game? I knew when I got your note that you had something good up your sleeve. Come out with it, Gryce! Spit it out! What’s the trick?”

  The big man drew his chair close to that occupied by his visitor, and lowered his voice till it could hardly reach beyond the edge of the rug.

  “Moonface, it’s absolutely the best thing ever. I’m thinking that the Fates have been kind to me — and you.” He paused. “But here’s the dope. First, before I go ahead, you’ve heard of Rufus Eldredge, the La Salle Street broker?”

  Moonface wrinkled up his forehead. He pondered. “Yeah — I guess I have. Down on Chicago’s Wall Street somewhere. The name has a familiar tang to it. But go ahead. What about Eldredge? Know him, do you?”

  The big man nodded, smiling. “Know him? I rather think I do. Know him, his son, and his lovely daughter. Know the people they mix with. Been in their home. I’m in their set. Of course all this doesn’t interest you — but — ” He paused. “Moonface, there’s absolutely the richest pickings of a lifetime waiting for me — and you. Moonface, there’s a man in this big, roaring city of Chi who has something of a most peculiar nature that to him is worth absolutely nothing — but that to me is worth just a hundred thousand dollars in cold cash. Never mind what his name is. He knows it’s worth a lot to me — and he wants hard cash for it. He — ”

  “What is it?” interrupted Moonface hurriedly.

  The big man’s face clouded up. He coughed nervously. He ignored the question. “As I say, Eddy, he wants cash — hard cash only. And if I can get it from him I can turn it over for a hundred thousand cold in twenty-four hours. But he wants an even ten thousand dollars for it. There you are.”

  “Rats!” put in Moonface contemptuously. “Lift it from him.” He reflected a second. “But, after all, why don’t you buy it from him outright if you really can make nine hundred per cent.?”

  “As to your first question,” said the man across from him, “he’s smart enough to hide it. In all likelihood it’s in a downtown safety box. Perhaps not. But you know, and I know, one can’t steal anything when one doesn’t know where it is. As to the second question — ” He fumbled down in his hip pocket and withdrew a leather bill fold. Opening it up, he displayed a number of crisp yellow bills. He counted them quickly over, some of them hundreds, in front of Moonface’s avaricious eyes. “Three hundred — four hundred — five hundred — and — and sixty-three dollars, Moonface. That’s all that’s left of that consular trick we pulled off in Buenos Aires. Now, is it plain why I don’t buy it from him?”

  Moonface was silent. A glint of suspicion wavered in his eyes; then it disappeared. “Go on,” he said at length.

  “So there stands the situation,” the big man resumed. “To make ninety thousand clear I have to raise ten thousand. And heavens only knows how I can do it — that is, until last night. Now, though, everything is changed. Moonface, come out of your dreams, man. You’re just sitting down to a banquet where, if you handle your knife and fork right, there’s going to be a hundred-thousand-dollar feast.”

  He rose from his chair and proceeded over to a writing-desk, where he reached into a pigeon-hole for something. When he returned to his seat his fingers held an envelope, crisp, bond, rich.

  Moonface, quite fascinated by now, leaned forward in his own chair and watched the performance. On the wall a mahogany clock ticked ominously.


  CHAPTER III

  THE CAT’S-PAW SMILES

  THE big man reached in the bond envelope and took from it two square bond cards. One he laid on Moonface’s left knee; and other on Moonface’s right knee. Each was a duplicate of the other. Each was expensively engraved. Each bore a coat-of-arms in its left-hand upper corner. Each read:

  
    YOUR PRESENCE IS REQUESTED

    EN MASQUE

    AT A PRIVATE BALL

    TO BE GIVEN AT THE HOME OF

    MISS SHIRLEY ELDREDGE

    ON HER TWENTY-THIRD BIRTHDAY

    FRIDAY EVENING, JUNE SEVENTH

    1400 LAKE SHORE DRIVE

    This card, signed by bearer, to be left at doorway.

  

  Moonface stared from one card to the other, puzzled. Then he looked up. “Two cards,” he echoed faintly. “Two cards — ”

  “Two cards instead of one. Two cards in my envelope instead of one, by mistake,” went on the other sharply.

  “Eddy, Miss Shirley Eldredge has spoken of this mask ball to me as far back as several weeks ago. Old man Eldredge is a millionaire — got a splendid ballroom in his residence. According to what she has already let drop, there is going to be over three hundred people present. You can guess the kind of females that’ll be there in full regalia; and last but not least “ — his face took on a peculiar look — ”Shirley Eldredge herself with the diamond necklace that belonged to old man Eldredge’s wife. I’ve seen it two or three times; I’ve touched it when I’ve been dancing with her. And it’s worth fifty thousand dollars, Moonface, if it’s worth a red cent! And you, the boy with the cleverest pair of fingers in America or Australia, are to be there in a clown suit, with that phiz of yours smeared up thick with coloured grease paints, and before the evening is over you’re going to lift something that we can turn over to the nearest fence for ten thousand, buy in the thing I’ve broached to you, and which I’ll tell you more about after we get the money to buy it in, and we split fifty thousand apiece. Now, Moonface, do you grasp the beautiful working of fate?”

  Moonface was now all agog, sitting clear forward on the edge of his chair, his eyes agleam, his long, narrow fingers twitching at imaginary sparklers.

  “Wait,” he said eagerly, “I’m the man for the job, Gryce. Once I get in that hall and dancing around, I’ll strip some fat dame of her rocks or forget that I’ve the cleverest pair of fingers this side o’ Melbourne. But — ” He pointed down at the engraved invitation. “But it says here it is to be signed and left at the doorway. Where does little Eddy Chang get off on that?”

  The big man smiled. “Easy. Suppose you get away with the stunt all right, whether it’s Shirley Eldredge’s string or some fat dowager’s. Suppose an alarm goes up. There’s two explanations: either the jewels are lost or stolen. The first thing they do is to examine all the cards at the door, scrutinising every name written on them. Suppose they find that every name signed there is a bona-fide acquaintance of the family — an invited guest? Do you think for a minute, Moonface, they can afford to unmask and search every one of those three hundred guests? Certainly not. Can’t be done. The notoriety and the confusion would be too great.

  “So our big problem, therefore, is to provide a name for that card — a name which won’t be duplicated and which at the same time will be one of the intimates of the family. Then an examination of the cards at the door will reveal only the fact that whatever is missing has not been stolen but is probably lost, since no wolves are in among the lambs.”

  Moonface, tense, absorbed, nodded. “You’ve hit the problem all right, Gryce. The crucial moment is when they examine those cards at the door just after the alarm is given.”

  “Now, there are two people who are very close to the Eldredge family circle,” went on the big man imperturbably,” and to whom, at the same time, I have been introduced. So close, in fact, are both, that from what Shirley Eldredge has let drop in my presence, both are certainly on the invitation list. One is Jack Hennly, the millionaire polo player, a sort of idle bachelor who lives like a butterfly. The other is Niccolo di Paoli, the famous violinist, who has been among the gatherings in the library numerous times when I’ve been there. So there are two people, you see, who are undoubtedly to be on the guest list of this masquerade ball. Suppose either the first or the second were not to be present? And suppose he had sent in written regrets? What would you think of that, Moonface?”

  The slim figure stirred in the chair. “That would be too fine to be true,” he commented uneasily. “But how do we know for sure that they both are on the guest list? And how do we know that either one isn’t going to be there?”

  The big man clapped his hands gleefully. “Well, I just got back to Chicago yesterday after being out of town on a hunting trip at an estate out near Elgin. Found the card — rather the two cards — waiting for me. After sending for you to talk things over, I began to concentrate my own wits on the thing. By morning I had doped out the tentative solution I’ve already given. First I called Jack Hennly’s quarters — but no answer. The beggar probably sleeps all day and roams the white lights all night. If I’d got him I intended to impersonate Rufus Eldredge himself. However, to the story. Then I called the quarters of di Paoli. He answered the ‘phone himself. I told him that I was Mr. Eldredge and asked him if he were coming to my daughter’s mask ball to-morrow night.

  “To my delight,” the big man went on, “he apologised profusely — I could even see his hands waving over the ‘phone — and told me that a sudden telegram coming in just that morning would make it necessary for him to leave within a few hours to stay over Sunday; and he asked the privilege of extending his verbal regrets to me in person instead of writing them to Miss Shirley. That was enough, Moonface. The Fates are with us, You, to-morrow night, are Niccolo di Paoli, appreciably the same build, weight, and height — but for heaven’s sake cover up that squat face of yours with seven layers of thick grease paint.” He paused. “Now, what’s the answer?”

  Moonface pocketed one of the engraved cards eagerly, almost as if he feared the donor might regret the rash gift. “Only one answer,” he said eagerly, “and that is, I’m on! It looks to me to be the neatest thing that’s come my direction within a year. It’s the hand o’ fate all right, Gryce. As Moonface Eddy Chang I’d have as much chance to stroll into one of those society diamond exhibitions as a snowball would have of existence down in Father Pluto’s region — but, believe me, old man, once I get in there and dance with the ladies — and I’m some glider — we’ll come out richer than we went in.”

  He looked at the card. “I’ll be making my plans and figuring on them a little closer in the meantime. And while you’re about it, Gryce, write out the spelling of this dago violin player. I don’t want to sign wrong and crab the beautiful game.” He paused. “I’ll go as a clown, of course. That’ll give me a chance for the grease paints. And how are you going to be masked?”

  The big man went momentarily white under his pink skin. “For heaven’s sake, Moonface, never mind me. Stay away from me the whole evening. I can’t afford to take chances. Never mind how I’m going to be masked.” His voice rose. “Remember — remember — stay away from me. Don’t try to find me out and talk to me. I don’t want you near me. I tell you I can’t afford to take chances.”

  “Oh — all right,” returned Moonface frigidly. “As you like it.”

  The two men sat for a few minutes longer discussing some minor details of the plan, the bigger of the two describing in turn the girl, Shirley Eldredge; her father, Rufus Eldredge; and her brother, Malcolm Eldredge. Finally, Moonface, engraved card tucked snugly away in the breast pocket of his cut-away coat, his slender cane once more in his hand, arose.

  “Then all’s fixed,” he said cheerfully. “All the scenes set for the big show. Where do I meet you the afternoon after the ball?”

  “Come straight here,” said the big man, “and bring the haul. He dipped into his trousers pocket and fished up a steely-looking key. “Here’s a duplicate key I made myself from the hotel one. Use this if I’m not here, and come inside and wait for me. These upper halls are deserted. If you haven’t the nerve, call me by ‘phone and let me know where to see you outside. We’ll have to put the bigger deal through quick.”

  With a few parting words Moonface left the room. Once out of the elevator he slipped like a shadow from the hotel and boarded the first car on Clark Street. Inside of twenty minutes he was entering a dirty-looking curio shop on Halsted Street, its window filled with brass andirons, faded paintings, and curious carving. An old man with a long white beard and beady, shifty eyes, wearing a black silk skull-cap, came from the dark interior of the store and peered at his customer from behind the counter.

  Moonface, evidently familiar with the place and the owner, inclined his head meaningly towards the back of the store, and then, skipping behind the counter, passed rearward into a dark little room fitted with a bed, a few dishes, and a gas-plate. The bearded shop-owner hobbled after him.

  As soon as they were back of the partition that cut off the front of the store, Moonface asked in a low voice: “Krellwitz, are you in condition to pass over some cold cash Saturday morning for some sparklers — say a big sum this time?”

  “Alvays retty, Moonvace,” quavered the old man. “How mooch gash I neet haf on hant, eh?”

  “How much are you paying per carat now?” queried the man with the cane.

  “Shust as bevore. I bay feefty dollars per carat if dey ees a bure vite diamont.”

  “You dirty robber!” groaned the younger man bitterly. “Pure white perfect stones are worth two hundred and fifty per in the market.” He paused, reflecting. “Krellwitz, have as much as ten thousand dollars in cold cash around you Saturday morning or afternoon. You’ll see me again. That’s all for to-day.”

  He left the shop, the old fence rubbing his hands and mumbling to himself. Outside in the clear bright sunlight of Halsted Street, Moonface stared up at the blue sky and smiled a broad, quizzical smile.

  “Little Moonface to be the cat’s-paw, eh?” he queried genially to himself. “To draw in the hot chestnuts for our friend in the Plaza on the strength of his ‘phony yarn — turn over the stuff and then have him tell me the deal fell through? Does he think Eddy Chang was born yesterday, I wonder? Well, I guess not. We’ll play his little game exactly up to the point where we get the stuff, then a visit to old Krellwitz and we’re gone from this risky burg for good.”

  He bowed sardonically towards the Plaza Hotel, many miles to the north-east. “Thanks, thanks, kind, good friend of South American days, for the valuable little ticket to the Eldredge masquerade ball and the so painstaking arrangements for our identity and safe-conduct for to-morrow night. If it’s the opportunity it looks to be, little Eddy’ll be on his way to Australia by Saturday noon.”

  Inserting a cigarette into an expensive amber holder, he lit it and strolled down Halsted Street in the bright sunshine, smiling absently at the street gamins who wrestled back and forth along the dingy sidewalks.


  CHAPTER IV

  WILK CASPERSON, MOTH FOR A NIGHT

  STRUGGLING before the chiffonier in his little room into an elaborate masquerade suit intended to represent a huge yellow moth, Wilk Casperson turned as he heard a sharp knock on the door.

  “Come in,” he said, working off the tinfoil on a stick of ochre grease paint.

  The door of the room opened, and a youngish, alert fellow, perhaps twenty-five years of age, clad in a grey suit and carrying a cane, entered the room. He stood open-mouthed in the doorway.

  “What the — ” he ejaculated, and stopped.

  The man in the elaborate costume smiled. “Don’t get alarmed, Arthur. Come on in. Close the door behind you. I’m only getting ready for the big mask at the Eldredges’ on Lake Shore Drive. To-night, through the courtesy of Miss Shirley Eldredge, I move in actual society!”

  The man in the grey suit stepped inside, closed the door, and dropped into the nearest chair.

  Wilk Casperson, smearing the stick across his freshly-shaved cheek, spoke to the younger man, watching the latter’s reflection in the mirror. “Well, Arthur Sennet, what do you think of our chances?” he asked. “As each day goes by, and the final hour of the judges’ decision comes closer, I feel more and more cheerful. How do you feel about it?”

  The younger man tapped nervously on the floor with his cane. “Wilk, I can’t help but feel that we’ve copped the big prize. I’ve a terrific hunch that we’re going to be the winners. And if we do, old man, the names of Arthur Sennet and Wilk Casperson are made along two lines of creative work — advertising and detective novels! It’s tough to approach the ladder of literary fame by way of commercial lines, but the main thing is to get there. I was reading the carbon of the manuscript over again to-day — and, Wilk, I feel it’s a pippin.”

  Casperson paused in front of the chiffonier. He turned and regarded the younger man across from him curiously. “How soon,” he ventured tensely, “do you anticipate we would hear our fate — if we actually were the winners?”

  “My hunch,” admitted Sennet, “is that we would hear to-night — if — if it were really the case that we win. The decision is to be rendered by nine o’clock on Friday night, this day of the month and year. In fact, Wilk, old boy, I’ve a feeling that I’m going to get a telegram at my old address — the one given on the manuscript — before midnight, telling us that we win the ten-thousand-dollar prize. I moved yesterday on account of my landlady needing the room for a relative of hers, but I’ve left orders with the house to forward any telegram immediately to my new quarters. And I, in turn, will call you up at once. Gosh, Wilk, wouldn’t it be tremendous?”

  “Arthur, I’ve never told you how much it means to me if we win that prize. Aside from the fact that we’re made, if we can continue to deliver such goods — and we can — that money means the most wonderful little girl in the word to me. It’s Shirley Eldredge, Arthur, the only daughter of Rufus Eldredge, in whose home the mask ball is going to be held to-night.”

  “Great Scott!” exclaimed Sennet, peering at him. “And you never even breathed it before. And it’s all settled, is it? How in the devil did you put it over? And what does the old man think of it? You — an ordinary advertising man — marrying the daughter of a La Salle Street millionaire broker. What does he say?”

  Casperson shook his head dolefully. “Shirley says he will never agree. There’s only one way for us to pull it off: we’ve simply to walk off — be married — and then let him do as he pleases.

  “You see, Arthur,” he went on, “when I was with the National Advertising Agency, Eldredge was preparing to float a huge issue of stock of a company which afterward proved to be rotten through and through. It’s a wonder how such a man as he got taken in on such a snide flotation. At any rate, his rivals, Bock & Co., across the way on La Salle Street, came to our agency and had us prepare a comprehensive booklet for prospective investors which ostensibly discussed stocks and bonds, but which in reality showed up the true speculative status of the business which Eldredge was going to float.

  “They had me write the booklet,” Casperson continued. “I was on salary and wrote simply along the lines laid down to me by the heads of the agency. I did the best I could. I sowed the seeds of distrust of the proposition. Bock & Co. had in some way secured the names of the entire list of picked investors which Eldredge & Co. counted on as clients — and which they already had circularised. One of these booklets was sent to every one. And I afterwards heard that it killed the proposition cold with the investors.”

  “And then what?” asked Sennet breathlessly.

  “Simply this,” replied Casperson: “Eldredge prepared to sue Bock & Co. and the National Advertising Agency for defamation and conspiracy to injure his business. That was what brought about our meeting. And through that meeting at his home I became acquainted with Shirley Eldredge. In the hour that she and I talked that day, while I waited for Eldredge to arrive and tell me what he wanted with me, I became a believer in the theory of love at first sight. However, no need to bore you with that.

  “Eldredge arrived home,” he went on. “He tried to induce me to agree to go on the witness stand and testify that my employers had requested me to cast discredit on his particular stock flotation instead of upon the general principles underlying it. I was in a quandary. Then what happened? The president of the company in question committed suicide and the treasurer skipped to Mexico. The books were found to be full of forgeries and in such shape that it was forced into bankruptcy in a jiffy. On top of that, half of its patents were found to be infringements.

  “Eldredge doesn’t seem to want to see it,” Casperson continued, “but I saved the good name of his house by killing that stock flotation. And since then — well, he’s as bitter as the devil against me, yet he doesn’t try to interfere when Shirley invites me to their home for an evening chat.”

  Arthur Sennet heard him through. “Well, that’s certainly some story, old man,” he said, when his friend had finished. “You’re obviously in Dutch with ‘Wall Street ‘; but don’t worry about it. Take the girl, and to the devil with the old man. I tell you, old boy, we’ve got to win that prize. Ours is the most original advertising scheme entered in the whole contest. I’ll stake my life on that.”

  “Ye gods!” murmured Casperson fervently; “I sure hope so. If we win I’ll take her quickly. But, if we lose, I don’t know what I will do. I can’t take her without a decent stake — and I’ve told her so. At any rate, notify me the minute you hear from the judges — if fate decrees that you are to hear.”

  He turned to the mirror again, and raised the grease paint to his cheek. “Don’t go, Arthur. Stick around a while and I’ll go on colouring up my face. I’m supposed to be a perfect imitation of a giant moth.” He pointed to the bed, on which lay a brown, fuzzy cap with two long wiry projections on it. “There’s my antennæ over there.”

  Sennet stared curiously at the finishing of the strange costume. Then he rose with a sign of tension. “No; I’m going on, old man. Stepped in only for a moment. I’m under such a strain that I’m too restless to do more than walk up and down. We may hear something — we might hear nothing at all. But the most we can do is to wait. Good luck to you. Dance a dance with the little lady for me. And pray for good luck, old man, for both of us. It means five thousand dollars apiece — a new stake and a lease on life for each of us. I’ll get in touch with you the minute anything develops.”

  He rose, and, with his hand on the knob of the door nodded; then he passed out. Casperson finished the colouring of one side of his cheek and chin; then suddenly arrested the motion. He strode from the chiffonier to the door, where he peered out in the cheerless hall of his rooming-house. “Arthur,” he called sharply.

  No reply came from the lower landing. He hurried to the window of his room and stared down in the darkness of Dearborn Avenue, split by two rows of dingy lights. Farther up the street he caught sight of Sennet’s jaunty figure swinging along. He returned to the dresser with a troubled look on his face.

  “Confound my stupidity,” he grumbled to himself. “Why didn’t I remember to ask him, before he pulled out, what his new address was?” He fell to work again with the ochre stick. “But I daresay I can get it by ‘phoning his old quarters.”
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