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  Chapter I




  GARTH IS SHOWN A GRAY MASK




  Garth, in response to the unforeseen summons, hurried along the hallway and opened the inspector's door. As he faced the rugged figure behind the desk, and gazed into those eyes whose somnolence concealed a perpetual vigil, his heart quickened.




  He had been assigned to the detective bureau less than six months. That brief period, however, had revealed a thousand eccentricities of his chief. The pudgy hand beating a tattoo on the table desk, the lips working at each other thirstily, the doubt that slipped from behind the veil of the sleepy eyes, were all like largely printed letters to Garth--letters that spelled delicate work for him, possibly an exceptional danger.




  "Where were you going, Garth?"




  "Home. That is--"




  Garth hesitated and cleared his throat.




  "First--I thought I might drop in on Nora for a minute."




  With a quick gesture the inspector brushed the mention of his daughter aside. Abruptly he verified Garth's hazard.




  "How much do you love your life?"




  The inspector's voice possessed the growling quality of an animal. A warning rather than an aggressive roar, it issued from a throat remotely surviving behind great masses of flesh. Garth had rarely heard it raised, nor, for that matter, had it ever deceived him as to the other's amiability and gentleness of soul. Its present tone of apologetic regret startled him.




  "On the whole I value my life rather highly just now," he answered, trying to smile.




  "Then turn this down and nothing said," the inspector went on. "It's volunteer's work. No gilt-edged prophecies. It's touch and go whether whoever tackles it eats bacon and eggs to-morrow morning."




  "What's the job?" Garth asked.




  The inspector glanced up.




  "You've heard of that fellow without a face?"




  Garth stared until he thought he understood.




  "One of those Bellevue cases? Awful burns?"




  The heavy head shook impatiently.




  "No. This fellow Simmons in Chicago--several years ago now--experimenting with some new explosive in a laboratory. He got his arm up in time to save his eyes."




  "Seems to me I remember," Garth began.




  "Worn a gray mask ever since," the inspector said.




  He drew a telegram from a pile of papers at his elbow, spread it on the writing-pad, and tapped it with his thick forefinger. Garth wondered what was coming. A feeling of uneasiness compelled him to lower his eyes before the other's steady gaze. There was something uncanny about this thought of a mask, worn always to hide a horror.




  The inspector's tapping quickened to an expression of anger. His voice exposed a cherished resentment.




  "No doubt about your having heard of our friend Hennion?"




  Garth started forward, resting his closed fists on the desk top. His face was excited, unbelieving.




  "Mean to say there's a chance--"




  The inspector ceased his tapping. He looked up slyly.




  "A real one at last. You know what that means. It's the job. Take it or leave it. I won't ask you to go where I mightn't have cared to go myself at your age."




  Garth thought rapidly. His chief had been right. The man who tried to trip Hennion needn't worry about to-morrow's breakfast until his eyes greeted the sun in the east.




  He, with the rest of the bureau, could point to half a dozen men as vassals of this almost mythical figure. He, like the rest, had frequently diagnosed obscure crimes as the workmanship of the Hennion group. But he knew also that nothing had ever been proved against this organization of criminals, which was unique, because, in addition to prosaic brutality, it appeared to be informed by brains of a brilliant and inscrutable character.




  "How much of a chance?" Garth asked.




  All the drowsiness left the inspector's eyes.




  "Maybe to sit in with them to-night. I've never had a ghost of a show with a stool before, and this is the night of all nights. One of these crooks has been boasting. He said--and I have it straight--'To-night we play our ace.' Get that, Garth! What must an ace mean to that lot, eh? And the president's here, but he'll be well looked after. Still there are lots of big men in this town whose sudden death would make a noise more like a home-run than a funeral. Or, if it's burglary, play it to scale. These fellows would unlock the gates of Hades while Satan slept in the vestibule. I've been saying to myself all day I've got to find out what that ace is and stack the cards, and at the same time I've been asking myself what the devil I was going to do about it. But the luck's changed."




  Garth breathed hard.




  "How do you expect to throw sand in the eyes of that outfit?"




  "Give me," the inspector answered slowly, his rumble approximating a whisper, "someone with no nerves to speak of and a build like this faceless man Simmons."




  He looked up. His eyes were very sleepy again.




  "You have that build, Garth. All you need is a plain, dark brown suit."




  He raised the telegram.




  "This is Simmons' description as he left Chicago last evening. He expects to arrive on the Western express to-night. He's looking for someone to meet him and take him to the headquarters of the Hennion gang."




  Garth's face lightened.




  "Has he a record?"




  "A suspect, chiefly because he's tied up with that anarchist crowd out there--an analyst of explosives, a chemist, cursed by this hideous accident--dangerous as giant powder itself! That's why his mail's been watched, how they got onto this move. But they've no details for us. Maybe Simmons himself doesn't know what he's up against."




  With a secretive air he opened a drawer and lifted out a tightly-woven gray cloth. It was pierced by two holes above and a long, narrow opening below. From its edges four elastic straps dangled.




  "I had it made," he said, holding it out tentatively, "so that, perhaps, you might find out instead of Simmons."




  Garth took the cloth and fitted it over his face. It left visible a small scar on his neck. The inspector pointed at this with a pleased, wondering smile.




  "That scar peeping will fetch them. Put on a brown suit and you'll pass."




  "Where," Garth asked, "does Simmons change cars?"




  "I'll have the express stopped at the end of the bridge above Garrison. Not much chance of spies there. A couple of my men will take him off and keep him out of mischief while you get on. Understand? You'll go up on the West Shore and ferry over from West Point. You're on?"




  "Sure. You'd jump at the chance yourself, sir."




  He removed the mask. The inspector handed him a piece of frayed white paper.




  "Did you notice me fingering this just now?" he asked anxiously.




  Garth shook his head.




  "Then take it, and, when the time comes, play with it that way yourself. Scratch your instructions on it with a match, a toothpick, anything handy. It will stay white, but I can make whatever you put on it as visible as headlines in a war extra. You'll reach town after ten. I'll hold back instructions until eleven in case these fellows have any spies in the department. But after that you can drop it near a uniformed policeman with a fair chance of its reaching me."




  "You'll try to trail us, too?" Garth asked.




  The inspector grinned sheepishly.




  "Of course I'll try. I'll probably have to let it go at that."




  "Yes--slippery," Garth answered.




  Now that his offer was accepted, and his plan understood, the inspector gave way to a disquieting nervousness. He stood up and stepped around the desk, putting his hand on Garth's shoulder.




  "Watch out for yourself," he faltered. "I don't want another Kridel case on my conscience."




  The name dampened Garth's enthusiasm. He had never known Joe Kridel who, a year ago, had been the ascending star of the bureau. But the manner of the young man's death was depressingly familiar to him--found stabbed through the heart in a private house whose dwellers had heard no alarm. The key to that puzzle had never been discovered. Even the inspector had harbored the nature of Kridel's assignment that night of his murder.




  "I hate," the inspector continued, that note of regret in his voice again, "to give a man I like such an ugly risk."




  This reached Garth as definite encouragement to words which he had restrained for some time with difficulty. To loose them, now, however, would be, in a way, unfair to his chief; would, in every sense, form no fitting prelude to his formidable and dangerous task. He contented himself, therefore, with an unsatisfactory compromise.




  "If I've time I may drop in for a chat with Nora after all."




  "But you won't alarm her with this?"




  "Certainly not."




  The inspector was very friendly.




  "You know I wouldn't be surprised if Nora had taken kind of a fancy for you herself."




  Garth's face reddened. He turned away.




  The inspector sighed.




  "Oh, well. There's plenty of time to think of that when you bring yourself back--alive."




  * * * * * *




  Before making his arrangements Garth called at the inspector's flat. This was, in fact, a preparation. Without seeing Nora he felt he would not be armed to enter these unfair lists with death.




  He found her by the window in the sitting room. She looked, he thought, more Latin than usual, although the black clothes she habitually wore accentuated her dark hair and flashing eyes, the olive complexion and regular features she had inherited from her Italian mother.




  She smiled up at Garth, and, as always in face of that smile, he recalled the unexplored neutral ground where their minds had never really met. This impression had unquestionably retarded the development of their relations. It had until now held their emotions in the leash of friendship. Garth had no idea of snapping that cord at his entrance, but Nora's proximity and the suddenness of an unexpected gesture distilled logic and fairness for the moment's irresistible intoxication.




  Their hands, reaching for the book she had dropped, met. The quick contact was galvanic to Garth. An unconquerable impulse possessed him. If he was to risk death that night it was folly to shirk life to-day. So his hand closed over hers while he sought for words.




  After a moment he became aware of the impassivity of her fingers within his violent grasp. He saw grave trouble and an unanswerable doubt extinguish the excitement in her eyes. A premonition reached him. He fought against it desperately. His voice swayed a little.




  "Don't look at me like that, Nora. You're going to marry me."




  She shook her head. All at once there were tears in her eyes. Her hand lightly brushed her black skirt.




  "Jim, you've often asked me why I wear these dark clothes. Now you make me tell you. I can trust you? Because no one knows unless my father guesses."




  He nodded. She spoke with an effort.




  "For the man I was going to marry, Jim. You see he--he died."




  Garth arose and turned to the window. He leaned there, staring at the busy street, listening to its jarring discords. Among the children at play one boy, unkempt and filthy, stood braced against a railing, crying at the top of his lungs. In his abandonment to disappointment Garth accepted the picture as typical of his life--a crying out for the unattainable, a surrender to despair. The night's work lost its terror. Its issue became a matter of callous indifference.




  Then her hand was on his arm, drawing him around so that he saw her face, which had lost its colour, and the growing doubt in her eyes.




  "Try to understand, Jim. I think I scarcely do myself. I only know it hurts to see you unhappy. Six months ago when you first came I never dreamed a man could make even that much difference to me again."




  Without warning the colour rushed back to her face. She clenched her hands. The determination in her tone was overwhelming.




  "Is that inconstancy to him? Don't think that. I'm not inconstant. I wouldn't be that."




  Garth waved his hand helplessly.




  "What difference--Never mind, Nora. It's finished."




  "But you--It's so unfair. And I want you for my friend."




  She sat down, hiding her face.




  "Later--I don't know. How can I tell? How can anybody?"




  Garth saw her shoulders commence to shake. This emotion fired a tiny hope, yet it angered him that she should suffer, too.




  "Stop that," he said roughly. "It isn't worth it to you. I'm sorry I spoke. I ought to have had better sense, but I'm going out of town to-day on a job--"




  He paused. He turned back to the window.




  "That's why I spoke, because--because I may be away a very long time."




  She controlled herself.




  "How long, Jim?"




  "God knows."




  "Where? West?"




  He shook his head.




  "Up the state. It's just as well now. I've got to go. I ought to be getting ready."




  She arose. She spoke wistfully.




  "Then good-by, Jim. And you'll try to understand? Maybe you'll come to see me just the same when you get back?"




  He swallowed hard, forcing back his craving for abandonment, for revelation.




  "When I get back," he said.




  Chapter II




  IT OPENS NORA'S EYES




  Garth waited at the end of the bridge above Garrison. At eight o'clock it was dark, but the river, glass-like between the rugged hills, retained a pallid light. At a short distance two men smoked and chatted. They had withdrawn themselves in response to Garth's moodiness. He fancied they discussed him as one already dead.




  A whistle shrieked. The hills rumbled. Flinging their cigars in the water, the men rejoined Garth. He slipped the mask from his pocket, and secreted his features behind its gray protection.




  The train dashed across the bridge, sparks grinding from its wheels. When it stopped, panting sullenly, the two men sprang aboard.




  Garth flattened himself against the side of the car and watched them reappear, leading a third who wore a grey mask above a plain brown suit. He heard a croaking, unnatural voice issue from behind the mask.




  "Didn't look for you so soon, friends."




  Excitement drove the melancholy from Garth's brain. The undertaking had begun reassuringly. Simmons had no suspicion that he was in the hands of the police. Garth noticed also as he entered the car that the passengers were not aware of the substitution. He resented the repugnance in the glances they turned on the mask. Simmons' attitude toward life became comprehensible. But, as the journey extended itself interminably, Garth grew restless. He realized he was in the position of a man entering a cavern without a light. He must feel his way step by step. He must walk blindly toward innumerable and fatal pitfalls.




  At last the train paused for the change from locomotive to electric motor. Although he knew that normally no passengers would board it at this place, he gazed anxiously from the window. A man stood close to the track with the evident intention of entering the train. Garth saw him elude a brakeman, saw him grasp the railing and swing himself out of sight. A moment later the man walked into the car, stopped dead, and turned sharp, inquisitive eyes on the gray mask.




  About the figure was a somber air, accentuated by a black felt hat, drawn low over the eyes. It let Garth see, however, a sharp and colorless face which conveyed an impression of uncommon forcefulness.




  After a moment the slender man leaned over and spoke with a leer.




  "You must be a star gambler, judging from your face."




  He continued to stare as though expectant of an answer. Perhaps some countersign was demanded. If that was so the whole enterprise swayed in the balance. Garth concentrated his thoughts with difficulty. One word had strayed circuitously from the gang to him. He used it at random, trying to approximate the voice he had heard at the bridge.




  "That depends on whether I hold the ace."




  The slender man continued to stare. Garth's heart sank, but at last the other straightened with a nod.




  "Suppose you take a little stroll with me."




  Garth arose and followed him down the aisle. He didn't know whether to interpret that quick command as acceptance or condemnation. He might be going to the work for which he had been chosen, or--and he realized how likely that was--to an execution. Yet he had no alternative. He must follow the slender, sinister figure into dark places not knowing.




  They paused on the platform. Garth thought it likely that one of the inspector's men was in the car, but of course the fellow would not confess himself by stepping to the vestibule at their heels. It would be enough for him to know that they were on board and that the train was not scheduled to stop before reaching the Grand Central Station.




  Garth knew that, too. Therefore he could not understand why his conductor stooped and with an air of confidence opened the vestibule door and raised the trap. Garth started, for, as if the engineer were an accomplice and had received some subtle signal, the brakes commenced to grind while the train lost its speed rapidly.




  The slender man grasped Garth's arm, and, as the train stopped, leapt with him to the right of way and hurried him into the shadows at the foot of the embankment. Any men the inspector might have had on the train had been outwitted.




  He saw ahead the red and green lights of an open draw-bridge. He understood now, and marvelled at the simplicity of the trick. Certainly it would not have occurred to the inspector to post his men at the Harlem River where express trains were seldom detained at night. Yet it had been only necessary to send some small boat to loiter in the draw at the proper moment to assure the security of the conspirators.




  Immediately Garth lost all sense of direction. The other led a stealthy, circular course through a lumber yard, across a fence, around darkened buildings, and finally onto a small wharf. A craft was moored there--a barge, Garth thought at first. It lay in darkness except for its navigating lights, and, as Garth looked, even these were extinguished.




  The slender man glided across the wharf, and, Garth at his heels, stepped to the deck. There he reached over the railing, dropping something from his hand. Garth heard three splashes at regular intervals. A blade of light flashed sharply athwart the darkness and became an open doorway, framing a troubled face.




  Garth, shoved from behind, stumbled over the sill into the presence of five men who circled about him, like cats, wary and suspicious. He would know now. One word from his conductor would deliver him to the inevitable judgment of that circle.




  But the slender man slipped in after him, closing the door.




  "The cops are drunk with sleep," he said.




  Garth breathed again. But into that moment's respite crept the thought of Nora, suddenly become unobtainable. Resolutely he fought his depression back. At a gesture from the slender man he sat on a bench against the wall.




  He saw now that the apparent barge was a rough houseboat, unpainted, unfinished, with windows closed and heavily barred. The only furniture was this bench and another opposite with a deal table between. Fumes of gasoline and cylinder oil came through an open doorway forward and mixed repellently with an atmosphere already poisoned by tobacco. For all five smoked, not with enjoyment, Garth noticed--rather in an abandonment to nerves. It impressed him that these men, who unquestionably were the cleverest and most indomitable of the Hennion group, should expose this restlessness, this apparent fear, on the threshold of the night's work. His conductor, indeed, was the only one immune to the contagion of suspense.




  Garth glanced at these others with a sharp personal curiosity. They varied amazingly from his anticipation. One, a sallow youth with untidy yellow hair and large-rimmed eye-glasses, might have been a student of the most devoted species. Another cunningly resembled a well-to-do business man, while a third had the clothing and the air of a tramp. The fourth, with his dapper tailoring and ferret-like face, was more familiar to the expert in crime.




  These, however, Garth passed over quickly for the fifth, perhaps because, with the detective's extra sense, he foresaw there a special and unintelligible menace.




  This man brought his huge, handsome figure forward and leaned heavily on the table. His close-cropped hair, dampened by the heat, curled about a bronzed forehead from beneath which inquisitorial and threatening eyes challenged.




  The slender man, who clearly was the leader, crossed the room.




  "Seeing ghosts, George?" he asked. "Or maybe you're anxious for a glimpse of what Simmons hasn't got any more. Why not show him the big event, Simmons?"




  His laugh, scarcely audible, was like the wrath of a gigantic sneer.




  Garth's hand crept to his pocket and closed over his revolver. George drew back.




  "Look yourself, Slim, and it ought to be done."




  The other swung on him angrily.




  "Do you think I'm bringing him here without checking him up. He doesn't have to take his mask off to show you a scar. The lot of you look like sudden wealth for a nerve specialist. Sit down. We'll get to business."




  He swung on Simmons.




  "I know how you feel about that. Now, listen. All you know is that we wanted a scientific fellow who doesn't use his profession exclusively for the benefit of humanity. Also one without any nerves. I've always heard that of you."




  Garth nodded, smiling a little to himself. Lack of nerves had been the inspector's chief requisite. Now the criminals demanded the same quality. He stood, as it were, between two deadly fires. He wondered if murder was on the boards. He recalled the slip of white paper in his pocket, questioning if he would be able to finger it, to scratch upon it those vital invisible directions before these sharp and overcurious eyes.




  The slender man hurried on, glancing at his watch.




  "We're waiting for one more. At first all you have to do is to keep close to George. We're going to crack a safe."




  His voice colored apologetically.




  "No jewelry or bags of gold. George falls for that cheap stuff now and then, but you needn't be ashamed of this job, Simmons. By the way, I don't have to ask you if you duck your lid every time the band blats 'Oh, say, can you see!'"




  Garth shook his head.




  "Say, Simmons," George broke in, "you talk yourself to death. That explosion must have hurt your voice something fierce."




  Again Garth tried to approximate the croaking tone he had heard at the bridge.




  "Talk's as cheap and easy as cracking safes."




  He risked it for its effect on the others. Moreover it was an antidote for his nervous strain to give that much rein to the antagonism he already experienced for the huge, dark fellow.




  Secretive laughter greeted his daring. A gesture from the leader halted George's movement, almost instinctive, to resent the affront physically. Then three faint and regular splashes came from the water.




  They all held their poses of the moment statuesquely until, at a nod from the leader, the intellectual-looking youth arose and moved towards the door.




  During that moment of waiting Garth tried to fashion what he knew into a recognizable pattern, but the pieces were incomplete. He could only wonder why they had sent to Chicago for an anarchistic chemist to connive with this expert at a task as simple as cracking a safe.




  The youth turned the lock and opened the door a little. It was pushed boisterously against him, and, beyond his amazed back, Garth had a glimpse of a gaudily colored skirt. The others had risen. The leader, grasping the youth's elbow, shoved him to one side, and Garth, his view unobstructed now, gazed incredulously at Nora's blazing, painted face.




  His first impulse was to cry out and warn the girl back from this ambush into which she had unaccountably strayed. He gripped the edge of the table. He half arose. For a moment the room went black. All at once he realized that her presence at this unique rendezvous must be without the slightest ambiguity. Perhaps it was an ill-advised attempt to rescue him from the net. He waited tensely for some word. His heart sank. She couldn't recognize him behind the mask.




  He wouldn't lie to himself any longer. Nora, whom he had always seen in black, wore a flashy dress. She had given the conspirators their own signal. She received from them a welcome of anxiety.




  The room darkened again. He sat in a frozen silence. He saw and heard as from a vast distance.




  "Whole force at your heels, Nora?" the leader asked gently.




  Closing the door, she faced them breathlessly. Her eyes flashed, but fear lurked there, too.




  "No," she said, "but it might be tramping on the dock without your guessing it. Listen, Slim."




  She raised her clenched fists.




  "There's a bull here. There's a cop with his hand at your throat."




  "Nora! You're having a nightmare."




  "Hold on," George said. "Nora ought to know."




  "Yes," she gasped, "and it's straight."




  Slim relaxed.




  "From your father?"




  She nodded.




  "How in--"




  "I don't know," she said, "but he was sure he'd have a stool with you to-night. He's tried so long I know he wasn't bragging. Slim! We can't trip up now. I've worked too hard. You've told me what a mess you made last time, when that cop, Kridel, was croaked. Where will we be if anything like that's pulled again?"




  "Easy, Nora," Slim said. "Maybe we wouldn't be any worse off than we were then. Has anybody burned in the chair for that? Does anybody know who croaked Kridel? Well--the man who did it. Don't lose your nerve. The cops would have a fine time getting a witness in a murder case out of this crowd. And, if what you say is so, maybe the same thing will happen to-night, only in a more convenient spot."




  "What are you going to do, Slim?" she asked. "Tie him up, but no more murder. I quit at that."




  "Leave it to me," he muttered. "Show me the bull."




  Garth received the words as a condemned man probably hears the voice of a judge who wears the black cap.




  The girl glanced rapidly around. Then, advancing steadily to the table, she raised her hand and pointed at Garth.




  He stared fascinated at the finger which, a few hours ago, he had held violently in the rush of his passion. He was aware of the flashing eyes which that afternoon had been wet with tears. But his brain was dull. He waited patiently for the exposure which now appeared unavoidable because of the woman he loved.




  She spoke evenly.




  "Who could it be but this man that hides his face? There's no doubt about the rest of you. You only have to see, Slim, whether this fellow, Simmons, has got a face."




  "He had the word," the leader answered, "and look at that scar. But you're right, Nora. If there's a bull here he's behind that mask."




  "Then make him take it off," she said.




  Garth raised his hands. His croaking voice was torn with dismay.




  "No. I warn you. Spare me and yourselves that. It's not pretty, what you'd see."




  "Take it off," the girl repeated.




  "I hide it," Garth cried. "For years--Listen, you. If you don't let me keep a little pride you can do your dirty work without me."




  The leader put his hand on Garth's shoulder.




  "Now, now," he said soothingly. "Depend on it, Simmons, if you're all right we don't want to hurt your feelings."




  "All right!" Nora mocked. "And I tell you there's a cop here. And you know as well as I he's the only one. You're crazy, Slim."




  "Good thing one of us is then," the leader sneered. "If this isn't Simmons we're out of the running for to-night anyway. If it is, what do we gain by making a show of him? That's what I was going to propose. Only one of us need look."




  "That'll do," Nora agreed. "Well! Who?"




  "George here was anxious."




  "Look yourself," George answered. "I'm no dime museum fiend."




  Suddenly Garth arose.




  "Maybe the lady--" he croaked. "She's so set on it. A pleasant sight for ladies."




  Nora flushed angrily.




  "I'll call that bluff."




  She waved the others back towards the end of the room.




  "And be quick about it," she said to Garth.




  Garth caught the expressions of the others. He noticed their ready hands. While his fingers rose to the fastenings of the gray mask he turned slowly and faced Nora.




  For a moment he hesitated. Even after all he had seen he shrank from forcing on the girl the responsibility of tossing him to those waiting hands. He was tempted to spare her that, to confess himself to the others. But the stamping of her foot, the tone of her voice, impatient, commanding, decided him.




  "Hurry, I say! There's no way out."




  So, holding her with his eyes, he slipped the gray mask aside.




  He saw her stare while the angry color left her cheeks. But at first her expression did not alter. It seemed to him a long time before terror twisted her face, before she screamed. He watched her cower back, crossing her arms over her eyes; watched her fall against the wall, where she bent, trembling.




  Garth replaced the mask, shrugging his shoulders, and turned to the others. The leader laughed lightly, with satisfaction.




  "Never dreamed it was as bad as that, Simmons. You're right. Don't blame you, but you must see we had to be sure."




  Garth nodded. He sat down. Let the girl speak. Until then he would play his part.




  "Looks as if the stool lost a leg somewhere," he said.




  He studied Nora. Her face hidden, she remained shrinking against the wall. Still she did not speak.




  George stepped to her side and put his arm around her.




  "Forget it, little girl. Wish I'd looked for you."




  She shook his arm off and pushed him away.




  "Forget it yourself, George," the leader warned. "You ought to have learned that won't go with Nora."




  "She knows I'm no butterfly," George answered sullenly.




  His touch had aroused her. She straightened and turned wild eyes on the gray mask. Garth waited then for her to betray him, but she only stammered a little.




  "He's right. A pleasant sight for ladies! Boat--must have thrown them off the track."




  She laughed hysterically. She sank on the end of the bench.




  Garth was surprised, now that the strain was broken, not to experience any exceptional relief. In spite of the game's vital stakes it had interested him chiefly because of the various effects it might have had on Nora. Yet it had yielded him no key to her presence here, to her disgraceful marketing of her father's confidence, to her assumption at home of black robes and grief, or, finally, to her apparent decision to let the night's work continue in spite of his presence. Probably she hoped he could not get help until the job had been done. Or--and the thought struck him with the shameful tingling of a slap--perhaps she thought he would let the others go rather than capture and convict the woman he had craved in marriage.




  He pressed his lips together. He beckoned to Slim. He took the whip in his own hands.




  "Is the safe here? Are we going to spend the rest of the night on this boat? If the cops are awake it isn't wise."




  "All right," the leader said. "George, you and Nora and Simmons wait here. The rest of you start out."




  The studious-appearing youth, the tramp, the dandy, and the elderly man filed through the door and silently closed it. The leader spoke to Garth quickly.




  "George will unlock the safe without any trouble. He's the best in the business. Your job's to open it and handle what you find without blowing the lot of us to everlasting dirt."




  Garth stirred uneasily.




  "Explosives!" he said. "I see why you wanted me."




  "The pay's high," Slim answered. "The fellows that are after this stuff don't trust diplomatic talk. Everybody wants it if only to be sure that nobody else gets it, for they claim that the nation that has it, could make a league of all the rest look like Tod Sloan fighting Dempsey. The inventor thinks Uncle Sam ought to have it, if anybody, but he's been holding off. It's new, and he's either afraid of it himself, or he thinks he can perfect it."




  "He's afraid of it," Nora breathed. "He told me it was a sin to invent it."




  "The point is, Simmons," the leader said, "can you handle the stuff with a degree of safety after you have read the formula? A man of your experience--"




  "I am not afraid to tackle it if I can see the formula," Garth answered quietly.




  "Say, Simmons," George put in with a wry face, "if there's anything phony about your education, drop off here."




  Garth fingered a frayed sheet of white paper.




  "I am not afraid if I can see the formula," he repeated.




  The leader turned to Nora.




  "You're sure there's some of the stuff in the safe with the formula? The foreigner wouldn't dicker without a sample to analyze."




  "I saw the formula and the sacks put in the safe to-night," she answered.




  George shook his head.




  "Nora, you're a wonder."




  "No wonder," she said contemptuously. "Nothing but hard work. An imbecile could have made friends with the housekeeper, but it took drudgery to get at the old man. I won't waste that. If there's any slip--"




  The leader glanced at the gray mask.




  "That's up to Simmons now," he said.




  Chapter III




  IN THE STEEL ROOM




  Garth's fingers played with the piece of white paper.




  "You haven't told me where the house is," he said.




  The moment the leader had answered Garth was standing on the bench. He waved his arm. Suddenly he blew out the lamp.




  "On the dock!" he stammered to the darkness. "A noise!"




  As the others crept to the door he scratched rapidly and silently with a match on the piece of paper the location of the house, the nature of the job, and an appeal for help. When he was through he heard the others coming back.




  "If your nerves jump like that, Simmons, what a chance we'll have!" George said. "Not a sign. Light up."




  Garth struck the match and relighted the lamp.




  "I never take unnecessary risks," he said simply.




  Nora, he knew, would guess that his excess of caution was a police trick. His eyes sought her anxiously as the lamp flamed, but she gave no sign. After a moment she whispered:




  "Let's start. It--it frightens me here."




  The leader opened the door.




  "It's time," he said. "They're asleep in the house by now."




  They followed him, threading obscure spaces and alleyways to the unlighted end of a street which deployed into a stone mason's yard, and always Garth asked:




  "Will she whisper my life away to the others?"




  A taxicab waited there. Garth manoeuvred so that he had a seat by the window. He let his hand, which clenched the piece of paper, dangle through. Such policemen as he saw were indifferent until crossing One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street he noticed one who looked straight at the cab. He let the paper flutter from his fingers, but he did not dare glance back to see if the policeman had picked it up.




  The cab halted in a dark side street off Lexington Avenue. A man stepped from the shadows and waved his hand. They alighted and walked with an unconcern that surprised Garth to the servants' entrance of a large house. This Nora unlocked. They entered and waited in the alley while one by one the four from the boat slipped through after them.




  Garth understood what these numbers meant. In order that Nora, George, and he might accomplish their task undisturbed, these men would bear to each inmate of the house chloroform, or, under necessity, something more permanently silencing.




  Walking heavy-hearted through the alley at Nora's heels, one last saving possibility occurred to Garth. Could this be another police trick? It was likely that the inspector had denied him his full confidence. Could Nora be on the same errand as himself, working for her father?




  When she had unlocked the house door he found himself brushing against her in the hall. Impulsively he reached down and clasped her hand. But her hand was like ice. She snatched it away. In her action and the sharp intake of her breath he felt his doubts resolved.




  Then he was flung into a stealthy, sure, and dreadful whirlpool of action. He heard feline movements on the stairs, a muffled thud in the darkness ahead, from the second floor a shrill cry, all at once strangled and beaten back into the heavy silence.




  He waited, panting. Upstairs someone rapped sharply three times. A pocket lamp flashed ahead, throwing a white shaft against finely-grained mahogany.




  A hand in the shaft signalled him, and he crept forward until he stumbled over a round, inert mass which lay just outside the room where the white light searched the mahogany.




  The light, wavering around to greet him, disclosed the obstacle. It was a man, deftly bound, and bandaged about the mouth, the ears, the eyes.




  "Shut the door."




  Garth closed the door on this disturbing vision.




  The mahogany formed the doors of a large and very wide cabinet. George knelt in front of this, inserting slender, gleaming tools in the lock with the adroitness of a watchmaker. To one side Nora crouched, playing the light on his illicit undertaking.
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