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THE FOURTH KING

CHAPTER I

TIED WITH GREEN STRING

J. HAMILTON EAVES, seated in the leather-lined swivel chair of his private office in the National Industrial Securities Company, gazed down curiously at the small and inconspicuous parcel the mail carrier had just delivered with the rest of the afternoon’s letters. The crafty, yet good-natured little eyes, set in the plump pink face that surmounted an ample, impressive frame, took in puzzledly the main details of the packet; a glazed cardboard box of the kind that a deck of playing cards comes in, tied tightly with bright green string and sealed on all four edges with bright red sealing wax. He looked up as the bluecoated mail carrier paused, speaking, sorting out the handful of letters for the next office.

“You brokers must play cards a lot, Mr. Eaves,” he said smilingly. “Is there a shortage on the pasteboards that you have to order ‘em by mail? Delivered a package like that to Mr. Lee upstairs, just a few weeks ago.” And shifting his heavy leather sack on to his shoulder he was gone to his duties of sorting and delivering mail.

With his silver and ebony paper knife J. Hamilton Eaves first slit open a letter whose thinness and whose superscription proclaimed to his experienced senses that it contained a cheque for some purchased stock, and he smiled with broad, contented satisfaction as there tumbled out the bright yellow, crisp slip of paper, which meant money into the pockets of J. Hamilton Eaves. Then, calling in from the outer office his old rheumatic book-keeper and turning over the cheque to him, he closed the door to his private room and proceeded to turn his attention to the package of playing cards.

At first glance he had merely concluded that the glazed cardboard case contained some minor and useless invention, which was being submitted by mail for capitalization and promotion, for, be it known, that was J. Hamilton Eaves’ business — that and several other shady ramifications of the promotion and brokerage business. The packet bore on the side a label that had been crudely cut from paper and pasted on, and the label in turn bore, stamped with probably a child’s set of rubber type, J. Hamilton Eaves’s name and business address. But as he cut the bright green string and broke the red seals, he was further interested to discover that it really did contain a deck of playing cards, bound around the tops and bottoms by a pasted band of paper, which bore letters, rubber-stamped by hand like the label, in red ink.

He pulled out the deck and breaking the paper band, laid it out lengthwise on his mahogany desk. The crudely printed letters, all in capitals, read:


One week is yours to close up your thieving business completely.

How many kings are missing from the deck?

How many crooked kings are missing from the LaSalle Street deck?

Get Riswold’s Magazine.

Why were you not included in the thirteen kings?

Count both decks.

One week is one week.

And only one week.

One week is 168 hours.

See line 1.

If not, then he who reads this shall follow the three kings

STAR OF THE NIGHT.



J. Hamilton Eaves, his usually unruffled pink brow creased with a rapidly growing frown of half amazement, half fear, stared at the threatening message. Nervously he straightened his silk poplin necktie, and coughed an uneasy little cough as he glanced over his shoulder at the big beautiful potted palm in the corner, almost as though he expected to see the writer of the message lurking there. From there his eyes roved apprehensively to the polished mahogany table near the window, and thence across the room to where his newest money-maker — in reality, his newest sucker-bait! — the Shanks Dictatograph, stood on its rolling table, replete with its bright brass, nickel, rubber, and silver finishings.

“What — what the hell!” he managed to stammer, half aloud. “Is it a joke? If it is — it’s a mighty poor one.”

He gave only a passing glance to the loose playing cards. They were a common type, on sale in almost every department store. Instead, he found himself intently thinking of the mail carrier’s last statement; namely, that he had delivered just such a deck to Lee — poor Johnstone Lee — on a floor above a few weeks ago. And Lee — Johnstone Lee — was one of those luckless individuals who, prior to his death a few weeks before, had been among the thirteen who had seen the light of publicity through the courtesy of Riswold’s Magazine, which, already on its last legs, had politely placed its thumb to its nose and expired with a sum total of a million dollars in libel suits standing on its grave.

From a lower drawer of his desk J. Hamilton Eaves withdrew a copy of that famous issue on LaSalle Street, and he emitted a half sarcastic little laugh as he reflected how the notoriety it had caused, at least in his own circles, had caused him to place on his door the words NATIONAL INDUSTRIAL SECURITIES COMPANY in a much larger size of letter and his own name in a much smaller size than before.

Riswold’s Magazine was a small, bright red covered, saucy little magazine, with a half-garbed lady poised on the cover, and a smattering of bright yellow in the title. J. Hamilton Eaves turned again to the article which had caused him to smile sweetly when it had first appeared, and which at the same time had caused thirteen other gentlemen to consult their lawyers post haste. Ranged across the “spread” — that valuable piece of space where every magazine opens up in the middle — were thirteen plump faces with a varying assortment of noses, ranging from the eagle to the pug, reproduced in half-tone, but with line drawings of crowns cockily and impudently poised upon their brows. The scarehead underneath the thirteen faces ran:

THE THIRTEEN KINGS OF CROOKED CHICAGO FINANCE.

Without the Crowns They’re a Big-Time Rogues’ Gallery.

And thereupon followed a brief history of each and every one of those crown-bearing gentlemen, with their progenitors, their residences, their style of business, and a number of rather interesting transactions along the line of their particular speciality. Two of the thirteen, as it happened, belonged to J. Hamilton Eaves’s particular game, which, stated concisely, was the promotion, capitalization, and stock-selling of claptrap inventions — inventions whose shares sold like wildfire on the specious and oily-tongued assurance that the Telephone, Gas Mantle, Automobile, Vacuum Tube, even the Fountain Pen, had made millions for their stockholders — but which unfortunately never got farther than the erection of the foundations of a factory and a rather feeble attempt to put out a few hundred life-size working models to back up the energetic stock-selling campaign and the equally energetic juggling by washed sales on the market. And it was inevitably at this point that the bottom fell out with a dull thud!

How J. Hamilton Eaves escaped the write-up will never be definitely known, for the particulars of his quiet entrance on Chicago’s “Wall Street” would have been most interesting reading had facts been dug up. Coming out of the West with an experience ranging from salted mines to selling spurious gold collar buttons on the street corner with an equally spurious bottle of acid to test them, he had met, captivated, and married the Chicago widow, whose fifty-thousand dollar dowry had in turn incorporated, set up J. Hamilton Eaves with a stock of options and necessary legal rights, and equipped his magnificently furnished offices. And from this stock-in-trade he had made already, by rough estimate, some two hundred thousand dollars, which was carefully salted away for the proverbial day of blue — and yet bluer! — sky laws!

In his perusal of the Riswold Magazine article, J. Hamilton Eaves did not pay so much attention to the reading matter in the various “royal histories.” He knew them all by heart, and did not need a re-reading of the dying issue of Riswold Magazine to recall them for him. Perhaps he felt the slightest twinge of jealousy that he had not been included in this collection of get-rich-quick conjurers, for in his soul was that pronounced satisfaction that comes from an artistic and a wholly artistic separation of the sucker from his money. Just now, however, his chief attention was placed upon an eagle-nosed face bearing a crown some three faces from the left of the gallery. The name printed beneath in boldface type was Johnstone Lee. Now Johnstone Lee’s offices had been in the Temple building, seven floors above. Johnstone Lee was among the thirteen kings of the Riswold Magazine’s sensational exposé. Johnstone Lee was a widower. Johnstone Lee had died rather suddenly and peculiarly some few weeks before. And Johnstone Lee, according to the garrulous postman, had received by mail a deck of cards!

Again J. Hamilton Eaves’s attention focussed itself troubledly upon two of the sentences in the cryptic warning:


How many kings are missing from the deck?

How many crooked kings are missing from the LaSalle Street deck?



Almost subconsciously he began to sort out the deck into aces, deuces, and all the way up to court-cards, his pink, puffy cheeks sagging slightly outward as he leaned forward. The task did not take long. He had four of each and every card — but the kings! One king only — the king of spades was present. Three kings were missing!

He ran his eyes over the “kings” in the Riswold Magazine’s exposé again. There were Fielding, Gannet, Brown, Pinkston, Paddon, Douglas, Heatherington, Clair, Paulsenon, Lee, Rothblume, Cranleigh, and Von Toulee. They were all of Chicago.

J. Hamilton Eaves arose and stepped to the door of his office. He gazed out. His capable, young and pretty stenographer was busy in one corner. The well-knit, stockily-built young Londoner who occupied the highly essential position of mechanical expert with the company was busy draughting on a huge drawing-board by the window. The old book-keeper was busy entering up sales of stocks. The office boy sat erect and imposing in his bright blue suit by his little table near the door, and the two-glib-tongued salesmen, as could be seen through the glass door of the adjoining room, were busily earning their commissions by convincing telephone talks with people whose names were on the “sucker lists.”

“I shall,” he announced to the stenographer, “be very busy for an hour. I can see no one.”

And he closed the door and went back to his task.

First he called the telephone number which was that of the dead and departed Mr. Johnstone Lee. A good fellow, Lee. A capital fellow. A clever raconteur with his slow southern drawl, and an artistic worker in his special branch of the game — Mexican silver mines. A woman’s voice answered the ’phone.

“Mr. J. Hamilton Eaves of the Temple of Commerce Building speaking,” pronounced the beefy-necked man in the swivel chair. “This is — –”

“Miss Annabel Lee,” came a spinstry voice, with a pronouncedly Southern accent, and a shading of austerity.

“Mr. Lee’s sister?” purred Mr. Eaves, dropping into that compelling tone of voice which was one of his assets with women. A simpering acknowledgment came from the other end of the ’phone.

“Miss Lee, Mr. Lee was a great friend of mine, a ve-ree great friend, if I may say it. Our offices have been in the same building, in fact. Now I was out of town at the time of his death. I’d like to learn just what it was he died of?”

The woman told him in a few words. “Mr. Lee collapsed on thuh doorstep of the apahtment building heah the night of Septembah 9 — just about three weeks ago. It was a rainy night. A neighbouring tenant found him. He was unable to speak. He motioned that he felt dreadfully sick at the stomach — seemed to act as tho’ he wuh poisoned. We brought him upstayahs at once and put him to bed. He sunk quickly. We called the doctah. But Mr. Lee died sho’tly aftah midnight, without speaking. Ptomaine poisoning, the doctah called it.”

“I’m most sorry to hear these details,” said J. Hamilton Eaves. He cleared his throat. “Did he ever — er — ah mention anything about any practical joker around the ‘street’ here sending him any decks of cards, Miss Lee?” he went on imperturbably, but his spirit during his conversation had, somehow, grown troubled. “I don’t rememb — well, yes, Mr. Eaves. Ah do remembah him saying that the boys shu’ly liked to joke, but if they must joke, they mought send him a deck of cahds he could use. Said — Ah think Ah heard him say — theah were a couple o’ coht cahds — kings, Ah think — missing.”

J. Hamilton Eaves expressed his sympathy with the bereaved sister in the most compelling manner. Then he hung up. He stared fixedly for a moment at the jumble of windows across the street, and then proceeded to open the telephone book at his elbow.

In direct rotation he called the offices of Fielding, Gannet, Brown, Pinkston, and Paddon. The first four proved to be in, and J. Hamilton Eaves in each case gave but one query — as soon as he got his man.

“This is J. Hamilton Eaves of the Temple of Commerce Building speaking. I dare say you know me. There’s a new stock going to be thrown on the market soon” — on the first call he had to think very hard to create a fictitious stock — “Consolidated Papier-Mâché Furniture. In case you see a chance to get me any of this at any price within reason, call me at once — and keep my name out of it. Thank you, so much.”

In this way he determined in each instance that his man was alive and, so to speak, “kicking.” But in the case of Perry L. Paddon, the fifth “crooked king” whose productive game was Florida Grape Fruit Groves, and whose offices were in the New York Life Building, he received the centralic communication: “Service is discontinued.” Undaunted, he found that gentleman’s residence ‘phone, accompanied by the street number 724, Ashland Boulevard, and calling it found by the reply that he was in communication with the switchboard of the fashionable Sportsmen’s Club.

“Does Perry L. Paddon have quarters here?” he asked gruffly.

“Mr. Perry L. Paddon did have quarters here,” came a girl’s voice. “But he’s dead.”

“Dead!” ejaculated Eaves. “D — dead, eh? How — how’d he die? And when? This is — is a friend from out of town.”

“Mr. Paddon ran over the open draw of the Quincy Street bridge on the night of the tenth of August in his car and was drowned. It was in the Chicago papers.” The girl’s voice paused. “Let you speak to his valet, who’s workin’ here for another gentleman, if you want any information.”

“Put him on the wire,” snapped Eaves.

A clicking, and a man’s voice:

“Mr. Smith’s quarters.”

“Who is speaking?”

“Charles Goring, Mr. Smith’s valet.”

“You were formerly Mr. Perry L. Paddon’s valet?”

“Yessir.”

“Well, this is a business friend of Mr. Paddon’s here in Chicago. Perhaps you can give me some information. Just got into Chicago. Did Mr. Paddon receive any playing cards by mail before his death, so far as you know? There was a certain code message supposed to be forwarded to me in a stock transaction, and I’ve — er — heard something to the effect that — ”

“Well — yes, sir, there was. I remember him getting a deck of cards in the mail, and one of the four kings had a black border painted all around it in ink. There was a threat with it, too; some sort of saying as how he would be draped in crêpe like the court-card if he didn’t close up his business in a week. He threw the whole thing into the fire, though, figuring it was from some crank. Of course that wasn’t the code message you’re referring to, sir?”

“No — I guess not,” said Eaves. “My code message wouldn’t have any threats accompanying it. Thanks, my man.” And he hung up without having once given his name to any party at the Sportsmen’s Club. He slumped into his chair, thinking. He had read all about the sensational skidding into the Chicago River of the man, one dark, rainy evening in August, car and all, and he recalled the gruesome description of the man’s body as it was recovered, floating with eyes distended. But the cursed extra paper he had bought — he determined at once to stop that paper, for he had caught error after error in it — had got the name in its haste, P. L. Patton. And Patton was no other than Perry L. Paddon. And, somehow, in the tension of some stock sale, he must have muffed next morning’s paper giving the true details of the tragedy, and lost the information.

Back he went to the task in hand. In turn he called Douglas, Heatherington, Clair, Paulsenon, skipped Johnstone Lee who had died, Rothblume, Cranleigh, and Von Toulee. Again in the case of Maurice L. Rothblume, the notorious Jewish stock juggler in the Lumber Exchange Building, he received startling information, namely: That the firm was being operated under that name by the junior partner, but that Rothblume himself had passed to the Great Beyond. And for details he was shifted by the clerk to Rothblume’s LaSalle Avenue residence, and like a hound on the trail he stuck to the scent. A rich Jewish voice — which proved to be that of Miss Leah Rothblume — answered the ’phone.

Yes, her father had died in the latter part of August.

“I am sorry to tell you,” she said, accepting Eaves’s usual story without a question, “that father was found dying on the night of August 21, in Tower Square, on the North Side, and never recovered consciousness. It was apoplexy. He owned property on Tower Court and must have gone over there on foot after the close of business to look over it. He never spoke after they found him that bleak, rainy night, and died in the Nurse Cavell Memorial Hospital, near where he was found.”

“Miss Rothblume,” said Eaves, “I was a friend of your father — knew him well. I was out of town four days at the time of this, and being in a phase of the brokerage business where we do not meet and gossip much, never even knew of his death. May — may I ask you if you feel quite sure it was apoplexy? Could it have been foul play, perhaps? Were any threatening letters sent him prior to his death, so far as you know?”

“No,” the Jewish girl replied. “Only a deck of cards with some card missing — the king — I believe, and some rubber-stamped threats about closing up his business within a certain time — a week, I believe. He told us of the threats after he had thrown them away. Purely a coincidence, though. The police ambulance physician pronounced it apoplexy.”

Eaves nodded sympathetically to the transmitter. He detected the faintest trace of tears in the girl’s voice, and diplomatically said good-bye and hung up.

His gaze at the deck of cards and the cryptic rubber-stamped letter was more interested and worried now. His forehead was just a trifle moist, and he felt a little weak.

One thing was certain. Each of three men — three of the thirteen “crooked kings” — had received a concise and definite warning, accompanied by a symbol of his royal status. Each had evidently failed to heed his warning or to pay any attention to it. Each had apparently failed to “check up the deck,” or, if he had done so, had not considered the facts he had found as corroborative of the genuineness of the letter. And each of the three had died — a different death each time, yet a death that was far from pleasant to contemplate. What was the cause of Paddon’s death, who had received a deck of cards in the mails in the early part of August with a black border painted in ink around one of the kings, and a threat that he, too, would be “draped in crêpe” unless he closed up his business? Was it heart disease? Was it an accident? Or was he slain, placed in his car that rainy day, full speed put on the machine, and car and driver sent headlong toward the open draw into the river? He wondered. And what was the truth concerning Rothblume, who had received a deck with one king missing, and had died in the latter part of August of apoplexy? Was it apoplexy? And of Johnstone Lee — recipient in the earlier part of September of a deck with two kings missing — who had gone out by “ptomaine poisoning?” Who really knew whether it was ptomaine poisoning, after all — if the man had never spoken after he had been found in his vestibule.

One thing, however, loomed up in J. Hamilton Eaves’s mind.

He — not of the thirteen kings of the Riswold’s Magazine exposé — had for some inexplicable reason been delegated to be “the fourth king.”

He had received the fourth of four warnings, three of which had been followed by death.

Who was the sender, who signed himself by the bombastic and melodramatic title “Star of the Night”?

And how would he strike?

And when?

For, be it known, J. Hamilton Eaves was now working on the neatest trio of stock-selling propositions in his career — not the least lucrative of which was the Shanks Dictatograph. And he had no intention whatsoever of quitting his business at this, of all stages. But he wished, nevertheless, as he passed a hand over his warm brow, that he was in sunny climes, far, far away!





CHAPTER II

COLD FACTS

JASON FOLWELL, recently graduated from the Imperial College of Science and Technology, London, England, and at present, after less than a year in America, mechanical expert for J. Hamilton Eaves, American promoter of industrial devices, had noticed from his drawing-board in the office of the National Industrial Securities Company at Chicago the two heavy-jawed, thick-soled men, whose clothes marked them for detectives, stride into the private office of his employer. And he had seen by the silhouettes on the frosted glass window of the door that a long interview of at least an hour was taking place, with here and there sounds of voices and the stepping back and forth of various individuals across the room from the window to the big garish two-door vault which J. Hamilton Eaves had recently installed to hold the mechanical devices, options, stock certificates and other assets of the business.

He glanced up from his work with interest as the two heavy-jawed men at last bowed their way out with a sidewise glance at him which he could not then interpret, and passed from the office and out into the hallway again. Sixty seconds later the plump form of J. Hamilton Eaves beckoned to him from the doorway of the private office.

“Jason, will you step in here for a few minutes? Want to have a talk with you.”

Folwell arose from his board, brushing back from his forehead the tangled mass of brown hair which persisted in straying over his vision. He straightened his athletic form, pulled the wrinkles out of his coat, and adjusted his tie. Then he stepped into the adjoining room, past the bright Shanks Dictatograph which stood near the centre of the space, and stood with his hand on the back of a mahogany chair close to Eaves’s desk.

The older man, whose face usually radiated the benign-shining satisfaction of the angel that bestows on mankind the largess of Heaven itself, was serious and a bit hard as he closed the door. He motioned curtly to a seat, and plumped into a swivel-chair where he stared at Folwell with a peculiar glint in his close-set, piglike eyes.

“Jason,” he began, “how long have we been associated here now?”

“Five months minus three days,” said Folwell. He wondered if by any possibility he were going to receive a raise — but he hoped not, as he had quite determined to sever all connections with J. Hamilton Eaves, wolf to the unwary.

“Um.” Eaves nodded. He stared at Folwell a little harder.

“Jason, do you know who those two men were? The ones that were just in here?”

“I would hazard that they were what are called ‘plainclothes men’ from the City Detective Bureau,” said Folwell politely. “One doesn’t need to live long in a city with a criminal record like Chicago to know the type, I think. Straight jaws, blue eyes, black eye-lashed, heavy brogans. Or, is the guess of the company’s mechanical expert far and away?”

“They were police officers,” announced Eaves curtly. “And they are returning here in an hour.”

All this was quite cryptic to Folwell, who, however, politely said nothing until J. Hamilton Eaves felt able to elucidate further.

“Jason,” said that gentleman finally, “when I first set my eyes on you, I took a liking to you, if for no other reason than that coming over here to a country where they spoke a different language than back in your England, you had buckled down and were conscientiously learning to speak our lingo, complete to the last idiom and bit of slang, just as we talk it. That struck me as being a real accomplishment for a blooming Britisher, and more so, pointed to an individual who was going to get ahead by every weapon he had. All right for that. What’s more important, I felt you were a man of profound honour and one that could be trusted with almost any amount of money. And still furthermore, on top of that, your references from England were A. No. I.” He paused. “And when I first set my eyes upon your co-employee, Miss Reardon — ”

“Miss Reardon? Avery?” ejaculated Folwell, sitting up suddenly in his chair.

“Yes, Miss Reardon — Avery Reardon,” went on Eaves. “I put her down likewise for a girl whose trustworthiness would be beyond impeachment. I confess that there has been about her some hidden thing — something that I can’t quite get at the bottom of — dammit, there certainly is some secret mystery about that girl — but it may not concern this company at all. At any rate, when I had this new vault with the double combination doors installed, I felt that it was quite every bit of all right — to use an expression you used to use when we first came together — to entrust the combination of both the outer door and the inner door to you two only; so that you could get out the mechanical devices and drawings when you needed them and likewise put them away again when you were done with ‘em: to her so that she could get in and out for information which was called for, and stock certificates which must be mailed out, data which must be gotten, and so forth.” He paused. “At any rate, one of you has done me to the extent of some $5,100, and we’re going to find out within the next four hours to-day which one of you has pulled the stunt. Jason, I think one minute it’s you — and then I’m certain the girl did it. And as for your own self, I’m going so far as to tell you exactly why you’re in bad with me.” He paused and fumbled in his desk, withdrawing a folded letter.

As for Folwell, he heard the older man’s speech through in amazement. The statement of being ‘'done” out of $5,100 was quite unintelligible to him. He wondered dimly for a few seconds if he had actually heard aright, particularly in the connection of the accusation with himself, but he held his lips together to see what the next exhibit was to be.

“Jason, this is your letter and handwriting, I believe?” Eaves handed him the letter.

Folwell looked at it. Of course it was his own, for he had written the words thereon. He ran his eyes over them again. They were unchanged. They constituted his application, submitted in writing by Eaves’s own request, to Eaves himself for a loan upon Folwell’s rights in the Folwell-Schierling Rotogravure Disk. They ran:


“Dear Sir:

“I submit for your consideration the Folwell-Schierling Rotogravure Disk, invented, patented and duly recorded in the patent offices of the United States and Great Britain as being invented by Jason T. Folwell of 17, Percy Circus, London, and Franz L. Schierling of the American Rotogravure Company, Chicago. The rights in this disk are owned half and half by the patentees. Various offers have been made for the complete rights in this invention. Schierling, needing money, has given an option to the undersigned, agreeing to sell his fifty per cent, interest for five thousand dollars, which in the opinion of the undersigned is worth more than that and worth ultimately as much as five times that amount. The undersigned offers a first lien upon the Folwell-Schierling Rotogravure Disk for the sum of five thousand dollars, payable in one year, said sum to be paid directly to Franz L. Schierling to guarantee complete title to invention in the name of Jason T. Folwell.

“(Signed) JASON T. FOLWELL.”



“This is my letter,” acknowledged Folwell.

“You needed five thousand dollars when it was written, didn’t you, Jason, to get control of something that would be worth in time a lot more, as you thought?”

“Not as I thought, but as I practically knew,” replied Folwell. He paused. “Now I say, Mr. Eaves, you’ve just made an accusation that sounds like an accusation of theft, and you haven’t given even an explanation as to what it’s about. What do you mean?”

“Simply this,” snapped Eaves. “I’ll come to the point.” He extended his index finger toward the big steel safe, facing the bright light from the windows, which had been installed for perhaps two months now. “Jason, there were three people who knew both the outer and inner combinations of that safe. They were you and I and Avery Reardon. And not another soul but we three knew it, unless you or she were faithless to my decency in giving you both the combinations for efficiency’s sake. All right. Something over seven weeks ago — on or about August 15, to be exact — I deposited in the small upper drawer of the inner compartment — the one marked ‘Eaves — private' — a bundle of listed securities — certificates, in fact — twenty-one hundred dollars in U.S. Steel stock, fourteen hundred dollars in City of Denver four per cents., and sixteen hundred dollars more of Oregon Falls Light and Power Company seven per cents. They were in a big envelope made out of a discarded sheet of thick drawing paper — made it myself with a scissors and pastepot. The envelope, like the drawer it was in, was marked private. To-day — this morning — I went to have a look at ‘em, and — lo and behold! — the drawer was empty, the envelope was gone.” He paused for breath. “Jason, you needed five thousand for what you thought was a golden opportunity. I had to turn you down, for your invention wasn’t and isn’t the glittering kind that I can promote successfully with benefit to myself. Five thousand one hundred dollars in bonds and stocks are gone. Well — what have you got to say?”

Folwell drew his lips together into a thin, hard line. This was the first time in his life he had ever been accused of theft, and the experience was not altogether pleasant.

“Well — ” he began. He stopped. “Let me ask then, Mr. Eaves, how does either Miss Reardon or myself know that you didn’t take the bonds yourself for some reason and are trying to throw the blame on one of us?”

“Yes, why?” retorted J. Hamilton Eaves bitterly. “Why? Why? Because in with them was our option on the promotion rights of the Judson Tolliver Two-Colour Fountain Pen. And it expires to-morrow! The old gentleman has been trying in a dozen ways to get me to relinquish it since he has got hold of some series of newspaper articles on invention promotion — stuff à la Riswold’s Magazine, I guess. With the control of that two-colour pen through that option, I expected to clean up nothing less than a good fifty thousand dollars by promoting it. Well, the option’s gone. Old Judson Tolliver gets back his pen rights — and I lose what promises to be the neatest proposition yet, barring perhaps the Shanks Dictatograph. I suppose whoever pillaged the safe sold back the option paper to Judson Tolliver for a few hundred cash.” His voice was bitter.

“I didn’t steal your bonds nor your option nor your envelope nor anything in your safe,” declared Folwell angrily.

“I suppose,” said Eaves, a trace of sarcasm in his voice, “that you didn’t.” He leaned back in his chair, his countenance a peculiar admixture of bitterness and, strangely, harassment.

“Jason, if it had been you and you had been willing to come clean, and ‘fess up’ ” — he tapped a paper on his desk — “I had intended giving you not only two weeks in which to square yourself, but to give you the golden opportunity of your life to walk out of the whole nasty mess and no more words said on either side. But instead I’ve got to go to all the trouble now to have both yourself and Avery Reardon arrested, taken to detective headquarters, and grilled good and proper. For the police are equally as strong to suspect her as you.”

“Miss Reardon — detective headquarters — arrest!” stammered Folwell. He uncrossed his legs in his perturbation. “Why, I say, Mr. Eaves, that’s — that’s an injustice. That’s a crime. That’s — ”

“Oh, so you know, do you, that she’s innocent?” said Eaves.

Folwell sighed. He knew why he was sighing — and he alone knew why. He, of all persons, was cognizant of the strange complications that stood in this case — and Eaves had not the least glimmering of the facts.

“You say if I had been willing to confess, you would have given me two weeks to square myself as well as an opportunity to walk out of the affair? What does that mean?”

“It means,” said J. Hamilton Eaves, “that had you admitted the facts, and had I had a signed confession from you to protect me against your denying later your own admissions on the theft, I’d have given you the opportunity of getting back that paper and a receipt in full for the bonds, all for doing some private work for me. The whole thing would have been called quits. It would have been a fifty-one-hundred-dollar bargain, in other words. And the pay would have been just about three hundred and sixty dollars a day.”

“Three hundred and sixty dollars a day!” ejaculated Folwell. “Three hundred and sixty dollars a day?” he repeated.

“Yes — if you had come clean with me. But instead I’m up in the air, and you and the girl can fight it out over at headquarters. For all I know, Folwell, maybe you’re both in collusion. The officers have orders to return in one hour unless I send word to them that the case is adjusted. Now, instead, I’ve got to send out, nab Miss Reardon before she leaves on her trip to Canada, and let them haggle it out with both of you. Confound you, Jason, if you’re the guilty one, why don’t you be sensible?”

“Let me see the confession,” said that young man. Eaves handed it over. It was written in Eaves’s big flowing hand, with the purple ink of his fountain pen. It read simply:


“The undersigned admits herewith the theft from the safe of J. Hamilton Eaves of one package of bonds and stocks amounting to $5,100, together with one option paper. This confession is given by me of my own accord and free will after a talk with J. Hamilton Eaves.

“(Signed) ——— ”



Folwell looked up. “What is the work you refer to?”

“I’m not at liberty,” said the older man coolly, “to discuss it in any detail whatsoever unless we are certain that you’re going to undertake it.”

“Is it honourable?”

“Absolutely,” affirmed J. Hamilton Eaves.

“Does it involve any stock selling?”

“No.”

“Is it difficult?”

“No.”

“Can I do it successfully?”

“You can do it well enough for the purpose.”

“Is — is it dangerous?”

“Yes.”

“How do you reason that a signed confession from me will protect you in the matter of my leaving this city overnight?”

Eaves laughed mirthlessly. “I haven’t forgotten the existence of that little brother of yours in the cripple school — the one you brought over with you from London. You’re not going to be a fugitive from justice and let the helpless boy, with no mother or father, sister or any other brother but yourself, be battered around from pillar to post in a strange country.”

“You’re exceedingly right on that point,” retorted Folwell grimly. “I’m not.” He paused. “You offer that confession of a $5,100 theft back in return for certain work that I can do?”

“Yes.”

“Mind you, I haven’t admitted that I stole those securities. But if I signed that paper of yours — let us say — merely to let you feel you were protected from any welshing on my part on your fourteen-day job — would you guarantee to keep the whole matter secret between the two of us?”

“Absolutely,” said the big man. His face suddenly looked tired and drawn.

“And you would place it in writing or otherwise — so that if I carried out my end of the compact you would absolutely have to carry out yours?”

“Exactly.”

Folwell rose from his chair and went over to the window, where he stood for ten long minutes thinking, thinking, thinking, staring unseeingly down at LaSalle Street with its noonday flush of brokers and brokers’ clerks and stenographers clad in flashing finery and the colours of youth. At last he strode back to the desk he had just left.

“I’ve decided to sign it,” he said firmly, “but as long as this is between you and me only, kindly remember that I haven’t admitted or stated that I’m guilty. As to why I’m doing it — oh, well, after all, why does it matter? It’s turned into a plain business proposition for you — and a blind proposition for me. That’s all I’ve got to say, I think.”

He dipped the pen in the ink and placed his name across the line at the bottom.

“Very well,” said Eaves coldly, blotting it and folding it up. “I’ll keep my end of the agreement. I’ll ‘phone detective headquarters and there’ll be no more police officers over here — and nothing mentioned either. Rest assured of that. Come back at one o’clock and I’ll give you the details of how you’re going to square yourself with me.” He rose and took his broad-brimmed Western felt hat from the coat hanger. “I’m glad you came clean with me, Jason.” And he held open the door for Folwell to leave.

As for Folwell, he wondered dazedly, as he stepped back into
  the outer office, if he had done right in the signing of that paper almost
  under duress. Had he done wisely — or unwisely? And he marveled, too,
  as he took up his hat, what an odd thing love was. For he alone knew the secret
  of Avery Reardon, the pretty, slim, brown-eyed girl who typed J. Hamilton Eaves’s
  letters for him — and knew why Avery Reardon, straight, clean, honourable
  as she was, would nevertheless steal from her employer, were opportunity present,
  any amount up to nineteen thousand five hundred dollars with no compunction
  whatever. What strange passions both love and vengeance were, after all!





CHAPTER III

“WHY DID YOU DO IT?”

WHEN Jason Folwell got out on busy LaSalle Street, he was bursting with several conflicting emotions. Crowding indignation, not to mention self-recrimination that he had ever come to such a country as this, struggled with satisfaction that he had successfully averted the arrest of Avery Reardon, for he knew full well what it would have meant should Avery Reardon have been grilled over at detective headquarters, and her relatives looked up and cross-questioned by the ever-watchful and motive-searching police. For police were police, the world over!

Instead of getting a lunch — for appetite had quite left him after the interview which had just taken place — he took a car for the North Side, dismounting a half-hour later and making his way to a little green-painted cottage on Wisconsin Street, some blocks west of, Lincoln Park, covered with vines.

When he rang the bell, a delicate and tired-looking woman, with bright, trustful, innocent-looking eyes, and white hair, answered it.

“How do you do, Mrs. Hepburn,” Folwell greeted her. “Avery hasn’t left yet, I suppose?”

“No, indeed, Mr. Folwell. She’s all packed, however, and expecting to leave the house this afternoon about five. She — ”

But her words were broken by a girl’s silvery tones from behind her and she stepped aside.

At the end of the tiny hall stood a slim-looking girl of about twenty-two, with great dark eyes that held in them the promise of wonderful wifehood. Her dark, jet hair fell in entrancing ringlets of carved ebony over her white smooth forehead. She was dressed in a blue serge suit, charming in its simplicity, and a single white lacy ruffle at her soft throat marked the artistic unity of her garb.

“Jason!” she said in surprise, coming forward to meet him. “What are you doing ‘way up north to-day?”

He looked hungrily at her as Mrs. Hepburn closed the door. “I venture you can spare an hour, Avery,” he said quietly, “as long as the boat doesn’t leave until six? I ran up to have a hasty talk about something very, very important that has just come up.”

The older woman with a wan smile left for the rear of the house, and Avery Reardon led the way silently into the tiny parlour of the cottage. The room in which they stood was furnished simply, yet artistically, and as she dropped into a comfortable-looking rocker Jason Folwell drew up a spacious armchair close to her.

“Honey girl,” he said at once, his face growing solemn, “something most unusual has come up at the office not a half-hour ago, and I’ve cut my lunch hour and everything else to catch you at once before you start on that long-delayed, vacation triangle-trip of yours.”

Her face was the picture of curiosity. She said nothing, however, only watching his eyes.

“Avery,” he began, “before I get on to the subject, I want to tell you that I think I know at last the reason you have refused to marry me, and yet have confessed that you really care for me. Avery, I stumbled upon something four days ago when I was running through the old records of the corporation that gave me a clue — not only to that but — well — to several other things also. The information was in the old book of stockholders — shareholders we call them where I come from — of the defunct American Airplane Stabilizer Company floated three years ago by J. Hamilton Eaves, whom we have both begun to see in his true guise as a trickster and a crooked promoter.” He stopped, watching her curiously.

“So — so you finally found out, Jason?” she said simply. She nodded her head slowly. “Well — it’s not surprising that it happened — considering that you knew my mother’s name.”

“I can say that I was more than surprised,” he declared with a grim laugh, “when I found that your mother had invested no less than nineteen thousand five hundred dollars in American Airplane Stabilizer stock. There was her name, though, in black and white — Mrs. Sarah Hepburn — on the books as the original purchaser of the stock.”

For a few moments the girl looked out of the tiny front window, at the sky which was now beginning to be overcast with grey clouds. Finally she spoke.

“Well, Jason, you found out all right, but after all it does not matter that you know the facts. Yes, dear, that was the reason. It was mother’s whole heritage from dad — at least Daddy Hepburn was the only father I ever knew — at the time he died: nineteen thousand five hundred dollars in first mortgage bonds. She was captured by one of Eaves’s glib-tongued salesmen just after her bonds fell due, and she had the actual cash in the bank. She was searching for a new investment. She was easily inveigled into putting the whole thing — every cent she had outside of this little home here — into that stock on the promise that it would pay twenty-five per cent. per year and be worth ten times its cost in a few years. It was Eaves himself who actually turned the sale — for it was he that talked with mother when she was in a doubtful frame of mind, and closed the transaction. You know now, as I know, Jason, what Eaves’s game is. In fact, mother and I talked it over long afterward with a broker we became acquainted with. He told us that American Airplane Stabilizer was one of Eaves’s most tricky stock flotations. His little model working on the toy airplane, the many testimonials from supposedly competent aviators, both professionals and ex-army fliers, bought and paid for beyond all doubt, the advance orders, most of them dummies, the photographs of the manufacturing plant with the ground broken and the spur tracks laid, and the final clever juggling on the market till the bottom fell out of what was even originally a worthless stock.” The girl shook her head sadly. “Mother is so gullible. Everything she had went into that stock. And there it lies to-day, with a few gold and crimson certificates as a monument. There is even a mortgage of six hundred dollars on this little cottage here.”

“And so,” commented Jason Folwell bitterly, “Eaves is the cause of your being unable to marry me — to make your mother a burden on me, as you put it.”

She nodded quietly. “Mother is so proud — so proud, Jason. She would not accept a monthly stipend from, nor live with, nor upon, a son-in-law, particularly since she has thrown away her own patrimony that would have given her, when carefully invested, an income of close upon a hundred dollars a month for life. And why should I be angry at her stand? I am just as proud as she. I could not bear to think that I had brought to my husband, who has enough to do to make his own way in a strange land, an additional liability consisting of a mother too delicate to work her own way in the world. Hence I had to put away all — all thoughts of marrying you, Jason, even though — ”

“Even though you do care?” he said, placing his strong hand over her smaller one.

Her eyes filled suddenly with blinding tears. “Yes — even though I do care,” she repeated slowly. “Oh, why, oh, why are men such as J. Hamilton Eaves allowed to trifle with the lives of others for the sake of money?”

He said nothing for a second, till the tears stopped. His heart leaped with gladness at the sight of those tears, however; but suddenly thinking of the interview which had just taken place in Eaves’s office, his face grew serious again and his heart became heavy.

“Now tell me one or two things, honey girl,” he requested. “First, we both knew that Eaves has no suspicion that the woman whose $19,500 he got on American Airplane Stabilizer — Mrs. Sarah Hepburn — is the mother of his employee, Avery Reardon, since the names are different and since you have concealed any mention of it and also asked me to do so, although at the time I confess I could not understand your odd request. Now, how did you happen to go to work for a man you must have hated in your heart — a man whom you could hardly refrain from hating?”

She smiled through her tears. “My coming over was somewhat different from yours, Jason. I don’t think I shall ever forget how you came marching in there fresh from your Imperial College of Technology, with brilliant recommendations from your professors and knowledge of all sorts of mechanical devices, and of how Eaves hired you on the spot to be his draughtsman and ‘mechanical expert.’ You wanted a job — a chance to rise — and you wanted it quick, I suspect, for you were a wee bit shabby that day, Jason, weren’t you?” She placed her hand on his arm as though she feared she had hurt him.

He nodded, as he recollected in particular Eaves’ shrewd bargain as to salary, and his glittering promises of a future.

“As for me,” she continued, “I went in there after I learned the full details from mother of her terrible loss in American Airplane Stabilizer — to see Eaves — to talk with him about the chances of getting something, anything, out of it. He thought, however, that I was a girl he had telephoned for from a typists’ exchange, and at once began to explain the position he had open, and to talk salary. It seemed he wanted a girl who could not only take stenographic notes and typewrite, but she was to spend hours and hours of her time, both days and evenings, learning to operate that Shanks Dictatograph, so that it could be exhibited before visitors.”

“Customers,” corrected Jason Folwell, grimly. “Customers, Avery.”

“Yes, as I have learned,” she admitted. She paused a moment and then continued:

“The upshot of this mistake on his part was that I suddenly perceived that here was an opportunity of getting right into the camp of the enemy — of learning at first hand the true and actual conditions concerning American Airplane Stabilizer — and incidentally of drawing a wage that was far more than I had hoped to get, considering that I was just out of business college when mother lost her money. So, as Avery Reardon, instead of the daughter of Mrs. Sarah Hepburn, I became part of the J. Hamilton Eaves business. That is all.”

“I see,” he mused. He thought for a moment. He leaned forward. “Avery, dear, has it ever occurred to you that your services in operating the dictatograph in front of the different people he brings in are absolutely one of the strongest selling factors he has? Has it occurred to you that when customers see him dictating casually and freely to you — and you clicking away at the keys and taking his words all down in phonetic combinations that — according to his literature — any little ignorant $9 a week typist can transcribe later, he sells stock in it two times out of every three? Do you know what the State of Illinois — even with its so-called Blue Sky law — allows his firm out of all such stock sales? Twenty per cent. of the selling price of the stock, regardless of its par value. That means that one-fifth of all the money that trusting victims put into it remains in his hands. From that point — well, it’s only a question of time before he will juggle the limited market for it with washed sales, scarehead bulletins, false reports, depress the price of the shares, buy them in, boom them all over again, and resell them, making a hundred per cent. next time.”

She heard him through, wonderingly, wide-eyed. “I have had only the dim sense of these phases of his business without knowing of his exact methods. As for my operation of the dictatograph before visitors, these people do not know — he does not tell them, I have noticed — that I have had to put in hours and hours of practice far in excess of that required by a stenographer. Neither do they know that most of J. Hamilton Eaves’ demonstration letters consist of words and phrases that have been repeated so many times that it is second nature to me to know how to take them down. Why, Jason, many words of our English language are so intricate that it would take a dictatograph operator so long to find the correct phonetic key combination that her employer would be two sentences ahead of her before she extricated herself.”

“Precisely,” he admitted. “Exactly. I have been trying for several weeks to land a new position, for I am one of the few people to-day who know that the Shanks Dictatograph is a fraud — a legal fraud — which through its stock sales will put dollars into the hands of Eaves only; a fraud which almost sells itself with its brilliant trimmings, its multi-coloured rubber keys, its silver-plated and nickelled parts, and last but not least its smooth operation by you, by me, and by Eaves himself. Like you, Avery, I have unconsciously been the means of selling a number of shares of the stock, for Eaves has thought nothing of calling me in to operate it when you were out to lunch. At still other times he has deigned to operate it himself, easily, casually, smilingly, his cigar in his mouth, having his customer read to him from a book of poems, every one of which he has meticulously memorized and practised. No, dear girl, now that you and I have come for the first time to a full understanding with each other about our mutual employer, I am going to tell you that the Shanks Dictatograph, which in Eaves’s most recent advertising booklet is designed to make any bright girl a stenographer in a couple of weeks’ practice, and to make notes consisting of group combinations of English letters and vowel symbols that cheap, ignorant typists can transcribe, will never be harboured either by employers or by stenographers. And I am glad we two have reached a perfect understanding upon this unpleasant point.”

She leaned back in her chair. Nothing was said for a moment. He broke the silence.

“You — you will be gone two weeks?” he queried. “Why did you elect to take the triangle trip so late in the year — October? This must be the last boat of the season to Sault Ste. Marie, isn’t it? And from there you go by rail to Toronto — thence to Buffalo, and back by the Lake Shore road to Chicago?”

She looked away from him. “Jason, you have been frank with me, and I am going to be that way with you — at least partly so. I am going to take the triangle trip — yes — as a real vacation. But most of my time will be spent stopping off in Toronto, Canada. I wish I might tell you more — but my word of honour is involved, and I cannot. I am taking care of a peculiar errand in the big Canadian city. And some day I shall be able to tell you more about it. If it were really a matter of my own choice, I would rather keep the vacation money and work here in Chicago for two weeks and get the extra money — for mother and I have nothing but my wages. However — I leave for Sault Ste. Marie on the six o’clock boat to-night, and mother goes on a visit to her sister’s at Elgin at three o’clock to-day to remain with her the two weeks I am gone. And — well — that ends the story.” She smiled quizzically at him. “I can’t tell you more — just now!” She regarded him a moment. “But, Jason, it is you who are really the mysterious one. You come at a mysterious hour of the day, you say something vague about something that has happened at the office, and then you proceed to drop the whole thing. What — what has happened, Jason, that brings you clear out to Wisconsin Street on the eve of my departure?”
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