
  
    
      
    
  


  INTRODUCTION


  About Hulbert Footner (1879-1944)


  William Hulbert Footner was born in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada. He was obliged to leave school at fourteen to earn his own living as an office boy and clerk—such a bare living that when he wanted new shoes, he had to sell his stamp collection. But from his room he could see the stage door of the old Grand Opera House, and becoming stage struck, he H. Footner (right) & A. Eager during 1911 River Trip [image: Footner] wrote a play which was actually accepted, while he was given a small part himself. But he was, the critics insisted, a rotten actor, so there was nothing for it but a return to the hated commercial life.


  A year or two later the next break came when a friend in Calgary, Alberta, representing Footner as a star reporter from the New York Herald, got him a job on the Morning Albertan. Footner played up well and spent a year expanding two-line telegram dispatches (all the paper could afford) into front-page stories.


  In 1898 he traveled to the United States, where he started a writing career, and in 1911 he and a friend embarked on a 1200 mile canoe trip into the almost unkown Canadian north. Their adventures were related in his first published book New Rivers of the North (1911). The photo to the left is from that book. He wrote other books on his river trips, one of which was along the Hudson River in the United States.He also wrote a series of northwest adventures during the period 1911 through 1920, including The Sealed Valley (1914) and The Fur Bringers (1920).


  His first mystery story was The Fugitive Sleuth (1918) followed my Thieves' Wit (1919) and Substitute Millionaire (1921). The Fugitive Sleuth is a very scarce book - World Cat (2012) listed only 5 libraries in the world that has this book. His first series detective Hulbert Footner in 1921

  [image: Footner] character was Madame Rosika Storey (Madame Storey, 1926, and following). Footner's other series detective is Amos Lee Mappin, a successful, middle aged mystery writer whose crimes tend to occur in New York's café society. Mappin is unusual for the times in some of his tales his "Watson" is a young woman, his secretary Fanny Parran. She is one of the few female "Watsons" in fiction. During his writing career he published more than 44 mystery books* most of which are not easily available.


  With the proceeds of his many well-received books, he purchased Charlesgift, one of the oldest houses in America, built in 1650 in Maryland. In 1939 he published a book about the house Charles’ Gift, Salute to a Maryland House of 1650. He died in his home in 1944.


  *http://www.classiccrimefiction.com/footnerbib.htm 2012.
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  Chapter 1


  My first case!—with what an agreeable thrill a professional man repeats the words to himself. With most men I believe it is as it was with me, not the case that he intrigues for and expects to get but something quite different, that drops out of Heaven unexpected and undeserved like most of the good things of life.


  Every now and then in an expansive moment I tell the story of my case, or part of it, whereupon something like the following invariably succeeds:


  “Why don’t you write it down?”


  “I never learned the trade of writing.”


  “But detective stories are so popular!”


  “Yes, because the detective is a romantic figure, a hero, gifted with almost superhuman keenness and infallibility. Nobody ever accused me of being romantic. I am only an ordinary fellow who plugs away like any other business man. Every day I am up against it; I fall down; some crook turns a trick on me. What kind of a story would that make?”


  “But that’s what people want nowadays, the real thing, stories of the streets day by day.”


  Well, I have succumbed. Here goes for better or for worse.


  Before beginning I should explain that though it was my first case I was no longer in the first bloom of youth. I was along in the thirties before I got my start and had lost a deal of hair from my cranium. This enabled me to pass for ten years older if I wished to, and still with the assistance of my friend Oscar Nilson the wig-maker I could make a presentable figure of youth and innocence.


  During my earlier days I had been a clerk in a railway freight office, a poor slave with only my dreams to keep me going. My father had no sympathy with my aspirations to be a detective. He was a close-mouthed and a close-fisted man. But when he died, after having been kept on scanty rations for years, the old lady and I found ourselves quite comfortably off.


  I promptly shook the dust of the freight office from my feet and set about carrying some of the dreams into effect. I rented a little office on Fortieth street (twenty dollars a month), furnished it discreetly, and had my name painted in neat characters on the frosted glass of the door:


  “B. Enderby”—no more. Lord! how proud I was of the outfit.


  I bought a fireproof document file for cases, and had some note-paper and cards printed in the same neat style:


  B. ENDERBY


  Confidential Investigator


  You see I wished to avoid the sensational. I was not looking for any common divorce evidence business. Since I had enough to exist on, I was determined to wait for important, high-priced, kid-glove cases.


  And I waited—more than a year in fact. But it was a delightful time! Fellows were always dropping in to smoke and chin. My little office became like our club. You see I had missed all this when I was a boy. Any youngster who has ever been speeded up in a big clerical office will understand how good it was. Meanwhile I studied crime in all its aspects.


  I worked, too, at another ambition which I shared with a few million of my fellow-creatures, viz.: to write a successful play. I started a dozen and finished one. I thought it was a wonder of brilliancy then. I have learned better. In pursuance of this aim I had to attend the theatre a good deal, and from the top gallery I learned something about actors and actresses if not how to write a great play.


  I mention the play-writing for it was that which brought me my first case. I used to haunt the office of a certain prominent play-broker who was always promising to read my play and never did. One afternoon in the upstairs corridor of the building where she had her offices I came face to face with the famous Irma Hamerton.


  Nowadays Irma is merely a tradition of loveliness and grace. Theatregoers of this date have nothing like her to rejoice their eyes. Then, to us humble fellows she stood for the rarest essence of life, the ideal, the unattainable—call it what you like. Tall, slender and dark, with a voice that played on your heartstrings, she was one of the fortunate ones of earth. She had always been a star, always an idol of the public. Not only did I and my gang never miss a show in which she appeared, but we would sit up half the night afterwards talking about her. None of us naturally had ever dreamed of seeing her face to face.


  We met at a corner of the corridor, and almost collided. I forgot my manners entirely. My eyes almost popped out of my head. I wished to fix that moment in my life forever. Imagine my confusion when I saw that she was crying, that glorious creature! actually the tears were running down her soft cheeks like any common woman’s. Do you wonder that a kind of convulsion took place inside me?


  Seeing me, she quickly turned her head, but it was too late, I had already seen them stealing like diamonds down her cheeks. I stared at her like a clown, and like a clown I blurted out without thinking:


  “Oh, what’s the matter?”


  She didn’t answer me, of course. She merely hurried faster down the hall, and turned the next corner.


  When I realised what I had done I felt like butting my silly head through one of the glass partitions that lined the corridor. I called myself all the names in my vocabulary. I clean forgot my own errand in the building, and went back to my office muttering to myself in the streets like a lunatic.


  I was glad no one dropped in. In my mind I went over the scene of the meeting a hundred times I suppose, and made up what I ought to have said and done, more ridiculous I expect than what had happened. What bothered me was that she would think I was just a common fresh guy. I couldn’t rest under that. So I started to write her a note. I wrote half a dozen and tore them up. The one I sent ran like this:—I blush to think of it now –


  
    MISS IRMA HAMERTON,


    DEAR MADAM:


    The undersigned met you in the corridor of the Manhattan Theatre Building this afternoon about three. You seemed to be in distress, and I was so surprised I forgot myself and addressed you. I beg that you will accept my apology for the seeming rudeness. I have seen you in all your plays, many of them several times over, and I have received so much pleasure from your acting, and I respect you so highly that it is very painful to me to think that I may have added to your distress by my rudeness. I assure you that it was only clumsiness, and not intentional rudeness.


    Yours respectfully,


    B. ENDERBY.

  


  The instant after I had posted this letter I would have given half I possessed to get it back again. It suddenly occurred to me that it would only make matters worse. Either it would seem like an impertinent attempt to pry into her private affairs, or a bold move to follow up my original rudeness. A real gentleman would not have said anything about the tears, I told myself. My cheeks got hot, but it was too late to recall the letter. I was thoroughly miserable. I did not tell any of my friends what had happened.


  That night I went alone to see her play. Lost in her part of course and hidden under her makeup she betrayed nothing. There was always a suggestion of sadness about her, even in comedy. When that lovely deep voice trembled, a corresponding shiver went up and down your spine.


  I thought about her all the way home. My detective instinct was aroused. I tried to figure out what could be her trouble. There are only four kinds of really desperate trouble: ill-health, death, loss of money, and unrequited love. To look at her in the daylight without make-up was enough to dispose of the first. It was said that she had no close relatives, therefore she couldn’t have lost any recently. As for money, surely with her earning capacity she had no need to trouble about that. Finally, how could it be an affair of the heart? Was there a man alive who would not have cast himself at her feet if she had turned a warm glance in his direction? Rich, successful and adored as she was, I had to give it up.


  About five o’clock the next afternoon the surprise of my life was administered to me. I received large, square, buff-coloured envelope with a brown border, and written upon with brown ink in immense, angular characters. On opening it my hand trembled with a delicious foreboding of what was inside, meanwhile better sense was telling me not to be a fool.


  It contained a card on which was written:


  
    “Miss Irma Hamerton will be glad to see Mr. B. Enderby if it will be convenient for him to call at the Hotel Rotterdam at noon on Thursday.”

  


  For a moment I stared at it, dazed. Then I went up in the air. I did a sort of war-dance around the office. Finally I rushed out to the most fashionable outfitters to get a new suit before closing time. Thursday was the next day.


  Chapter 2


  I had never been inside that exclusive of exclusive hotels, the Rotterdam. I confess that my knees were a little infirm as I went through the swing doors, and passed before the nonchalant, indifferent eyes of the handsome footmen in blue liveries. “Ahh, they’re only overgrown bell-hops!” I told myself encouragingly, and fixed the Marquis behind the desk with a haughty stare.


  Walking in a dream I presently found myself being shown into a corner room high up in the building. I was left there alone, and I had a chance to look around. I had never seen anything like it, except on the stage. It was decorated in what I think they call the Empire style, with walls of white panelled wood, picked out with gold, and pretty, curiously shaped furniture. Everywhere there were great bunches of pink roses, picked that morning, you could see, with petals still moist. It smelled like Heaven might.


  That was all I had time to take in when the door opened, and she entered. She was wearing a pink lacy sort of thing that went with the roses. She didn’t mind me, of course. She was merely polite and casual. But just the same I could see that she was deeply troubled about something. Trouble makes a woman’s eyes big. Makes a beautiful woman twice as beautiful.


  She went to the point as straight as a bullet.


  “I suppose you are wondering why I sent for you?”


  I confessed that I was.


  “It was the heading on your letter paper. What do you mean by ‘confidential investigator’—a detective?”


  “Something a little better than an ordinary detective, I hope.”


  She switched to another track. “Why did you write to me?”


  This took me by surprise. “There was no reason—except what the letter said,” I stammered.


  Several other questions followed, by which I saw she was trying to get a line on me. I offered her references. She accepted them inattentively.


  “It doesn’t matter so much what other people think of you,” she said. “I have to make up my mind about you for myself. Tell me more about yourself.”


  “I’m not much of a hand at the brass instruments,” I said. “Please ask me questions.”


  This seemed to please her. After some further inquiries she said simply:


  “I wrote to you because it seemed to me from your letter that you had a good heart. I need that perhaps more than detective skill. I live in a blaze of publicity. I am surrounded by flatterers. The pushing, thick-skinned sort of people force themselves close to me, and the kind that I like avoid me, I fear. I am not sure of whom I can trust. I am very sure that if I put my business in the hands of the regular people it would soon become a matter of common knowledge.”


  Her simplicity and sadness affected me deeply. I could do nothing but protest my honesty and my devotion.


  “I am satisfied,” she said at last. “Are you very busy at present?”


  “Tolerably,” I said with a busy air. It would never have done to let her think otherwise.


  “I would like you to take my case,” she said with an enchanting note of appeal, “but it would have to be on the condition that you attended to it yourself, solely. I would have to ask you to agree not to delegate any part of it to even the most trusted of your employees.”


  This was easy, since I didn’t have any.


  “You must, please, further agree not to take any steps without consulting me in advance, and you must not mind—perhaps I might call the whole thing off at any moment. But of course I would pay you.”


  I quickly agreed to the conditions.


  “I have been robbed of a pearl necklace,” she said with an air of infinite sadness.


  I did not need to be told that there was more in this than the ordinary actress’ stolen jewels case. Irma Hamerton didn’t need that kind of advertising. She was morbidly anxious that there should be no advertising in this.


  “It was a single strand of sixty-seven black pearls ranging in size from a currant down to a pea. They were perfectly matched, and each stone had a curious, bluish cast, which is, I believe, quite rare. As jewels go nowadays, it was not an exceptionally valuable necklace, worth about twenty-six thousand dollars. It represented my entire savings. I have a passion for pearls. These were exceptionally perfect and beautiful. They were the result of years of search and selection. Jewellers call them blue pearls. I will show you what they looked like.”


  She went into the adjoining room for a moment, returning with a string of dusky, gleaming pearls hanging from her hand. They were lovely things. My unaccustomed eyes could not distinguish the blue in them until she pointed it out. It was like the last gleam of light in the evening sky.


  “The lost necklace was exactly like this,” she said.


  “Had you two?” I asked in surprise.


  She smiled a little. “These are artificial.”


  I suppose I looked like the fool I felt.


  “A very natural mistake,” she said. “Some time ago my jeweler advised me not to wear the real pearls on the stage, so I had this made by Roberts. The resemblance was so perfect that I could scarcely tell the difference myself. It was only by wearing them that I could be sure.”


  “By wearing them?” I repeated.


  “The warmth of my body caused the real pearls to gleam with a deeper lustre.”


  “Lucky pearls!” I thought.


  “They almost seemed alive,” she went on with a kind of passionate regret. “The artificial pearls show no change, of course. And they have to be renewed in a short time.”


  I asked for the circumstances of the robbery.


  “It was at the theatre,” she said. “It occurred on the night of February 14th.”


  “Six weeks ago!” I exclaimed in dismay. “The trail is cold!”


  “I know,” she said deprecatingly. “I do not expect a miracle.”


  I asked her to go on.


  “I had an impulse to wear the genuine pearls that night. I got them out of the safe deposit vault in the afternoon. When I saw the real and the artificial together I was afraid of making a mistake, so I made a little scratch on the clasp of the real strand. I wear them in the first act. I have to leave them off in the second act, when I appear in a nurse’s uniform, also in the third when I am supposed to be ill. In the fourth act I wear them again.


  “On the night in question I wore the real pearls in the first act. I am sure of that, because they were glowing wonderfully when I took them off—as if there was a tiny fire in each stone. I put them in the pocket of the nurse’s uniform and carried them on the stage with me during the second act. In the third act I was obliged to leave them in my dressing-room, because in this act I am shown in bed. But I thought they would be safe in the pocket of the dress I took off.”


  “The instant I returned to my dressing-room, I got them out and put them on, suspecting nothing wrong. It was not until after the final curtain that upon taking them off, I was struck by their dullness. I looked for my little mark on the clasp. It was not there. I found I had two strings of artificial pearls.”


  I asked her the obvious questions. “Did you have any special reason for wearing the genuine pearls that night?”


  “None, except that I loved them. I loved to handle them. They were so alive! I was afraid they might lose their life if I never wore them.”


  Somehow, I was not fully satisfied with this answer. But for the present I let it go.


  “Was any one with you when you got them out of the safety deposit box?” I asked.


  “I was quite alone.”


  “Did any one know you were wearing them that night?”


  “No one.”


  “Were there any strangers on the stage?”


  “No. My manager at my request is very particular as to that. I have been so annoyed by well-meaning people. No one is admitted. In this production the working force behind is small. I can give you the name of every person who was on the stage that night.”


  “Has any one connected with the company left since then?”


  “No.”


  “Who has the entree to your dressing-room while you are on the stage?”


  “Only my maid. But she is not expected to remain there every moment. Indeed, on the night in question I remember seeing her watching the scene from the first entrance.”


  “During which time your room was unlocked?”


  “Very likely. But the door to it was immediately behind her.”


  “Have you any reason to suspect her?”


  “None whatever. She’s been with me four years. Still, I do not except her from your investigation.”


  “Does she know of your loss?”


  “No one in the world knows of it but you and I.”


  “And the thief,” I added.


  She winced. I was unable to ascribe a reason for it.


  “Do you care to tell me why you waited six weeks before deciding to look for the thief?” I asked as gently as possible.


  “My jeweller—who is also an old friend, has secured three more blue pearls,” she answered quickly. “He has asked me for the necklace, so that he can add them to it. I cannot put him off much longer without confessing that I have lost it.”


  “But shouldn’t we tell him that it has been stolen?” I asked surprised.


  She energetically shook her head.


  “But jewellers have an organisation for the recovery of stolen jewels,” I persisted. “The only way we can prevent the thief from realising on the pearls is by having the loss published throughout the trade.”


  “I can’t consent to that,” she said with painfully compressed lips. “I want you to make your investigation first.”


  “Do you mind telling me who is your jeweller?”


  “Mr. Alfred Mount.”


  “If you could only tell me why he must not be told,” I insinuated.


  She still shook her head. “A woman’s reason,” she murmured, avoiding my glance.


  “You know, of course, how you increase my difficulties by withholding part of your confidence.”


  There was a little tremble in her lovely throat. “Don’t make me sorry I asked you to help me,” she said.


  I bowed.


  “See what you can do in spite of it,” she said wistfully.


  Chapter 3


  I need not take the space to put down all the operations of my early reasoning on the case. I had plenty to think about. But every avenue my thoughts followed was blocked sooner or later by a blank wall. Never in my whole experience have I been asked to take up such a blind trail—and this was my first case, remember. Six weeks lost beyond recall! It was discouraging.


  I narrowed myself down to two main theories:


  (a) The pearls had been stolen by experienced specialists after long and careful plotting or,


  (b) They had been picked up on impulse by a man or woman dazzled by their beauty. In this case the thief would most likely hoard them and gloat over them in secret.


  Not the least puzzling factor in the case was my client herself. It was clear that she had been passionately attached to her pearls; she spoke of them always in almost a poetic strain. Yet there was a personal note of anguish in her grief which even the loss of her treasure was not sufficient to explain. She was a quiet woman. And strangest of all, she seemed to be more bent on finding out who had taken them, than on getting them back again. She had waited six weeks before acting at all, and now she hedged me around with so many conditions that the prospect of success was nil.


  I had an intuition which warned me that if I wished to remain friends with her I had better be careful whom I accused of the crime. It was a puzzler whichever way you looked at it. However, an investigator must not allow himself to dwell on the hopelessness of his whole tangle, but must set to work on a thread at a time. Whichever way it turned out, I was to have the delight for a long time to come of seeing her frequently.


  I was there again the next afternoon. This day I remember the room was fragrant with the scent of great bowls of violets. The lovely dark-haired mistress of the place looked queenly in a dress of purple and silver. As always when there were a number of people around she was composed in manner, one might say a little haughty.


  There was quite a crowd. It included a middle-aged lady, a Mrs. Bleecker, a little over-dressed for her age and envious-looking. She, it transpired, was Miss Hamerton’s companion or chaperon. The only other woman was a sister star, a handsome, blonde woman older than Miss Hamerton, very affectionate and catty. I have forgotten her name. The men were of various types. Among them I remember the editor of a prominent newspaper, a well-known playwright and Mr. Roland Quarles. The latter was Miss Hamerton’s leading man. He looked quite as handsome and young off the stage as on, but seemed morose.


  Miss Hamerton introduced me all around in her casual way, and left me to sink or swim by my own efforts. None of the people put themselves out to be agreeable to me. I could see that each was wondering jealously where I came in. However, since I had a right to be there, I didn’t let it trouble me. This is life! I told myself, and kept my eyes and ears open. I was not long in discovering that these “brilliant” people chattered about as foolishly as the humblest I knew. Only my beautiful young lady was always dignified and wistful. She let others do the talking.


  I stubbornly outstayed them all. The men very reluctantly left me in possession of the field. As for the lady companion I saw in her eye that she was determined to learn what I had come for. However, Miss Hamerton coolly disposed of her by asking her to entertain a newcomer in the next room while she talked business with me.


  These people wearied her. She relaxed when they had gone. She said to me:


  “I had you shown right up because I want my friends to become accustomed to seeing you. I hope you did not mind.”


  I replied that I was delighted.


  “I suppose I ought to account for you in some way,” she went on, “or their curiosity will run riot. What would you suggest?”


  “Oh, let them suppose that I am a playwright whose work you are interested in.”


  She accepted the idea. How delightful it was for me to share secrets with her!


  My particular purpose in making this call was to urge her again to take the jeweller into her confidence. I pointed out to her that we could hope to do nothing unless we blocked the thief from disposing of the pearls. Very reluctantly she finally consented, stipulating, however, that the jeweller must be told that she had just discovered her loss. I explained to her that we must look back to make sure that the jewels had not already been offered for sale, but on this point she stood firm. She gave me a note of introduction to Mr. Alfred Mount.


  I delivered it the following morning. At this time Mount’s was the very last word in fashion. It was a smallish store but most richly fitted up, on one of the best corners of the avenue, up near the cathedral. Every one of the salesmen had the air of a younger son of the aristocracy. They dealt only in precious stones, none of your common stuff like gold or silver.


  I was shown into a private office at the back, a gem of a private office, exquisite and simple. And in Mr. Alfred Mount I saw that I had a notable man. One guessed that he would have been a big man in any line. So far I knew him only as one of the city’s leading jewellers. By degrees I learned that his interests were widespread.


  He was a man of about fifty who looked younger, owing to his flashing dark eyes, and his lips, full and crimson as a youth’s. In a general way he had a foreign look, though you couldn’t exactly place him as a Frenchman, an Italian or a Spaniard. It was only, I suppose, that he wore his black hair and curly beard a little more luxuriantly than a good American. His manner was of the whole world.


  My involuntary first impression was dead against the man. He was too much in character with the strange little orchid that decorated his buttonhole. Later I decided that this was only my Anglo-Saxon narrowness. True, he kept a guard on his bright eyes, and his red lips were firmly closed—but do we not all have to train our features? He was a jeweller who earned his bread by kow-towing to the rich. My own face was not an open book, yet I considered myself a fairly honest creature.


  He read my letter of introduction which stated that I would explain my business to him. Upon his asking what that was I told him quietly that Miss Hamerton had been robbed of her pearls.


  He started in his chair, and pierced me through and through with those brilliant black eyes.


  “Give me the facts!” he snapped.


  I did so.


  “But you,” he said impatiently, “I don’t know you.”


  I offered him my card, and explained that Miss Hamerton had retained my services.


  He was silent for a few moments, chewing his moustache. It was impossible to guess what was going on behind the mask of his features. Suddenly he started to cross-question me like a criminal lawyer. How long had I been in business? Was I accustomed to handling big cases? Had I any financial standing? What references could I give? And so on, and so on. My patience finally gave way under it. “I beg your pardon,” I said stiffly. “I recognise the right of only one person to examine me in this manner. That is my client.”


  He pulled himself together, and, I must say, apologised handsomely. Like all big men he was often surprisingly frank. “Forgive me,” he said winningly. “You are quite right. I am terribly upset by your news. I forgot myself. I confess, too, I am hurt that Miss Hamerton should have acted in this matter without first consulting me. I am a very old friend.”


  I was glad she had done so, for something told me I never should have got the job from him. I did not tell him how she had come to engage me, though he gave me several openings to do so.


  “I am not a narrow man,” he said in his best manner. “I will not hold it against you. Only show me that you are the man for the job, and I will aid you with all my power.”


  I accepted the olive branch. “I spoke too hastily myself,” I returned. “I shall be glad to tell you anything you want to know about myself.”


  We basked in the rays of mutual politeness for a while. Still that instinctive dislike of the man would not quite down. He asked no more personal questions.


  “Have the police been notified?” he enquired.


  “Miss Hamerton imposes absolute secrecy.”


  “Quite so,” he said quickly. “That is wise.”


  I had my doubts of it, but I didn’t air them.


  “Have you any clues?” he asked.


  “None as yet.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “To publish the loss through the channels of the trade, with the request that if any attempt is made to dispose of the pearls we should instantly be notified. The owner’s name, and the circumstances of the robbery must be kept secret.”


  “Very good,” he said, making a memo on a pad. “I will attend to it at once, and discreetly. Is there anything else I can do?”


  “I hoped that with your knowledge of jewels and the jewel market you could give me something to work on,” I said.


  “All I know is at your command,” said he. He talked at length about jewels and jewel thieves, but it was all in generalities. There was nothing that I could get my teeth into. He gave it as his opinion that the pearls were already on their way abroad, perhaps to India.


  “Then you think that the robbery was engineered by experts?”


  He spread out his expressive hands. “How can I tell?”


  We parted with mutual expressions of good will. I said. “I expect I shall have to come often to you for help.”


  “I expect you to,” he said earnestly. “I want you to. Myself and my establishment are at your service. Let no question of expense hamper you.”


  I found later that he really meant this. I was, however, very reluctant to draw on him.


  When I saw Miss Hamerton the next day I asked her a question or two concerning Mr. Alfred Mount with the object of finding out if he were really such an old friend as he made out.


  “I have always known him,” she said simply. “That I happen to buy things from him is merely incidental. He was a friend of my father’s and he is a very good friend to me. He has proved it more than once.”


  I was tempted to ask: “Then why were you so reluctant to take him into your confidence?” But I reflected that since she had already refused to tell me, I had better keep my mouth shut, and find out otherwise.


  “Mr. Mount asked if we had notified the police,” I said, merely to see how she would take it.


  I regretted it. Her expression of pain and terror went to my heart. She was no longer the remote and lovely goddess, but only a suffering woman.


  “Oh, you did not, you have not?” she stammered.


  “Certainly not,” I said quickly. “I knew you didn’t wish it.”


  She turned away to recover herself. What was I to make of it? One would almost have said that she was a party to the theft of her own jewels.


  And yet only a few minutes later she burst out in a passionate plea to me to discover the thief.


  “It tortures me!” she cried, ‘the suspense, the uncertainty! This atmosphere of doubt and suspicion is suffocating! I wish I never had had any pearls! I wish I were a farmer’s daughter or a mill girl! Please, please settle it one way or the other. I shall never have a quiet sleep until I know!”


  “Know what?” I asked quietly.


  But she made believe not to have heard me.


  Chapter 4


  I spent the next two or three days in quiet work here and there. The most considerable advance I made was in picking an acquaintance with McArdle, the property man of Miss Hamerton’s company. Watching the stage door I discovered that the working-force behind the scenes frequented the back room of a saloon on Sixth avenue for lunch after the show. The rest was easy. By the third night McArdle and I were on quite a confidential footing.


  From him I heard any amount of gossip. McArdle was of the garrulous, emotional type and very free with his opinions. The star was the only one he spared. From his talk I got the principal members of the company fixed in my mind. Beside Mr. Quarles there was George Casanova, the heavy man, a well-known actor but, according to McArdle, a loud-mouthed, empty braggart, and Richard Richards, the character heavy, a silly old fool, he said, devoured by vanity. Among the women the next in importance after the star was Miss Beulah Maddox, the heavy lady, who in the opinion of my amiable informant giggled and ogled like a sewing-machine girl, and she forty if she was a day.


  Discreet questioning satisfied me that McArdle was quite unaware that a robbery had been committed in the theatre. If he didn’t know it, certainly it was not known.


  Out of bushels of gossip I sifted now and then a grain of valuable information. He informed me that Roland Quarles was in love with the star. For some reason that I could not fathom he was especially bitter against the young leading man. He would rail against him by the hour, but there seemed to be no solid basis for his dislike.


  “Does she favour him?” I asked.


  “Nah!” he said. “She’s got too much sense. He’s a four-flusher, a counter-jumper, a hall-room boy! Lord! the airs he gives himself you’d think he had a million a year! He’s a tail-ender with her, and he knows it. He’s sore.”


  “Who seems to be ahead of him?” I asked with strong curiosity.


  “There’s a dozen regulars,” said McArdle. “Two Pittsburgh millionaires, a newspaper editor, a playwright and so on. But if you ask me, the jeweller is ahead in the running.”


  “The jeweller?” I said, pricking up my ears.


  “Spanish looking gent with whiskers,” said McArdle. “Keeps a swell joint on the avenue. Mount, his name is. He’s a wise guy, does the old family friend act, see? He’s a liberal feller. I hope he gets her.”


  This bit of information gave me food for thought. I thought it explained my intuitive dislike of Mount. The thought of that old fellow presuming to court the exquisite Irma made me hot under the collar.


  I went to the store of Roberts, the manufacturer of artificial pearls. This place was as well-known in its way as Mount’s, since Roberts had sued the Duke of Downshire and the public had learned that the pearls His Grace had presented to Miss Van Alstine on the occasion of their marriage were phony. It also was a very fancy establishment but like its wares, on a much less expensive scale.


  I fell in with a sociable and talkative young salesman, who at my request showed me a whole tray full of pearl necklaces. Among them I spotted another replica of Miss Hamerton’s beautiful string.


  “What’s this?” I asked carelessly.


  “Blue pearls,” he rattled off. “Latest smart novelty. A hit. Mrs. Minturn Vesey had one sent up only yesterday. She wore it to the opera last night.”


  “There isn’t such a thing really as a blue pearl, is there?” I asked idly.


  “Certainly. These are copies of genuine stones like all our stock. Some time ago a customer sent in the real necklace to have it copied, like they all do. This was such a rarity Mr. Roberts had a pattern made and put them on sale. It’s a winner!”


  “I wouldn’t want a thing everybody had bought,” I said.


  “I don’t mean everybody,” he said. “But just a few of the very smartest. It’s too expensive for everybody. Seven hundred and fifty. The original is priceless.”


  “How many have you sold?”


  “About ten.”


  “Who else bought them?”


  He reeled off a string of fashionable names.


  “That’s only six.”


  “The others were sold over the counter.”


  The affable youngster was a little aggrieved when I left without buying.


  Mr. Mount was both surprised and deeply chagrined when I told him that exact replicas of Miss Hamerton’s pearls were to be had at Roberts’ by anybody with the price. He didn’t see how he could stop it either. It appeared there was a standing feud between Roberts and the fashionable jewellers, in which Roberts had somewhat the advantage because the regular trade was obliged to employ him. No one else could make such artificial pearls.


  With Mr. Mount’s assistance I had the sales of the replicas quietly traced. Nothing resulted from this. All but two of the sales were to persons above suspicion. These two had been sold over the counter, one to a man, one to a woman, and as the transactions were over two months old, I could not get a working description of the buyers.


  On another occasion I went into Dunsany’s, the largest and best-known jewelry store in America, if not in the world, and asked to see some one who could give me some information about pearls. I was steered up to a large, pale gentleman wearing glasses, very elegantly dressed, of course. I put on my most youthful and engaging manner. I heard him addressed as Mr. Freer.


  “Look here,” I said, “I expect you’ll want to have me thrown out for bothering you, but I’m in a hole.”


  My smile disarmed him. “What can I do for you?” he asked impressively.


  “I’m a fiction writer,” I said. “I’m writing a story about blue pearls, and somebody told me there was no such thing. Was he right?”


  “Sometimes the black pearl has a bluish light in it,” said Mr. Freer. “But it would take an expert to distinguish it. Such pearls are called blue pearls in the trade.”


  “I suppose you haven’t got one you could show me?” I said.


  He shook his head. “They rarely come into the market. There is only one place in New York where they may be found.”


  “And that is?”


  “Mount’s. Mr. Alfred Mount has a hobby for collecting them. Naturally when a blue pearl appears it is generally offered first to him. You’d better go to see him. He knows more about blue pearls than any man in the world.”


  “One more question?” I said cajolingly, “in my story I have to imagine the existence of a necklace of sixty-seven blue pearls ranging in size from a currant down to a pea, all perfectly matched, perfect in form and lustre. If there was such a thing what would it be worth?”


  When I described the necklace I received a mild shock, for the pale eyes of the man who was watching me suddenly contracted like a frightened animal’s. The muscles of his large pale face never moved, but I saw the eyes bolt. He smiled stiffly.


  “I couldn’t say,” he said. “Its value would be fabulous.”


  “But give me some idea,” I said, “just for the sake of the story.”


  He moistened his lips. “Oh, say half a million,” he said. “It would not be too much.”


  I swallowed my astonishment, and thanked him, and made my way out.


  Here was more food for cogitation. Why should a few idle questions throw the pearl expert at Dunsany’s into such visible agitation? I had to give it up. Perhaps it was a twinge of indigestion or a troublesome corn. Anyhow I lost sight of it in the greater discovery. Half a million for the necklace, and Miss Hamerton had told me that buying it pearl by pearl it had cost her little more than twenty-five thousand!


  


  Meanwhile there was an idea going through my head that I had not quite nerve enough to open to my client. It must be remembered that though I was making strides, I was still green at my business. I was not nearly so sure of myself as my manner might have led you to suppose. To my great joy Miss Hamerton herself broached the subject.


  One afternoon she said, apropos of nothing that had gone before: “I’m sorry now that I introduced you to my friends. Though I do not see how I could have seen you without their knowing it.”


  “Why sorry?” I asked.


  She went on with charming diffidence—how was one to resist her when she pleaded with an humble air: “I have thought if it would not tie you down too closely—that you might take a minor role in my company.”


  My heart leaped—but of course I was not going to betray my eagerness if I could help it.


  “As to your friends having seen me,” I said, ‘that doesn’t make any difference. Disguise is part of my business.”


  “Then will you?” she eagerly asked.


  I made believe to consider it doubtfully. “It would tie me down!” I said.


  “Oh, I hope you can arrange it!” she said.


  “Could it be managed without exciting comment in the company?”


  “Easily. I have thought it all out. I have an assistant stage manager who plays a small part. By increasing his duties behind, I can in a perfectly natural way make it necessary to engage somebody to play his bit. I shall not appear in the matter.”


  “I have had no experience,” I objected.


  “I will coach you.”


  Could I resist that?


  “It would be better to put in an operative.”


  “Oh, no! No one but you!”


  “Well, I’ll manage it somehow,” I said.


  She sighed with relief, and started that moment to coach me.


  “You are a thug, a desperate character. You appear in only one scene, a cellar dimly lighted, so you will not be conspicuous from in front. You must practise speaking in a throaty, husky growl.”


  In order to prolong the delightful lessons I made out to be a little stupider than I was.


  I was engaged the next day but one through a well-known theatrical agent where Miss Hamerton had instructed me to apply for a job. Just how she contrived it I can’t say, but I know I came into the company without anybody suspecting that it was upon the star’s recommendation. In the theatre, of course, she ignored me.


  Two nights later I made my debut. Mine was such a very small part no one in the company paid any attention to me, but for me it was a big occasion, I can tell you. In the way of business I have faced death on several occasions with a quieter heart than I had upon first marching out into view of that thousand-headed creature across the footlights. With the usual egotism of the amateur I was sure they were all waiting to guy me. But they didn’t. I spoke my half dozen lines without disaster. I felt as if the real me was sitting up in the flies watching his body act down below. Indeed, I could write several chapters upon my sensations that night, but as somebody else has said, that is another story.


  What is more important is the discovery of my first piece of evidence.


  At the end of the performance I was crossing the quiet stage on my way out of the theatre, when I saw a group of stage-hands and some of the minor members of the company by the stage-door with their heads together over a piece of paper. I joined the group, taking care not to bring myself forward; another happened along, and he asked for me: “What’s the matter?”


  Richards answered: “McArdle here found a piece of paper on the stage with funny writing on it. It’s a mystery like.”


  “Let’s have a squint at it,” said the newcomer.


  I looked over his shoulder. It was a single sheet of cheap note-paper of the style they call ‘dimity’. It had evidently been torn from a pad. It seemed to be the last of several sheets of a letter, and it was written in a cryptogram which made my mouth water. I may say that I have a passion for this kind of a puzzle. I give it as I first saw it:


  
    &FQZZDRR CV REW RIPN PFRBQ AT HXV DGGZT EP FOBQ IVTCVMXK SJQ TZXD EA UTI ZK.


    S CEDBBWYB SWOCNA VMD Y&F GC AVSNY NCA &MW&M&L. HZF EDM HYW ZUM IKQ BSCOAIIQVV ZXK FJOP WOD. KWX DWVXJ. LEE FVTHV G&HJT LSZAND EBCC BFKY NCAFP VEDFSF. BSQ ZWVXJ YXM II PL GC DCR FPBV EA&BO ULS RLZQ WB NELJ KZNEDLKDUAA. CSQVE VDEV-FBACP! S’WX OS QQTB EHHZXV.


    J.

  


  I had no proof on beholding this meaningless assortment of letters that it had anything to do with my case, but I had a hunch. The question was how to get possession of it without showing my hand. I kept silent for a while, and let the discussion rage as to the proper way to translate it.


  My excitable friend McArdle (who did not know me, of course, in my present character), naturally as the finder of the paper took a leading part in the discussion. The principals of the company had not yet emerged from their dressing-rooms. My opportunity came when McArdle stated in his positive way that it was a code, and that it was not possible to translate it without having the codebook.


  “A code is generally regular words,” I suggested mildly, as became the newest and humblest member of the company. “Nobody would ever think up these crazy combinations of letters. I should say it was a cryptogram.”


  McArdle wouldn’t acknowledge that he didn’t know what a cryptogram was, but somebody else asked.


  “Substituting one letter for another according to a numerical key,” I said. “Easy enough to translate it if you can hit on the key.”


  One thing led to another and soon came the inevitable challenge.


  “Bet you a dollar you can’t read it!” cried McArdle.


  I hung back until the whole crowd joined him in taunting me.


  “Put up or shut up!” cried McArdle.


  The upshot was that we each deposited a dollar with old Tom the door-keeper, and I took the paper home. It was the most ingenious and difficult cryptogram I ever tackled. The sun was up before I got it. It was a richer prize than I had hoped for. Here it is:


  
    “Disposed of and your share of the money is here whenever you want to get it.”


    I strongly advise you not to leave the company. You say she has not discovered her loss. All right. But these phony pearls soon lose their lustre. She might get on to it the same night you hand in your resignation. Then good-night. I’ll be back Monday. J.”

  


  (For the benefit of those of curious minds I will give the key to the cryptogram. The simplest form of this kind of puzzle is that in which every letter has a certain other letter to stand for it. It may be the one before it, the one after it, or a purely arbitrary substitution. In any case the same letter always has the same alias. That is child’s play to solve. I soon discovered that I was faced by something more complex. Observe that in one place “night” appears as EA&BO, whereas in the next line it is FBACP. “Company” masqueraded in this extraordinary form:


  &MW&M&L. Here was a jawbreaker! To make a long story short I discovered after hundreds of experiments that the first letter of the first word of each sentence was ten letters in advance of the one set down; the second letter eleven letters ahead, and so on up to twenty-five, then begin over from ten. With each sentence however short the writer began afresh from ten. He added to the complications by including the character & as the twenty-seventh letter of the alphabet. The fragmentary sentence at the top of the page held me up for a long time until I discovered that the first letter was twenty-three numbers in advance of the right one. Several mistakes on the part of the writer added to my difficulties.)


  Chapter 5


  In my experience I have found in adopting a disguise that it is no less important to change the character than the personal appearance. As the new member of Miss Hamerton’s company I called myself William Faxon. I appeared as a shabby, genteel little fellow with lanky hair and glasses. The glasses were removed only when I went on the stage in the dark scene. On top of my bald spot I wore a kind of transformation that my friend Oscar Nilson furnished. It combed into my own hair, was sprinkled with grey and made me look like a man on the shady side of forty somewhat in need of a barber. The character I assumed was that of a gentle, friendly little party who agreed with everybody. The people of the company mostly despised me and made me a receptacle for their egotistical outpourings. They little guessed how they bored me.


  When I joined the company it had been agreed between Miss Hamerton and I that thereafter she had better come to the office to hear my reports. It was her custom to call nearly every afternoon about five. She insisted on hearing every detail of my activities, and listened to the story from day to day with the same anxious interest.


  Since she had first broken out in my presence she seemed not to mind to show her feelings to me. Indeed I guessed that it was a kind of relief to the high-strung woman who was always in the limelight, to let herself go a little. Her implied confidence was very gratifying to me. She never gave me the key to her anxiety in so many words, but by this time I was beginning to guess the explanation, as I suppose you are, too.


  When I had deciphered the cryptogram I went to bed in high satisfaction. I knew then that I was on the right track. The man (or woman) I was after was in Miss Hamerton’s company. I slept until afternoon. Miss Hamerton had expected not to come that day so I called her up to say I had news. She said she couldn’t come, but the coast was clear, and could I come to her?


  I found her pale and distrait. “Not bad news?” she asked apprehensively.


  “I’m not equal to it!”


  “But how do I know what is bad and good to you?” I objected.


  She ignored the complaint.


  When I explained the circumstances of the finding of the cryptogram, and showed her my translation I received another surprise. A sigh escaped her; an expression of beatific relief and gladness came into her face. The roses returned to her cheeks. She jumped up.


  “You’re a welcome messenger!” she cried. “Oh, I’m happy now! I won’t worry any more! I know!”


  I suppose I looked blank. She laughed at me. “Don’t mind me!” she begged.


  “You’re on the right track! You’ll soon know everything!”


  She moved around the room humming to herself like a happy girl. She buried her face in a bowl of roses and caressed them tenderly. “If I knew who had sent them,” I thought, “perhaps it would give me a clue.” But what had the cryptogram to do with it?


  Suddenly to my surprise she said: “Stay and have dinner with me here, Mr. Enderby. I was going to a party, but I will send regrets. I don’t want to be with any of them! I’m so happy! I would either have to hide it, or explain it. I want to be myself for a while.”


  I did not require much persuasion. It was like dining in Fairyland! By tacit consent we avoided any reference to the case. I shall never forget that hour as long as I live. We were alone, for the unpleasant Mrs. Bleecker thinking that Miss Hamerton was dining out, had gone off to some friends of hers.


  Afterwards I went home to disguise myself, and then proceeded to the theatre. I had already photographed the cryptogram, and put the negative in my safe. McArdle was lying in wait for me, and I allowed him to drag it out of me, that I had not been able to translate it. He collected the stakes in high glee.


  The paper was passed from hand to hand until it literally fell to pieces. No one could make anything of it of course. I encouraged the talk and helped circulate the paper, and watched from behind my innocent pieces of window-glass for some one to betray himself. But I saw nothing. The conviction was forced on me that I had a mighty clever one to deal with.


  During my long waits I loitered from dressing-room to dressing-room, and let them talk. As opportunities presented themselves I quietly searched for the first page of that letter, though I supposed it had been destroyed.


  Eighteen actors and actresses and a working force of six comprised the field of my explorations. However, the fact that punctuation played a part in the cryptogram not to speak of the choice of words convinced me that both the writer and reader of it must be persons of a certain education, so I eliminated the illiterates. This reduced me at one stroke to five men and four women. Of these two of the men were obviously too silly and vain to have carried out such a nervy piece of work, while one of the women was a dear old lady who had been on the stage for half a century, and another was a bit of dandelion fluff. These exclusions left me with five, to wit: Roland Quarles, George Casanova, Kenton Milbourne, Beulah Maddox and Mary Gray.


  Roland Quarles I have already mentioned. Both he and Casanova were actors of established reputations who had been in receipt of handsome salaries for some seasons. I scarcely considered them. Milbourne was my dark horse. He was a hatchet-faced individual, homely, uninteresting, unhealthy-looking. His fancy name sat on him strangely. He looked like a John Doe or a Joe Williams. Miss Maddox was a large woman of the gushing-hysterical type; Miss Gray a quiet well-bred girl who kept to herself.


  While I concentrated on those named, I did not, however, overlook the doings of the others. With all the men I was soon on excellent terms but the women baffled me. Women naturally despise a man of the kind I made out to be. You can’t win a woman’s confidence without making love to her, and that was out of my line.


  On Thursday night of the week after I joined, Miss Beauchamp, who played a maid’s part, spoiled a scene of Miss Hamerton’s by missing her cue. It was not the first offence, and she was fired on the spot. This girl was the bit of fluff I have mentioned. The occasion suggested an opportunity to me. There was no time to be lost so I went to Miss Hamerton at once. In my humble, shabby character I meekly bespoke the part for a “friend.”


  Miss Hamerton was startled. She said she would consider it.


  I had no sooner got home that night than she called me up to ask what I had meant. I did not want to argue with her over the telephone, so I asked her to see me next morning. She said she would come to my office as soon as she had breakfasted. Using all my powers of persuasion it took me more than an hour to win her consent to my putting a woman operative in the vacant part. Not only did I have to have a woman in the company, I told her, but I needed an assistant outside. Not by working twenty-four hours a day could I track down all the clues that opened up. She would never have given in, I believe, had it not been for the mysterious comfort she had found in the cryptogram.


  The rehearsal was called for three and I had barely time to get hold of my girl.


  This brings me to Sadie Farrell, a very important character in my story.


  I had been keeping company with her for a short while. At least I considered that I did, though she denied it. She scorned me. That was her way. Sadie had always lived at home. Her father and mother were dead now, and she lived with her sister. Like all home girls she was crazy to see a bit of life. Her heart was set on being a high-class detective. That was the only hold I had over her. I had promised her that the first time I had occasion to engage a woman operative, I would take her.


  Moreover, Sadie was full of curiosity concerning Miss Hamerton, whose praises I was always singing. She was never jealous though. Sadie had a wise little head, and she knew the difference between the feeling I had for that wonderful woman, and for her darling self.


  Sadie was at home when I got there. “What, you!” she said, making out to be bored to death. “I thought I was going to have a peaceful afternoon.”


  I couldn’t resist teasing her a little. “Cheer up,” I said. “I’m going right away again. I thought maybe you’d like to come out with me.”


  “On a week day!” she said scornfully. “Run along with you, man, I’ve got something better to do.”


  “I bet I can make you come,” I said.


  She tossed her head. “You know very well you can’t make me do anything.”


  “I bet you a dollar I can make you come.”


  She smelled a mouse. “What are you getting at?” she demanded.


  “I wanted to take you to the theatre.”


  “It’s too late for a matinee.”


  “How about a rehearsal?”


  Her eyes sparkled. “A rehearsal! Wouldn’t that be wonderful! Oh, you’re only fooling me.”


  “Not at all,” I said, “Miss Hamerton herself invited you.”


  “Miss Hamerton! Shall I see her?”


  “Sure. And what’s more, you are the person to be rehearsed.”


  She simply stared at me.


  “She offers you a small part in her company,” I drawled.


  “Me!” said the amazed Sadie. “Why—how—how did it happen?”


  “Well you see, I have come to the point where I need an operative in the company, and I got her to take you.”


  “When is it?” she gasped.


  “Three o’clock,” I said. It was then twenty minutes to.


  Sadie rushed to me and gave my arms a little squeeze. “Oh, Ben, you darling fool!” she cried, and ran for her hat before I could follow up my advantage.


  On the way down town I coached her in what she must do. She mustn’t let it be suspected that she had never acted before. She must tell the stage manager she had been sent by Mrs. Mendoza, the agent. She must ask forty dollars a week and come down to thirty. She must make out that the part was much inferior to those she had been playing. After the rehearsal she was to come to my office, where Miss Hamerton would meet us, and give her a lesson in making up.


  Sadie simply nodded her wise little head like a bird and said nothing. Only at the prospect of receiving instruction from the wonderful Irma Hamerton herself, did her eyes gleam again. I didn’t have time then to tell her what she had to know about the case. I let her get out at the station nearest the theatre, while I went on to my office. It was safer, of course, for me not to appear at the rehearsal as Sadie’s sponsor.


  I had no doubt of Sadie’s acquitting herself credit-ably. If I had had, no matter what my personal feelings were, I would not have employed her in this case. But she was as wise as she was pretty. Under those scornful airs she was as true as steel and she had the rare faculty of keeping a close tongue in her head.


  Sadie had a sort of Frenchy look, long, narrow eyes and pointed chin. This just happened to suit the part of the maid in the play. If I had looked a month I could not have found a better girl, not to speak of the pleasure I anticipated in working side by side with my own girl. Moreover, I was hoping by my conduct of the case to force Sadie to admit that I was not quite such a bonehead as she liked to make out.


  Everything went off as planned. Sadie I heard, made a good impression at rehearsal, and at a nod from Miss Hamerton, the stage manager engaged her. Miss Hamerton told me afterwards that Sadie went through the rehearsal like an old stager. They arrived at my office separately, and the lesson in making up was given. Miss Hamerton laid herself out to be kind to Sadie. I think she scented a romance. Anyhow, inside five minutes Sadie was hers body and soul. Like me, she would have stopped at nothing to serve her.


  After that I told Sadie all the facts in the case. In her woman’s way of reasoning she arrived at the same conclusion that I had reached after my style.


  “It’s the work of a clever gang,” she said. “They have put a member, perhaps more than one in the company.”


  “But what a lot of trouble to take,” I objected, “since the necklace was not known to be of any great value.”


  “Somebody knew.”


  “If they knew about blue pearls they must also have known that Mount was the only buyer.”


  “Maybe they were shipped to India,” she said. “I suspect that East Indians have forgotten more about pearls than Mr. Mount ever knew.”


  The very first time she appeared on the stage, Sadie justified my confidence in her powers. Notwithstanding the excitement of making her debut, she managed to keep her wits about her. Women are wonderful that way. During her only scene on the stage she had to wait at one side for a few minutes. While she stood there close to the canvas scene she heard a bit of a conversation on the other side of it. Unfortunately she had not been in the company long enough to recognise the voices.


  A man said. “Yes, sir, forty thousand dollars.”


  “Go way!” was the reply. “How do you know?”


  “I saw it entered in his bank book. I was in his dressing-room, and I saw it on the table. When he went out I looked in it out of curiosity. He deposited forty thousand dollars last week.”


  “Where do you suppose he got it?”


  “Search me.”


  “Some fellows have all the luck, don’t they?”


  Then the voices passed out of hearing.


  Chapter 6


  I have not mentioned Mr. Alfred Mount lately though I saw him often on matters connected with the case. He was an interesting character. It was only by degrees that I realised what an extraordinary man I had to deal with. After our first meeting his manner towards me completely changed. He appeared to be sorry for his brusqueness on that occasion. Now he was all frankness and friendliness. Nothing crude, you understand, just the air of one man of the world towards another. I could not help but feel flattered by it.


  While we worked together so amicably the mutual antagonism remained. I knew he still resented Miss Hamerton’s having employed me without consulting him, and I believed that he was working independently. For my part, you may be sure, I told him nothing but what I had to. I found no little pleasure in blocking his subtle questioning by my air of clumsy innocence. I told him nothing about the cryptogram.


  I never called at his office again. Sometimes he dropped into mine, his bright eyes wandering all around, but more often I called on him at his apartment over the store. For he occupied the second floor of the beautiful little building which housed his business. There was however nothing of the old-fashioned shop-keeper about his place. I never saw such splendour before or since. But it took you a while to realise that it was splendour, for there was nothing showy or garish. Everything he possessed was the choicest of its kind in the world. Even with my limited knowledge, when I stopped to figure up the value of what I saw, I was staggered. I saw enough at different times to furnish several millionaires.


  Mount had a strange love for his treasures in which there was nothing of the usual self-glorification of millionaires. He had a modest, almost a tender, way of referring to his things, of handling them. I learned quite a lot about tapestries, rugs, Chinese porcelains, enamels, ivories and gold workmanship from his talk. He did not care for paintings.


  “Too insistent,” he said. “Paintings will not merge.”


  The man was full of queer sayings, which he would drawl out with an eye to the effect he was creating on you.


  He never allowed daylight to penetrate to his principal room, a great hall two stories high, lined with priceless tapestries.


  “Daylight is rude and unmanageable,” he said. “Artificial light I can order to suit my mood.”


  Another odd thing was his antipathy to red. That colour almost never appeared in his treasures. In the tapestries greens predominated; the rugs were mostly old blues and yellows. The great room never looked quite the same. Sometimes it was completely metamorphosed over night. I understood from something he let fall that the other floors of the building were stored with his treasures. He had them brought down and arranged according to his fancy. The only servant ever visible was a silent Hindoo, who sometimes appeared in gorgeous Eastern costume, encrusted with jewels. It occurred to me that that was how his master ought to dress. The sober clothes of a business man, however elegant, were out of place on Mount. Long afterwards I learned that it was his custom when alone to array himself like an Eastern potentate, but I never saw him dressed that way.


  One day, to see what he would say, I asked him point blank what was the value of Miss Hamerton’s lost pearls.


  He consulted a note-book. “She paid me at different times exactly twenty-five thousand, seven hundred for them.”


  “I know,” I said quietly. “But what was their value?”


  He bored me through and through with his jetty eyes before answering. Finally he smiled—he had a charming smile when he chose, and spread out his hands in token of surrender. His hands were too white and beautiful for a man’s.


  “I see you know the truth,” he said. “Well—I am in your hands. I hope you will keep the secret. Only a great deal of unhappiness could result from its becoming known.”


  “I shall not tell,” I said. “But how much are they worth.”


  “I really couldn’t say,” he said frankly. “There is nothing like them in the world, nothing to measure them by, I mean. It would depend simply on how far the purchaser could go.”


  “Wouldn’t they be difficult to dispose of?”


  “Very. That is our hope in the present situation.”


  “Do you suppose the thief knew what he was getting?”


  “I doubt it. To distinguish the blue cast is a fad of my own. They ordinarily go with the black pearls.”


  Later he returned to the subject of his own accord. “Since you have learned or guessed so much, I should tell you the whole story, for fear you might have a doubt of Miss Hamerton.”


  “No danger of that,” I said quickly.


  He looked at me strangely. I suppose he was wondering if I presumed to rival him there. He immediately went on smoothly: “She, of course, has no suspicion of the true value of the pearls. Nor does she guess that they were in my possession for years. I let her have them one or two at a time. Do you blame me—” he spread out his expressive hands again.


  “They are the most beautiful pearls in all the world,” he murmured softly, “the fruit of all my knowledge and my patience. Pearls in a case are not pearls. Only when they lie on the warm bosom of a woman are pearls really pearls. I wished to have the pleasure of seeing Irma—Miss Hamerton wearing them. I could not give them to her. So I devised this innocent deception. Wouldn’t you have done the same?”


  Maybe I would. Anyhow I didn’t feel called upon to argue the matter with him, so I kept my mouth shut.


  His long eyes narrowed. “If you had seen her wear the real pearls you would understand better,” he said dreamily. “They glowed as if with pleasure in their situation. Her skin is so tender that the veins give it a delicate bluish cast exactly matched by my exquisite pearls!”


  To me there was something—what would you say, something delicately indecent, in the way Mount spoke of Miss Hamerton. It made me indignant deep down. But I said nothing.


  “I am a fool about precious stones,” he went on with that disarming smile. “No shop-keeper has any right to indulge in a personal passion for his wares. Pearls come first with me, then diamonds. Would you like to see my diamonds?”


  Without waiting for any answer he disappeared into the next room. I heard the ring of a burglar-proof lock. Presently he returned bearing a little black velvet cushion on which lay a necklet of gleaming fire.


  “I am no miser,” he said smiling. “Quantity does not appeal to me, nor mere bigness. Only quality. This is my whole collection, seventy-two stones, the result of thirty years’ search for perfection.”


  I gazed at the fiery spots speechlessly. Before taking this case I had never thought much of precious stones. They had seemed like pretty things to me, and useless. But upon looking at these I could understand Miss Hamerton’s reference to her pearls as living things. These diamonds were alive—devilishly alive. They twinkled up at Mount like complaisant little slaves outvying each other to flatter their master. The sheer beauty of them caught at the breast. Their fire bit into a man’s soul. Seeing it, I could understand the ancient lusts to rob and murder for bits of stone like these.


  “Aren’t they lovely?” Mount murmured.


  “Yes, like a snake,” I blurted out.


  He laughed. “That feeling seems strange to me. I love them.”


  “Put them away!” I said.


  He continued to laugh. He caressed the diamonds with his long, white fingers. “Wouldn’t you like to see Miss Hamerton wear them?” he asked softly.


  “No, by God!” I cried. “She’s a good woman.”


  He laughed more than ever. It was a kind of Oriental laugh, soft, unwholesome. “I’m afraid you suffer from the Puritan confusion of the ideas of beauty and evil,” he said.


  “Maybe I do,” I said shortly.


  “Some other time I will show you my emeralds and sapphires,” he said.


  I hated the things, yet I was eager to see them. That shows the effect they had on you. I was struck by his omission of rubies.


  “How about rubies?” I asked.


  He shivered. “I do not care for rubies. They are an ugly color.”


  I welcomed the chill, raw air of the street after that scented chamber. After the elegant collector of jewels my crude and commonplace fellow-citizens seemed all that was honest and sturdy. I was proud of them. Yet I enjoyed going to Mount’s rooms, too. One could count on being thrilled one way or another.


  Chapter 7


  As time went on I dismissed the women of the company from my calculations—though I still kept an eye on them through Sadie. Of the men I had most to do with two, Roland Quarles and Kenton Milbourne, the first because I liked him, and the second because I didn’t.


  Though I had no evidence against him, the idea that Milbourne was the thief had little by little fixed itself in my mind. It was largely a process of elimination. All the others had proved to my satisfaction one way or another that they couldn’t have committed the robbery. With the exception of Quarles, none of them had the brains to conceive of such a plan, or to hide it afterwards. I didn’t know if Milbourne had the brains, indeed the more I went with him the less I knew. Yet he did not seem to have a guard over himself. I laid several ingenious little traps to get a sight of his bank-book, but did not succeed in finding out even if he possessed such a thing.


  Milbourne was a pasty, hatchet-faced individual, very precise and conscientious in his manner, and exceedingly talkative. That was what put me off. He talked all the time, but I learned nothing from it. With his sharp, foxy features and narrow-set eyes he had the look of a crook right enough, but after all looks are not so important as disposition, and this heavy, dull-witted, verbose fellow was the epitome of respectability. He was not at all popular in the company, principally, I fancy, because of his over-nicety. He bragged of the number of baths he took. He was not “a good fellow”. He never joked nor carried on with the crowd. In the play he took the part of a brutal thug, a sort of Bill Sykes, and played it well though there was nothing in his appearance to suggest the part. He was the fox, not the bull-dog. Imagine a man with the appearance of a fox and the voice of a sheep and you have Milbourne.


  Shortly after I joined the company I was allotted to share his dressing-room. He told me that he had requested the stage-manager to make the change, because he objected to the personal habits of his former roommate. So I had every opportunity to observe him. A lot of good it did me. He talked me to sleep. He would recite all the news of the day which I had just read for myself, and commented on it like a country newspaper. You couldn’t stop him.


  Roland Quarles I cultivated for a different reason. I did not suspect him. As a popular leading juvenile his life for years had been lived in the public eye and there was no reason in the world save pure cussedness why he should be a thief. I liked him. I was working hard, but one can’t be a detective every waking minute. I sought out Roland to forget my work. I had started disinterestedly with the whole company, but I gradually came to feel an affection for Roland, principally because, much to my surprise, he seemed to like me.


  I have said he was a morose young man. Such was my first impression. He did not make friends easily. He was hated by all the men of the company, because he despised their foolish conceit, and took no pains to hide it. But the women liked him, I may say all women were attracted to him. He did not plume himself on this, it was a matter of great embarrassment to him. He avoided them no less than the men.


  He was exceedingly good-looking and graceful, and there was not the slightest consciousness of it in his bearing. In that among young actors he stood alone. He had a sort of proud, reserved, bitter air, or as a novelist would say, he seemed to cherish a secret sorrow. His mail at the theatre was enormous. He used to stuff it in his pocket without looking at it.


  I got my first insight into his character from his treatment of me. Of the entire company he and Milbourne were the only members who never made my meek insignificance a target for unkind wit. Of them all only this high and mighty young man never tried to make me feel my insignificance. For a while he ignored me, but it seemed to strike him at last that I was being put upon by the others, whereupon in an unassuming way he began to make little overtures of friendship. I was charmed.


  One night after the show he offered me a cigar at the stage door, and we walked down the street smoking and chatting until our ways parted. He was not on during the second act, and after my brief scene I got in the habit of stopping a while in his room before I went up to change. He had good sense. It was worth while talking to him. We became very friendly. He was only a year or two younger than I, but to me he seemed like a mere kid.


  One night in the middle of our talk he said: “You’re not like an actor.


  You’re human.”


  “Don’t you like actors?” I asked curiously.


  “It’s a rotten business for men,” he said bitterly. “It unsexes them. But here I am! What am I to do about it?”


  I learned as I knew him better that the popular young actor, notwithstanding the adulation of women—or perhaps because of it, led an exemplary life. The dazzling palaces of the Great White Way knew him not. It was his custom to go home after the show, have a bite to eat in solitude, and read until he turned in.


  One night he invited me to accompany him home. He had a modest flat in the Gramercy Square neighbourhood with an adoring old woman to look after him. The cheerful fire, the shaded lamp, the capacious easy chair, gave me a new conception of bachelor comfort. Books were a feature of the place.


  “Pretty snug, eh?” he said, following my admiring eyes.


  “Well, you’re not like an actor either,” said I.


  He laughed. “After the theatre this is like Heaven!”


  “Why don’t you chuck it?” I asked. “You’re young.”


  He shrugged. “Who wants to give an actor a regular job?”


  We had scrambled eggs and sausages. I stayed for a couple of hours talking about the abstract questions that young men loved to discuss. When I left he was as much of an enigma to me as when I arrived. He was willing to talk about anything under the sun—except himself. Without appearing to, he foiled all my attempts to draw him out.


  Hard upon this growing friendship it was a shock to learn from Sadie as a result of her work during the days, that it was Roland Quarles who had deposited forty thousand dollars in his bank.


  “Impossible!” I said in my first surprise.


  “I got it direct from the bank,” she said. “It was the Second National.


  He deposited forty thousand in cash on April Sixth.”


  My heart sunk.


  “But that doesn’t prove that he stole the pearls,” said Sadie. She shared my liking for the young fellow.


  “I hope not,” I said gloomily. “But if it wasn’t he then our promising clue is no good.”


  “Maybe he won it on the Stock Exchange.”


  “That doesn’t explain the cash. No broker pays in cash.”


  “Well I can think of ten good reasons why he couldn’t have done it,” Sadie said obstinately. She had too warm a heart, perhaps, to make an ideal investigator.


  That night Roland asked me home to supper again. This was about a week after the first occasion. The old woman had gone to bed and he cooked creamed oysters in a chafing-dish, while I looked at the paper.


  “Wouldn’t it be nice to have white hands waiting at home to do that for you?” I suggested teasingly.


  “Never for me!” he said with a bitter smile.


  “Why not?”


  “What I can have I don’t want. What I want I can never have.”


  “You never can tell,” I said encouragingly. I was thinking what a superb couple the handsome young pair made on the stage. It seemed low to cross-examine him while he was preparing to feed me, but there was no help for it.


  “The market is off again,” I said carelessly. “Chance for somebody to make money.”


  “How can you make money when the market is going down,” he said innocently.


  If the innocence was assumed it was mighty well done. However, I told myself his business was acting.


  “By selling short,” I said.


  “I never understood that operation.”


  I explained it.


  “Too complicated for me,” he said. “I consider the whole business immoral.”


  I agreed, and switched to talk of solid, permanent investments. He immediately looked interested.


  “You seem to know something about such matters,” he said. “Suppose a man had a little money to invest, what would you advise?”


  “Your savings?” I asked with a smile.


  “Lord! I couldn’t save anything. No, I have a friend who has a few thousand surplus.”


  Being anxious to believe well of him I snatched at this straw. Maybe a friend had entrusted him with money to invest. Hardly likely though, and still more unlikely that it would be handed over in cash. I gave him some good advice, and the subject was dropped.


  Later we got to talking about acting again. He said in his bitter way: “I shall soon be out of it now, one way or the other.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “I mean to leave the stage at the close of this engagement or before.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “God knows!” he said with his laugh. “Go to the devil, I expect.”


  I couldn’t get anything else out of him. It was all mysterious enough. He sounded utterly reckless when you got below the surface, but somehow it was not the recklessness of a crook.


  Worse was to follow.


  First, however, I must put down how the situation stood with Milbourne, because I shall not return to him for some time. Kenton Milbourne! I have to smile every time I write it, the fancy appellation was so unsuitable to the tallow-cheeked, hatchet-faced talker who bore it. I believed Milbourne had stolen the pearls, and I worked hard to justify my belief, but without being able to lay anything bare against him.


  Every night he talked me to a standstill. He seemed to be a man totally devoid of individuality, temperament, a mere windbag. But I told myself that dullness is the favourite and most effective disguise of a sharper. His talk was a little too dull to be natural, and once in a while I received an impression that he was anything but dull.


  One night I said to him as Roland had said to me: “You don’t seem like an actor. How did you get into this business?”


  “Drifted into it,” he said. “Always knew I could act, but was too busy with other things. I had an attack of typhoid in Sydney four years ago which shattered my health. When I was getting better a friend gave me the part of a human monster to play, just to help me pass the time. I made a wonderful hit in it. They wouldn’t let me stop. Since then I’ve never been idle. I haven’t any conceit, so they offer me the horrible parts.”


  “Sydney?” I said.


  “I was raised in Australia. I came to America last Fall because there was a wider field for my art.”


  I put this down in my mind as a lie. I do not know Australia but I suppose they have their own peculiarities of speech, and this man talked good New York. I asked idly what parts he had played in Australia. He named three or four and I made careful mental notes of them. I thought I had him there.


  The next day I consulted old files of an Australian stage paper in the rooms of the Actors’ Society. To my chagrin I found his name, Kenton Milbourne, listed in the casts of the very plays he had mentioned. I was far from being convinced of his genuineness, however. I wrote to Australia for further information.


  Under cover of my meek and gentle air, I continued to watch him close. I could have sworn he was not aware of it, which shows how you may fool yourself. His apparent stupidity still blocked me. But one night when he lifted the tray of his trunk I saw the edge of a book underneath.


  “Anything good to read?” I said, picking it up before he could stop me.


  A peculiar look chased across his face, which was anything but stupidity.


  The title of the book was: “The World’s Famous Jewels.”


  “Aha! my man!” I thought. I dropped it, saying: “That’s not in my line.”


  This was how matters stood when things began to happen which drove all thought of Kenton Milbourne out of my mind.


  The next day Sadie came into the office to report, looking so confoundedly pretty that it drove the detective business clean out of my mind for the moment. What with her thirty dollars a week from the theatre and her additional salary as operative (which Miss Hamerton insisted on her taking) Sadie was in affluent circumstances, and for the first time in her life she was able to dress as a pretty girl ought. With her Spring hat and suit, her dainty gloves and boots, all from the best shops, she was as smart a little lady as you’d find from one end of the Avenue to the other.


  “You look sweet enough to eat!” I said, grinning at her like a Cheshire cat.


  “Cut it out!” she said with her high and mighty air. “It’s business hours. I’m operative S.F.”


  “What’s that for, swell figure?”


  “Wait till after the whistle blows.”


  “After hours you’re Miss Covington the actress, and I’m not allowed to know you.”


  “Well, there’s Sunday.”


  “But this is only Tuesday.”


  “I’ve got to respect my boss, haven’t I?”


  “What if I kissed you anyhow?”


  “I’d box your ears!” she said quick as lightning.


  And she would. I sighed, and came back to earth. It was not that I was afraid of the box on the ears, but she was right, and I knew it. As soon as I started that line of talk I resigned my proper place as the boss of the establishment.


  “What’s new?” I asked.


  “I found out something interesting to-day,” she said. “Miss Hamerton’s in love with Roland Quarles.”


  “I guessed that long ago,” I said calmly.


  Sadie was much taken aback. Evidently she had expected to stun me. “You never said anything about it,” she said pouting.


  “I left it for you to find out for yourself.”


  “She never believed he had anything to do with the robbery,” Sadie said with a touch of defiance.


  “Then why was she so distressed in the beginning?”


  “Well, there was something that would have looked like evidence to a man,” said Sadie scornfully. “So naturally she didn’t want to tell you.”


  “Did she tell you?” I asked, a little huffed at the thought that Sadie was getting deeper in the confidence of my client than I.


  “Yes, to-day. She didn’t tell me about her feelings, of course. I guessed that part.”


  “What is this mysterious thing?”


  “She only told me because since she saw the cryptogram she knows there couldn’t be anything in it.”


  This was getting denser instead of more clear. “What was there about the cryptogram that eased her mind?” I asked.


  “She knows that it couldn’t have been written to Roland Quarles because he has no idea of leaving the company.”


  “Oh, hasn’t he!” I thought to myself. How strangely loving women reason. Aloud I said: “Now for the thing that a mere man would have considered evidence.”


  “Don’t try to be sarcastic,” said Sadie. “It doesn’t suit you.”


  “Who’s forgetting that I’m the boss now?” I said severely.


  She made a face at me and went on: “It seems that Miss Hamerton and Roland Quarles had a bet on about the pearls.”


  This was something new. I pricked up my ears.


  “She laughed at him because he thought he knew something about jewels, and she says he scarcely knows a pearl from an opal. They argued about it, and she finally bet him a box of cigars against a box of gloves that he wouldn’t be able to tell when she wore the genuine pearls. That is how she came to wear them the night they were stolen.”


  “The devil!” I exclaimed.


  “But he has never spoken about it since. She believes that he has forgotten all about the bet.”


  I walked up and down the room considering what this meant.


  “You needn’t look like that,” said Sadie. “We know he didn’t do it.


  Wouldn’t he have paid his bet if he had?”


  “It seems so,” I said. I didn’t know what to believe.


  “There’s another reason,” said Sadie, “sufficient for a woman.”


  “What’s that?”


  “He’s in love with her. He’s making love to her now. He couldn’t do that if he had robbed her.”


  “I don’t know,” I said grimly. “If he could rob her, I suspect he could make love to her.”


  


  That night at the theatre I devoted my attention pretty exclusively to Quarles. God knows I was not anxious to ruin the young fellow, but Sadie’s communication taken in connection with the cryptogram and that mysterious cash deposit was beginning to look like pretty strong evidence. This being my first case, I attached more importance to “evidence” than I would now.


  I was in his dressing-room when he left to go on for the third act. He had only a short scene at the beginning, and as he went out, he asked me to wait till he came off.


  I watched him go with a sinking heart for I hated to do what I had to do. He was so handsome, so graceful, and with that burden on his breast, so invariably kind to me, I felt like a wretch. Nevertheless, I told myself for the sake of all of us I had to discover the painful secret he was hiding.


  I knew exactly how long I had before he would return. I swung the door almost shut, as if the wind had blown it, and made a rapid, thorough search. There was a pile of letters on his dressing-table as yet unopened. Nothing suspicious there. Nothing in the drawers of his dressing-table. There was no trunk in the room. His street coat was on a form hanging from a hook. I frisked the pockets. There was a handful of letters, papers in the breast pocket. Shuffling them over I came upon a sheet of ‘dimity’ note-paper without an envelope. Opening it I beheld a communication in cryptogram exactly like the other.


  I could hear the voices on the stage. Roland was about to come off. I hastily returned all the papers to his pocket as I had found them, except the cryptogram. That I put in my own pocket. When he came in we picked up our conversation where we had dropped it.


  As soon as I got home I made haste to translate my find. I had saved the numerical key I used before. I instantly found that it fitted this communication also. This is what I got:


  
    “I. has known of her loss for a couple of weeks. She has put two detectives in the company. Faxon and the girl Covington. I have this straight. Watch yourself. J.”

  


  So this is why Quarles cultivated my friendship! I thought, feeling all the bitterness of finding myself betrayed. I could no longer doubt my evidence. My friendly feelings for the young fellow were curdled.


  Chapter 8


  I woke up next morning with a leaden weight on my breast. I had no zest in the day which bore with it the necessity of telling Miss Hamerton what I had learned. I put off the evil moment as long as possible. During the morning Sadie came into the office for instructions. I had not the heart to tell her. I sent her over to Newark on a wild goose chase in connection with some of McArdle’s activities.


  I was not expecting Miss Hamerton that afternoon. At three I called her up and said that I had something important to report. She said she was expecting some one later, and did not want to go out. Could I come to her? This pleased me, for since I had to strike her down it was more merciful to do it at home. I went.


  She had never looked lovelier. Her room was a bower of Spring flowers, and she in a pale yellow dress was like the fairest daffodil among them. She was full of happiness, her cheeks glowing, her eyes sparkling. It did not make my task any easier. I angrily rebelled from it. But she was already asking me what was the matter.


  I told her bunglingly enough, God knows, of the second cryptogram and where I had found it. It crushed her like a flower trodden underfoot.


  Presently, however, she began to fight. “The first thing the thief would do when he found himself under surveillance,” she faltered, “would be to try to divert your attention to some one else.”


  “He would hardly choose one ordinarily so far above suspicion as the leading man,” I said reluctantly.


  “He may have known, since he knows so much, that you were already suspicious of Ro—of the other.” She could not get his name out.


  I felt like the criminal myself, trying to convince her against her heart. “Taken by itself the letter would not be conclusive, but with the other things.—”


  “What other things?”


  “Well, his provoking you by a bet to wear the genuine pearls.”


  “There’s nothing in that,” she said quickly “If he had had an ulterior motive he would have spoken of the bet since. He would have lost it, wouldn’t he, to keep us from suspecting?”


  I conceded the reasonableness of this—taken by itself. “But his bank account?”


  “Bank account?” she repeated, startled. We had not told her of this.


  “On April sixth Mr. Quarles deposited forty thousand dollars in cash in the Second National Bank.”


  All the light went out of her face. “Oh! Are you sure?” she gasped.


  “I have seen the entry in his pass-book. I verified it at the bank.”


  Her heart still fought for him. “But my necklace was worth only twenty-five thousand. And a thief would never be able to realise the full value of it.”


  I shrugged. Naturally I did not care to add to her unhappiness by telling her that the pearls were worth half a million. She thought from my shrug that I meant to convey that if her lover had been guilty of one theft, why not others?


  It crushed her anew. She had no more fight left in her. She sank back dead white and bereft of motion. “He’s coming here,” she whispered. “What shall I say to him? What shall I say?”


  “Don’t see him,” I cried.


  “I must. I promised.”


  I sat there, I don’t know for how long, staring at the carpet like a clown. The telephone rang and we both jumped as at a pistol shot. I offered to answer it, but she waved me back. She went to the instrument falteringly—but I was surprised at the steadiness of her voice. “What is it?” she asked.


  “Let him come up,” she said firmly.


  By her stricken white face I knew who it was. I jumped up in a kind of panic. “I will have myself carried up to the roof garden so I won’t meet him,” I said.


  “No, please,” she murmured. “I want you here.”


  “But he must not meet me!” I cried.


  “Wait in the next room.” Her voice broke piteously. “Oh, I must have some one here—some one I can trust!”


  What was I to do? I obeyed very unwillingly. As soon as he entered I found that the transom over the door was open, and I could hear everything that passed between them. Of all the difficult things that have been forced on me in the way of business, that half hour’s eavesdropping was as bad as any.


  He must have been highly wrought up because he apparently never noticed her state. His very first speech was tragically unfortunate. He spoke in a harsh strained voice as if the painful thing he had kept hidden so long was breaking out in spite of him.


  “Irma, how soon can you replace me in the cast?”


  “Eh?” she murmured. I could imagine the painful start she suppressed.


  “I want to get out. I can’t stand it any longer.”


  “But why?” she whispered.


  “I hate acting! It is not a man’s work.”


  “Have you just discovered it?” she asked with a little note of scorn very painful to hear.


  “No,” he said gloomily, “I’ve always known. If I had been left to myself I never would have acted. But I came of a family of actors. I was brought up to it. I kept on because it was all I knew. It is only since I have acted with you that it has become more than I can bear.”


  “Why, with me?” she whispered.


  “Because I love you!” he said in a harsh, abrupt voice.


  “Ah!” The sound was no more than a painful catch in her breath.


  “Oh, you needn’t tell me I’m a presumptuous fool,” he burst out. “I know it already. You don’t know the height of my presumption yet. I love you! The silly make-believe of love that I have to go through every night with you drives me mad! I love you! I am ashamed to make my living by exhibiting a pretence of love!”


  “It was your father’s profession and your mother’s,” she murmured.


  “They were the real thing,” he said gloomily. “They had a genuine call. They loved their work. I hark back to an earlier strain, I guess. I have no feeling for art to make it worth while. I hate the tinsel and show and make-believe. I want to lead a real life with you—!”


  No man has any right to hear another man bare his heart like this. I went to the open window and leaned out. I had forgotten Roland’s supposed guilt. My instinct told me that a guilty man could not have spoken like this.


  Even on the window-sill though I tried not to hear, an occasional word reached me. We were so high up that little of the street noises reached us. Bye and bye I heard Roland say “money” and I was drawn back into the room. This, I felt, it was my business to hear.


  He was still pleading with his heart in his voice.


  “A month ago I would just have left without saying anything to you. I don’t even know that I am fit for anything else but acting. I could not ask you to give it up without having something else to offer you. I suffer so to see you on the stage. To see your name, your person, your doings all public property drives me wild! I cannot stand seeing you show your lovely self to the applause of those vulgar fools!”


  “You are mad!” she whispered.


  “I know—but I have had a stroke of luck—!”


  “Luck?”


  “I have come into some money. Oh, nothing much, but enough to give me a start in some new country—if you could come with me! Oh, I am a fool to think it. But I had to tell you I loved you. You would be quite justified in laughing, and showing me the door. But I love you! It seemed cowardly to go away without telling you.”


  “You are asking me to give up my profession?” she murmured unsteadily.


  “I ask nothing. I expect nothing. But if you could—! You’d have to give it up. It would kill me otherwise. I could stand better having none of you than half.” He laughed harshly. “Am I not ridiculous? Tell me to go.”


  “I am not so enamoured of make-believe either,” she murmured.


  She was weakening! I trembled for her. This wretched business had to be cleared up before they could hope for any happiness.


  “If I loved you I could give it up,” she whispered, “but I am not sure.”


  It was like a glimpse of Heaven to him. “Irma!” He cried her name over and over brokenly. “My dear love! Then there is a chance—I never expected—Oh! don’t raise me up only to cast me down lower than before!”


  I went to the window-sill again and leaned out.


  There I was still when she came in. She was trembling and breathing fast.


  “He has gone,” she said.


  She led me back into the outer room. She noticed that the transom was open. “You heard?” she said startled.


  “Some,” I said uncomfortably. “More than I wanted to.”


  “I don’t care,” she said.


  “Have you promised to marry him?” I asked.


  She shook her head. “I have promised nothing. I asked for time.”


  “Good!” I said involuntarily.


  She looked at me startled. “You heard!” she said defiantly. “Were they the words of a guilty man?”


  “Not if I know anything about human nature,” I said promptly.


  The sweetest gratitude lighted up her face. “Oh, thank you!” she said.


  She was very near tears. Anything else would be unbelievable!”


  “Give me one day more,” I suggested.


  “No! No!” she cried with surprising energy. “I will not carry this tragic farce any further. I hate the pearls now. I would not wear them if I did get them back. They are gone. Let them go!”


  “But Miss Hamerton—” I persisted.


  “Not another word!” she cried. “My mind is made up!”


  “I must speak,” I said doggedly. “Because you as much as said you depended on getting honest advice from me. You can’t stop now. If you marry Mr. Quarles, the fact that you have suspected him though it was only for a moment will haunt you all your life. No marriage is a bed of roses. When trouble does come your grim spectre will invariably rise and mock you. It must be definitely laid in its grave before you can marry the man.”


  The bold style of my speech made her pause. I had never spoken to her in that way before. She eyed me frowning.


  “I hope you know it’s not the job I’m after,” I went on. “I never had work to do that I enjoyed less. But you put it up to me to give you honest advice.”


  “I can’t spy on the man I love,” she faltered.


  “You can’t marry the man you suspect,” I returned.


  “I don’t suspect him.”


  “The suspicious circumstances are not yet explained.”


  “Very well, then, I’ll send for him to come back, and he will explain them.”


  I had a flash of insight into the character of my young friend. “No!” I cried. “If he knew that you had ever suspected him, he would never forgive you.”


  “Then what do you want me to do?” she cried.


  “Give me twenty-four hours to produce proofs of his innocence.”


  She gave in with a gesture.


  


  Leaving Miss Hamerton I walked twice around Bryant Square to put my thoughts in order. I wished to believe in Roland’s innocence almost as ardently as she did, but I had to force myself to keep an open mind. A fixed idea one way or the other is fatal to any investigator. So I argued against him for a while to strike a balance. I told myself there was a type of man who would stop at absolutely nothing to secure the woman he desired. In the bottom of my heart, like anybody else, I had a sneaking admiration for the type.


  True, I had never heard of a man robbing a woman in order to secure the means to support her. Still, human psychology is an amazing thing. You never can tell! I reminded myself of all the other times I had been brought face to face with the apparently impossible. Particularly is human nature ingenious in justifying itself.


  I finally made up my mind to search Roland’s apartment that night. On my previous visits I had marked a little safe there. Surely it must contain some conclusive evidence one way or the other. What I hoped to find was some natural and honest explanation of the sum of money he had received.


  Around the theatre that night Roland and I were as friendly as usual. The shadow was somewhat lifted from his dark eyes. They burned with an expectant fire. An extraordinary restlessness possessed him. For all he said he hated it, that time anyway, he outdid himself in playing his role. As far as I could see, he and Irma held no communications outside the play.


  In pursuance of the plan I had made, I insisted on his supping with me that night. I was free to leave the theatre after the second act, so I went on ahead to order the supper I said. He was to meet me at the Thespis club at half-past eleven. I did order the supper there, then hurried on to his flat, arriving some time before his customary hour of coming from the theatre.


  His old housekeeper having seen me in his company on several occasions expressed no surprise at my coming. I said I would wait for him, and she left me to my own devices in the front room. I satisfied myself that she had gone to her own room on the other side of the kitchen, three doors away, then I set to work.


  I had brought a bunch of skeleton keys and a set of miniature housebreaking tools. I didn’t require them, for I found that the little safe had one of the earliest and simplest forms of a lock. Part of my apprenticeship had been spent in learning how to open such locks merely by listening to the fall of the tumblers as one turned the knob. All that was required was patience. It was a little after ten. Supposing that Roland waited for me at the Thespis club only half an hour, I had two hours in which to work. It was painfully exciting. I had my first glimpse of the point of view of a housebreaker.


  The safe door swung open at last. I looked inside with a beating heart. It contained but little; a diary, which I left for the moment; a wallet containing a sum of money, a bundle of papers enclosed by an elastic band. I went over the papers hastily; they consisted of insurance policies, theatrical contracts and business letters of old dates which had nothing whatever to do with my case.


  However, there was still a little locked drawer to investigate. After a number of tries I fixed a key that would open it. The first thing I saw was a number of pieces of men’s jewelry that Roland doubtless used for stage properties. The second thing I saw was a beautiful little antique box made of some sweet-smelling wood which contained several notes in Irma’s handwriting and some withered flowers. The third and last thing was a seal leather case such as jewellers display. Upon pressing the spring the cover flew back and I saw lying on a bed of white velvet a string of wonderful dusky pearls.


  For many moments I gazed at them in stupid astonishment. God knows what I expected to find. Certainly not that. What did it mean? It looked just the same as the string Miss Hamerton had showed me. I counted them. There were sixty-seven pearls. Was it another of Roberts’ replicas? Perhaps Roland had bought it and stowed it away for sentimental reasons. That seemed pretty far-fetched.


  I carried it to the electric light. There I could see the blue cast like the last gleam of light in the twilight sky. The bits of stone had a wonderful fire, life. An instinct told me they were genuine pearls. But if they were it must be the string, for Mount had said there were no others. I remembered that Miss Hamerton had told me she had made a little scratch on the clasp and I eagerly looked for it. There was a kind of mark there. At this point I shook my head and gave up speculating.


  I slipped the case in my pocket, locked the drawer and locked the safe again. I switched off the lights and let myself quietly out of the flat.


  I decided to go to the Thespis club as if nothing had happened. I was not at all anxious to meet Roland until I knew where I stood, but I reflected that if I failed him it might rouse his suspicions and precipitate a catastrophe before I was ready for it. There was not much danger that he would look in his safe that night if I kept him late. His housekeeper would tell him I had been there, but I could explain that. In the morning I would have him watched.


  Roland was at the club when I arrived. “I’ve been at your rooms,” I said instantly. “I had an idea I was to wait for you there. But I got thinking it over and decided I had made a mistake.”


  “You’ve got a memory like a colander,” he said good-naturedly. “Better do something about it.”


  We sat down to our supper. Roland was in for him, extraordinary spirits. All the while we ate, drank and joked I was wondering in the back of my head what kind of a change would come over his grim, dark, laughing face if he knew what I had in my pocket.


  Chapter 9


  Few would envy me my task next morning. I called up Miss Hamerton merely saying that I would come to the hotel half an hour later. Sadie came in, but having kept from her what had already happened, I could not tell her this. I was not obliged to tell her all the developments of the case, of course, but she had a moral right to my confidence, and so I felt guilty and wretched every way. Sadie I knew would be terribly cut up by the way things were tending, and I had not the heart to face it, with what I had to go through later.


  Miss Hamerton received me with great bright eyes that looked out of her white face like stars at dawn. The instant she caught sight of my face she said: “You have news?”


  I nodded.


  “Good or bad?” she whispered breathlessly.


  There was no use beating around the bush. “Bad,” I said bluntly.


  A hand went to her breast. “Tell me—quickly.”


  I drew out the case. She gave no sign of recognising it. I snapped it open. “Is this the lost necklace?” I asked.


  With a little cry, she seized upon it, examined the pearls, breathed upon them, looked at the clasp. “Yes! Yes!” she exclaimed, joy struggling in her face with an underlying terror. “Where did you get it?”


  “Out of a safe in Mr. Quarles’ flat.”


  She looked at me, stricken stupid.


  I had to repeat the words.


  “Oh!—you would not deceive me?” she whispered.


  “I wish to God it were not true!” I cried.


  “In his room—his room!” she muttered. Suddenly she sank down in a crumpled white heap on the floor.


  I gathered her up in my arms and laid her on the sofa. I called Mrs. Bleecker, who came running, accompanied by Irma’s maid. A senseless scene of confusion followed. The foolish women roused half the hotel with their outcries. I myself, carried the beautiful, inanimate girl into her bedroom. For me it was holy ground. It was almost as bare as a convent cell. It pleased me to find that she instinctively rejected luxury on retiring to her last stronghold. I laid her on her bed—the pillow was no whiter than the cheek it bore, and returned to the outer room to await the issue. All this time, I must tell you, Mrs. Bleecker was relieving her feelings by abusing me. From the first I had apprehended hatred in that lady.


  I waited a few minutes, feeling very unnecessary, and wondering if I would not do better to return to my office, when Mrs. Bleecker came back, and with a very ill grace said that Miss Hamerton wanted to know if it was convenient for me to wait a little while until she was able to see me, and would I please say whatever was necessary to people who called. I almost wept upon receiving this message. I sent back word that I would stay all day if she wanted me. Mrs. Bleecker glared at me, almost beside herself with defeated curiosity. I had the necklace safe in my pocket and she was without a clue to what had happened.


  So there I was established as Miss Hamerton’s representative. Everybody took orders from me, and wondered who I was. The word had spread like wildfire that the famous star had been taken ill, and the telephone rang continuously. I finally told the hotel people what to say, and ordered it disconnected. I had a couple of boys stationed in the corridor to keep people from the door. I sent for two doctors, not that Irma was in any need of medical attention, but I wished to have the support of a professional bulletin. I told them what I thought necessary. They were discreet men.


  Miss Hamerton had no close relatives, and I could not see the sense of sending for any others. I forbade Mrs. Bleecker to telegraph them. In a case of this kind solitude is the best, the most merciful treatment for the sufferer. As it was I pitied the poor girl having to endure the officious ministrations of her inquisitive servants, but I did not feel justified in interfering there.


  Only two men were allowed past the guard in the corridor, Mr. Maurice Metz, the famous theatrical manager, and Mr. Alfred Mount. The former stormed about the room like a wilful child. His pocketbook was hard hit. I was firm. He could not see Miss Hamerton, he must be satisfied with my report. Miss Hamerton had suffered a nervous breakdown—with that phrase we guarded her piteous secret-and it would be out of the question for her to act for weeks to come. It was her wish that the company be paid off and disbanded.


  “Who the devil are you?” he demanded.


  “I speak for Miss Hamerton,” I said with a shrug. I remembered how humbly I had besieged this man’s door with my play a few weeks since, and now I was turning him down.


  To satisfy him I had Mrs. Bleecker in. He demanded of her who I was.


  “I don’t know,” she snapped.


  Nevertheless she had to bear me out. Miss Hamerton had sent word that the company was to be paid off with two weeks’ salary, and the amount charged to her. I referred Mr. Metz to the doctors. They impressed him with medical phrases he didn’t understand. He finally departed talking to himself and waving his hands.


  Mr. Mount, of course, was very different. He came in all suave sympathy, anxious to uphold me in every way. I had wished to see him for a special purpose. I couldn’t allow the possibility of a ghastly mistake being made.


  I produced the fateful little seal leather box, and snapped it open again. “Are these the lost pearls?” I asked.


  The man had wonderful self-control. No muscle of his face changed. Only his black eyes flamed up. He took the case quietly, but those eyes pounced on the pearls like their prey, and wolfed them one by one. He returned the case to me. A curious smile wreathed the corners of his voluptuous mouth.


  “Those are the pearls,” he said quietly.


  “You are sure?”


  “Sure?” He spread out his hands. “There are no other such pearls in the world.” I returned the case to my pocket. “Where did you find them?” he asked.


  “At present I am not free to say how they were recovered,” I replied. “No doubt Miss Hamerton will give it out later.”


  “I think I understand,” he said with a compassionate air. “I suppose there will be no prosecution.”


  “I do not know,” I said blandly.


  “Maybe it would be better never to speak of the matter to her?” he said softly.


  I shrugged. I wasn’t going to let him get any change out of me.


  “Anyhow it’s a triumph for you,” he said graciously. “Allow me to congratulate you.”


  Was there a faint ring of irony in his words? In either case I never felt less triumphant. What booted it to return her jewels if I had broken her heart? I bowed my acknowledgement.


  As he left he said: “Come and see me sometimes, though the case is closed. You are too valuable a man for me to lose sight of.”


  I bowed again, mutely registering a resolve to ask him a thumping figure if he ever did require my services.


  Meanwhile I had the reporters to deal with. I have a strong fellow-feeling for the boys. As a class they are the most human lot of fellows I know. They do not make the rotten conditions of their business. But they certainly are the devil to deal with when they get you on the defensive. They seemed to spread through that hotel like quicksilver, bribing the bell-boys, the maids, even the waiter who brought up my dinner. If we had not been on the eleventh story I should have expected to find them peeping in the windows.


  I did not dare see them myself. In my anomalous position they would have made a monkey of me. In my mind’s eye I could see the story of the mysterious stranger who claimed to represent Miss Hamerton, etc., etc. I had to take every precaution, too, to keep them from that fool of a Mrs. Bleecker. I carefully drilled the doctors in what they should say, and then sent them down to their fate. They came off better than I expected. Of course the lurid tales did appear next day, but they were away beside the mark. Nothing approaching the truth was ever published.


  A little before five everybody had gone, and I was alone in the sitting-room gazing out of the window and indulging in gloomy enough thoughts, when I heard the door behind me open. I turned with a sigh, expecting fresh complaints and demands from the old harridan. But there was Irma trying to smile at me. She was wearing a white negligée affair that made her look like a fragile lily. She walked with a firm step, but her face shocked me. It looked dead. The eyes open, were infinitely more ghastly than when I had laid her down with them closed. Mrs. Bleecker and the maid followed, buzzing around her. She seemed to have reached the limits of her patience with them.


  “Let me be!” she said as sharply as I ever heard her speak. “I am perfectly well able to walk and to speak. Please go back to the bedroom. I have business to discuss with Mr. Enderby.”


  They retired, bearing me no love in their hearts.


  “I must go away, quite by myself,” she said, speaking at random. “Can you help me find a place, some place where nobody knows me? If I do not get away from these people they will drive me mad!”


  “I will find you a place,” I said.


  “Perhaps I’d better not go alone,” she said. “If I could only find the right kind of person. I’m so terribly alone. That nice girl you brought into the company, Miss Farrell, do you think she would go with me?”


  There was something in this more painful than I can convey. “She’d jump at the chance,” I said brusquely.


  “You have been so good to me,” she said.


  “You can say that!” I said, astonished.


  “Oh, I’ve not quite taken leave of my senses,” she said bitterly. “If I had not known the truth, it would have been much worse.”


  This struck me as extraordinary generosity in a woman who loved.


  “I—I have something else to ask of you,” she said in the piteous beseeching way that made me want to cast myself at her feet.


  “Anything,” I murmured.


  “Mr. Quarles is coming here at five. Please see him and tell him—Oh! tell him anything you like, anything that will keep him from ever trying to see me again.”


  I nodded. “You had better lose no time in getting out of this,” I suggested. “Can you be ready by to-morrow morning?”


  “I will start packing now,” she said. “It will give me something to do.”


  How well I understood the hideous blankness that faced her.


  “Don’t let those women bother you,” I said. “Refer them to me.”


  “They mean well,” she said.


  “I will answer for Miss Farrell,” I said. “She’ll be here at nine to-morrow.”


  She started to thank me again, but I would not let her go on. I really could not stand it.


  “Very well, you will see,” she said with a smile, and left me.


  Shortly afterwards Roland Quarles came striding down the hall. I opened the door to him. He was astonished to find a strange man in the room. He did not recognise me without my Faxon makeup.


  “Enderby,” I said in response to his enquiring glance. “You met me here once before.”


  “What’s this I hear downstairs about Miss Hamerton being sick?” he demanded anxiously.


  “She has had a nervous breakdown,” I said.


  He was not deceived. “What does that mean?” he demanded. “She was quite well yesterday.”


  I shrugged.


  “Can I see her?”


  I shook my head.


  “I will speak to Mrs. Bleecker, then.”


  “You can’t see her, either.”


  “Who are you?” he demanded, as so many others had done.


  I gave him my card, hoping that he would take the hint, and save me further explanations.


  Not a bit of it. “Investigator? What does that mean? Detective?”


  “Precisely.”


  “What’s it all about?” he cried irritably. “Why are you looking at me like a policeman?”


  “Look at me close,” I said.


  He stared at me angry and puzzled. “I have seen you before—more than once—” Then his face changed. “Faxon!” he cried. “Is it Faxon?”


  “The same,” I said.


  “What are you doing here?” he demanded.


  This parade of innocence began to exasperate me. “Do you need to ask?” I said.


  “Oh, for Heaven’s sake don’t play with words,” he burst out. “Tell me what’s the matter and be done with it.”


  “Miss Hamerton’s pearl necklace was stolen from the theatre two months ago. She engaged me to recover it.”


  “Her pearls! Stolen!” he ejaculated, amazed. I could not have asked to see it better done.


  “Do you still want me to go on?” I asked.


  “Oh, drop the mystery!” he cried. “You fellows fatten on mystery!”


  “As Faxon in the theatre I was perfectly sincere in my friendship for you,” I went on. “I liked you. But little by little, against my will, I was forced to believe that you were the thief.”


  This touched him, but not quite in the way I expected. “Me? The thief?” he gasped—and suddenly burst into harsh laughter. “How did you arrive at that?”


  I was no longer inclined to spare him. “In the first place you provoked a bet with Miss Hamerton which induced her to wear the real pearls on the night they were stolen.”


  His face turned grave. “True,” he said. “I forgot that. What else?”


  “On April sixth you deposited forty thousand dollars in cash in the Second National Bank.”


  He paled. “Anything more?”


  “Do you care to explain where you got it?” I asked.


  “Not to you,” he said proudly. “Go on with your story.”


  “My first clue was in the cryptic letter found on the stage.”


  “I remember. You couldn’t translate it.”


  “But I did.”


  “What’s it got to do with me?”


  “Nothing. But I found a second letter written in the same cryptogram and about the same matters in your pocket.”


  “That’s a lie!” he said.


  “If you want to see it it’s at my office.”


  “If you did find such a paper in my pocket it was planted there.”


  “I should be glad to believe you were not the man,” I said mildly.


  “Spare me your assurances,” he said scornfully.


  He was silent for a while, thinking over what I had told him. Slowly horror grew in his face. “But—but this is only a devilish combination of circumstances,” he stammered. “You haven’t proved anything.”


  “The pearls have been recovered,” I said.


  “Where?” he shot at me.


  “In your safe.”


  His legs failed him suddenly. He half fell in a chair, staring at me witlessly. “Oh, my God!” he muttered huskily. “Those, hers!”


  I believe I smiled.


  “And you—you have told her this story?” he faltered.


  “That’s what I was engaged for.”


  “Oh, my God!” he reiterated blankly. “What shall I do!”


  His agony was genuine enough. In spite of myself I was moved by it.


  “Better go,” I said. “The matter will be hushed up, of course.”


  “Hushed up!” he cried. “Never!”


  This theatrical pretence of innocence provoked me afresh. “Oh, get out!”


  I said. “And be thankful you’re getting off so easily!”


  He paid no attention to me. “I must see her,” he muttered.


  “What do you expect to gain by bluffing now?” I said impatiently. “You must see that the game is up.”


  “I will not leave here without seeing her,” he said with a kind of dull obstinacy.


  “You have me at a disadvantage,” I said bitterly. “You know I can’t have you thrown out without causing a scandal.”


  He scarcely seemed to hear me. “I will go when she sends me,” he muttered.


  “All right, my patience is equal to yours,” I said.


  So there we sat, he with his ghastly white face turned towards the door into the inner rooms, moistening his lips from time to time, I looking out of the window.


  To make matters worse, Mrs. Bleecker came clucking in. She, knowing nothing, fell on Quarles’ neck, so to speak, and told him all her troubles with sidelong shots at me.


  He paid little attention to her vapouring, only repeating in his ghastly, blank way: “I must see Irma.”


  “Of course!” said Mrs. Bleecker. “I’ll tell her you’re here.”


  “Mrs. Bleecker, as a friend, I advise you not to interfere,” I said sternly.


  She went out, flouncing her skirts at me.


  To my surprise, Miss Hamerton presently came in. I cannot say what led her to do it, perhaps she was hoping against hope that he could defend himself. There was no sign of weakness in her now. Her face was as composed as marble. Mrs. Bleecker did not return.


  “Irma,” he cried, “send this fellow away.”


  I made haste to go, but she kept me. “Mr. Enderby must stay,” she said.


  “He is your friend,” she added.


  He made a gesture of despair. A hideous silence descended on the three of us.


  “You asked to see me,” she said at last.


  “Irma, do you believe this of me?” he cried like a soul out of Hell.


  “I am willing to hear anything you have to say,” she murmured.


  “What does evidence matter?” he cried. “Do you believe me capable of such a thing?”


  “Am I not forced to?” she said very low.


  His head dropped. I never saw such hopeless wretchedness in a man’s face.


  I felt like an executioner.


  “Speak up!” I said sharply. “We are anxious to believe in you.”


  He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he said in a stifled voice. “I doubt if I could clear myself. Anyway I shan’t try. It—it is killed!”


  He bent a look of fathomless reproach on her. “Goodbye, Irma,” he said quietly. “I’m glad I was the means of your getting your jewels back. I never knew they had been stolen.”


  This to me was the purest exhibition of cheek I had ever met with. I was hard put to it to keep my hands off the man. If she had not been there! He went. And when I turned around Irma had gone back into the next room. I was angry through and through, and yet—and yet—! A nagging little doubt teased me.


  So ended, as I thought, the case of the blue pearls. Little did I suspect what was on the way.


  Chapter 10


  The following day was a blue one for me, deprived of all the exciting activities of the past few weeks I was at a loss what to do with myself. Moreover, I was dissatisfied with the result of those activities. I had won out, so to speak, but my client had not. For her only tragic unhappiness had come of it. Meanwhile that little inner voice continued to whisper that I had not got to the bottom of the case. I could not put that young fellow’s amazed and despairing face out of my mind. It did not fit into the theory of his guilt. On top of it all I had had a quarrel with Sadie the night before.


  About noon my uncomfortable thoughts were broken into by the entrance of Sadie herself with storm signals flying, to wit: a pair of flashing blue eyes and a red flag hoisted in either cheek. I had supposed that she was already on the way to Amityville with Miss Hamerton, where they were to stay at a sanatorium conducted by a doctor friend of mine.


  Before I could speak she exploded like a bomb in my office. “Ben, you’ve been a fool!”


  “Eh?” I said, blinking and looking precious like one, I expect.


  She repeated it with amplifications.


  “So you said last night,” I remarked.


  “But I hadn’t seen her then.”


  “Aren’t you going to the country?” I asked, hoping to create a diversion.


  “Yes, at two o’clock. But I had to see you first.”


  “To tell me what you thought of me?”


  “To beg you to do something.”


  “What is there to do?”


  “You have made a hideous mistake! Ruined both their lives!”


  I may have had my own doubts, but it wouldn’t have been human to confess them in the face of an attack like this. “Easy, there!” I said sulkily. “Have you discovered any new evidence?”


  “Oh, evidence!” she cried scornfully. “I know he couldn’t have stolen her pearls, and in your heart you know it, too.”


  “Sorry,” I said sarcastically, “but in conducting my business I have to consult my head before my heart.”


  “I know it!” she said bitterly. “That’s why you’ve been a fool!”


  “Well, next time I’ll consult a clairvoyant.”


  “Oh, don’t try to be clever! It’s too dreadful! If you had seen her! She will never act again. And he!—he will likely kill himself, if he has not already done it.”


  This struck a chill to my breast. Sadie had an intuitive sense that I could not afford to despise. At the same time having been called a fool, I couldn’t back down.


  “I don’t see what better he can do,” I said hardily.


  “You can say that!” she said aghast. “You don’t mean it!”


  A very real jealousy made me hot. That handsome young blackguard had all the women with him. “Are you in love with him, too?” I asked sarcastically.


  It was a mistake. She had me there. “You’re doing your best to make me,” she retorted.


  “What are you abusing me for?” I complained. “I did no more than what I was engaged to do.”


  “She was distracted!” said Sadie. “She couldn’t think for herself. She depended on you.”


  “Well, I did the best I could for her,” I said doggedly. “You seem to think that I enjoyed doing it. There is a perfect case against him.”


  “There is not!” she said quickly. “Your own evidence that you set such a store by is full of holes!”


  I invited her to point them out.


  “One of your points against him is that he lately came into possession of a lot of money, presumably the proceeds of the theft. Yet you found the pearls on him, too. One fact contradicts the other.”


  “How do I know what other activities he’s been engaged in?”


  “You do not believe that.”


  “I beg your pardon,” I said stiffly. “Permit me to know my own beliefs.”


  “If it wasn’t true it wouldn’t anger you.”


  “I am not angry.” I smiled to prove it.


  “How can I talk to you if you act like such a child!” cried Sadie.


  “Never mind my actions. Stick to his.”


  “You know very well that he could not have carried out several successful robberies without a lot of experience. His whole open life gives the lie to that. Have we not gone into every part of it?”


  “I know I found the pearls on him,” I said doggedly. “They could not very well have been planted in a locked drawer in his own safe. He did not even claim that they were.”


  She ignored this. “And that cryptogram,” she went on, “I mean the first one. It didn’t say so in so many words, but the inference was unmistakable that Miss Hamerton’s pearls had been disposed of, and that part of the proceeds was waiting for the thief. How do you account for that?”


  I did not try to account for it. I pooh-poohed it. “He convicted himself,” I insisted. “We invited him, we begged him to explain. He could not.”


  “Would not, you mean.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  She favoured me with an extraordinary glance of scorn. “And you set up to understand human nature!”


  “Well, let me have your understanding of it,” I said sarcastically.


  “He was in love with her,” said Sadie. “I suppose you don’t question that.”


  “No, strange as it seems, I believe he was in love with her.”


  “That makes goose eggs of all your fine reasoning! Reason all night and it wouldn’t make sense. He might have stolen anybody else’s pearls but never hers. It was she who wronged love in believing that he could. To find out that she suspected him killed his love dead. Losing that, what did he care about his reputation? If he does away with himself it will be not because he was accused of a theft, but because she killed his trust in her, and he doesn’t care to live without it.”


  I listened to all this with an affected smile of superiority, but it reached me. Every word that the unhappy Quarles had uttered fitted in with Sadie’s theory.


  “Suppose some one accused you of stealing Miss Hamerton’s purse to buy me a present,” she went on, artfully changing her tone. “I would make a tremendous virtuous fuss, of course, but in my heart I couldn’t love you any less, though you might not have the sense to know it. But if they said you had stolen my purse to buy me something, how I would laugh! It’s too silly for words.”


  I was rapidly weakening, but it was damnably hard to own up.


  “The same with this case. You think I’m in love with Quarles because I defend him. That’s just like a man! The truth is, what hurts me is to see you deceive yourself, and then look fatuous about it.”


  She was now wielding a double-edged sword. “But if the woman who loves him was deceived, surely I have some excuse,” I said meekly.


  “That’s the weakness of her character—or the penalty of her position, whichever you like. She is so surrounded by flattery and meanness, it has taught her to suspect even her lover.”


  “But how did the pearls get in his safe?” I cried, begging for mercy.


  “I don’t know. It’s a mystery. I’m only trying to show you that you haven’t solved the mystery yet.” Once more she changed her tone, the witch! “I’m so keen to have you make a great success of the case, Ben. And to help a little.”


  That completed the rout of my forces. “Sadie, darling,” I cried. “In my heart I feel the same as you. I would have given in at once if you hadn’t begun by slapping my face!”


  There was a little private interlude here. Boss and operative were lost sight of.


  “Now let’s get to work!” I said.


  “I hope it’s not too late!” she said sadly.


  Chapter 11


  I hastened down to Quarles’ rooms near Gramercy Square. I found his old housekeeper in tears. My glimpse beyond her showed me that the place was partly dismantled. I found that she was half-heartedly packing. She did not know me without my Faxon makeup, and refused any information. I suspected that she had been forbidden to speak. However, by adroit and sympathetic questioning, and because the poor old soul was bursting with her troubles, it finally came out with a rush. She thought her master had lost his mind, he had acted so strangely, but such was her awe of him, she had not dared question his commands.


  All night long he had paced his bedroom and sitting-room, pausing only to burn papers and cherished mementos in the grate. When she had risen from her bed and timidly enquired if he were ill, he had harshly ordered her back to her room. There she had lain trembling until morning, grieving because she thought she had offended him.


  He had left his breakfast untasted. Afterwards he had called her to him, and in a voice and manner totally unlike his own, had announced that he was going away, and had given her instructions that terrified her. His furniture was to be sent to an auctioneer’s under an assumed name, and was to be put up on the first sale day. She was to keep what it brought in lieu of wages. His clothes were to be sent to the Salvation Army. His jewelry and knick-knacks she might sell or keep as she chose. On second thoughts he had written out his instructions in the form of a letter to her in case any of her acts should be questioned. He had then called a taxi from the stable he usually patronised, and had departed without any baggage. This last fact alarmed her more than all the rest.


  All this read fatally clear. I was careful, however, to make light of it to the grief-stricken old woman. I assumed an authority which she willingly deferred to. I ordered her to put the rooms in order, and not to make any other move until she heard from me again. She was vastly cheered. What she dwelt on most tragically was the necessity of sending all his beautiful suits to the ragged crew who profited by the Salvation Army’s benefactions.


  I found out from the taxi stable that Quarles had been driven to the Pennsylvania station. I got hold of his driver, a man frequently employed by him. He had remarked his strange appearance this morning. On reaching the station Quarles had asked the porter who opened the cab door what time the next train left for Baltimore. On learning that he had but three minutes to catch it, he had thrust a bill in the chauffeur’s hand, and rushed away. This had been at ten o’clock; it was now nearly one. I had the same driver carry me to the station, where I telephoned Sadie, snatched a bite to eat, and caught the next express South.


  It was not the most cheerful journey I have taken. I had four hours to think over the tragic possibilities of my mistake, and it was small comfort to reflect that it was a natural mistake. Quarles, with his three hours’ start had only too much time to put his purpose into effect. My only hope was that he might instinctively be led to wait until night. Darkness has an invincible attraction for desperate souls.


  Arriving in Baltimore I had the whole wide city to choose from, and not a clue. No chance of anybody’s having marked him in the crowd that left the train there. However, I happened to know of a certain select hotel invariably patronised by the elite of the profession, and I went there on a chance. The clerk I saw did not know Mr. Quarles, but upon my describing him he said that such a young man had been in the hotel during the afternoon. He was not registered there. He recollected him because he had stopped at the desk to ask an unusual question. Did the clerk know where there was a taxidermist in town? Together they had looked up an address in the business directory, and the young man had departed. He had not returned.


  I hastened to the taxidermist’s wondering greatly what could have been Quarles’ errand in such a place. Casting back in my mind, I remembered having seen several little cases of mounted butterflies among his treasures. There was something pathetically innocent in the wide open trail the young fellow was leaving behind him. This surely was no experienced criminal.


  The store was kept by a benignant old man who somehow seemed to belong with the stuffed birds and pet dogs that lined the walls of his little place. I also saw many little frames of impaled beetles and butterflies such as I had seen in Quarles’ rooms. The entire place had an old world look.


  The old fellow was a kindly, garrulous soul who required not the slightest pressure to set him talking. Quarles, it appeared, had made quite an impression on him. “A handsome young fellow!” he said, “and such a gentleman.” Quarles, he said, had been attracted into his shop by the butterflies, and they had fallen into talk about butterfly hunting, of which sport both were devotees. Quarles had finally purchased three beautiful specimens of something with a terrible Latin name.


  As he was about to leave, Quarles had remarked that he was on his way out of town for a jaunt, and he had neglected to provide himself with any cyanide. It seems that cyanide is what they use to kill the insects. In all innocence the old man had furnished it, and his customer with one more question had departed. Where was there a second hand clothes dealer?


  Cyanide of potassium, deadliest of poisons! I hastened to the second hand store with a sickness at the heart.


  They remembered Quarles here, too. The story he had told here was that he wanted some worn old clothes to wear to a masquerade. He had been furnished with a complete outfit, hat, suit, shirt, socks and shoes. While things were being wrapped up, he had mentioned idly that he was a stranger in town, and he had a couple of hours to kill. He wanted to know of a trolley line that would take him out in the country. The storekeeper had recommended the Annapolis short line as the pleasantest ride on a mild evening.


  This had been about four, and it was now a little after six. I had caught up on him a little. I found that the cars left for Annapolis every half hour. By good luck the car which had left at four returned while I was waiting in the station. I interviewed the conductor. He remembered Quarles. His attention had been attracted to him because, although he held a ticket to Annapolis, he had suddenly risen and left the car at the Severn river bridge station. I took the six-thirty car for Annapolis. The conductor told me that the station at the bridge was used principally by summer residents who had their motor boats meet them here. At this season, early in May, there was but little business there. It was almost dark when I got off, a balmy, Spring evening. It was a lonely-looking spot. There was a little settlement up a hill, with a path from the station, but I guessed that if my man had been attracted by the loneliness of the situation, he would not go that way. I looked about. Crossing the track and climbing down to a deserted strip of beach beside the wide river, I found with my flashlight that a solitary person had gone that way before me. He was wearing a shapely shoe. This would surely be he. The tracks drew me along beside the river towards its mouth, which was in view. On the other side, farther down, sparkled the lights of the Naval Academy.


  Rounding a point, in a little cove hidden from the world, I found the remains of a fire on the sand. The embers were still glowing. Poking among them I found scraps of scorched felt and woollen cloth and bits of broken glass. Here obviously, Quarles had changed his clothes, and had destroyed the expensive garments he wore to the scene. Evidently he was counting on the fact that there is little trouble taken to establish the identity of a poorly dressed suicide. The glass was no doubt what remained of the case of butterflies he had bought. Some coins in the ashes added their mute testimony of his desperate intention.


  I hurried on. The footprints recommenced beyond the fire, their shape somewhat altered, for he had changed his shoes with the rest. His fine shoes he must have filled with stones and thrown in the river for I found no remains of leather in the fire. I hoped that with the time he had spent doing all this he would now be but a short distance ahead of me. Unfortunately half a minute-half of that-would be enough for him to accomplish his purpose.


  I came to the main road from Baltimore to Annapolis which crosses the Severn by another long bridge. Automobiles crossed it at intervals. Since the footprints were not resumed in the sand across the road it was clear he had turned into it one way or the other. The river seemed likeliest. I started out on the bridge, dreading most of all to hear a splash just out of my reach. It was now quite dark.


  Out in the middle of the bridge close to the draw I came upon a motionless, slouching figure with battered hat pulled down over the face. Notwithstanding the shapeless clothes the tall slenderness was unmistakable. He was leaning with his elbows on the guard rail regarding something that he held in one hand. The object caught a spark from the red light of the draw overhead. It was the vial of cyanide. My heart bounded with relief. I was in time—but barely.


  “Quarles,” I said softly.


  He straightened up with a terrified hissing intake of the breath. I turned the flashlight on myself to save lengthy explanations.


  “You!” he said after a moment, in a low bitter tone. “God! must you dog me here!”


  “I am your friend,” I said.


  He laughed. “Friend!” he said. “That’s good!” Then his tone changed. “You’d better be on your way,” he said threateningly. “I’m in no mood for fooling.”


  “I’ve been trying to overtake you since noon,” I said, merely to be saying something. An instinct told me there was nothing like a little conversation to let down a desperate man.


  “Why, in God’s name?” he demanded. “What good am I to you now?”


  “I no longer believe you guilty.”


  “I don’t give a damn what you believe.”


  “I want you to help me find the thief.”


  “It’s nothing to me who took the pearls. She’s got ‘em back again. You’d better go on. I won’t stand for any interference.”


  “You won’t do it now,” I said confidently.


  “Won’t I!”


  He made a move to uncork the little vial. I struck his wrist and it fell to the ground. We searched for it frantically in the dark. I had the light, and I saw it first. I put my heel on it, and ground the fragile, deadly thing into the planks of the bridge floor. He cursed me.


  “There is still the water,” I said.


  “I’m a swimmer,” he said sullenly. “I couldn’t go down. I meant to climb on the rail and take the stuff, so it would look like drowning. But there are plenty of ways.”


  “Be a man and live!” I said.


  He laughed again. “There’s nothing in that cant for a man who’s sick of the game.”


  “Live for her sake,” I hazarded. “She loves you.”


  “You’ve mistaken your job, old man,” he said with grim amusement. “You ought to be a playwright. Write her a play. She’s a great actress. Yah! I’m sick of it! Love! There’s no such thing. Not in women! This is real, anyhow.”


  I had got him talking. Something told me the crisis was past. I took a new tack.


  “She certainly has treated you badly,” I said. “I don’t wonder you’re sore. I know just how you feel.”


  He turned on me with clenched fist and a furious command to be silent.


  “It’s no damned policeman’s business what I feel!”


  “Revenge is sweet,” I murmured.


  It brought him up all standing. In the dark I heard him breathing quickly.


  “Do you want to crawl away like a cur and die in a hole?” I asked.


  “Why in Hell can’t you let me alone?” he said fretfully. “What do you want to drag me back for?”


  I saw I had him going now. “Make her suffer,” I urged. “The most perfect revenge in the world is yours if you want it, because she loves you.”


  “What are you getting at?”


  “Prove your innocence to her.”


  “I doubt if I could,” he said weakly. “I shouldn’t know how to begin. I seem to be caught in a net.”


  “I am offering to help you.”


  “What’s your game?” he demanded suspiciously.


  “I’ve made a serious mistake,” I said. “I’ve got my professional reputation to think of. Besides, I’m only human. I don’t want to have your untimely end on my conscience.”


  “It needn’t be. I’m my own master.”


  I decided to risk all on one throw. I laid a hand on his shoulder. “Look here,” I said frankly. “You and I are not strangers. We took to each other from the first, though I happened to be wearing a disguise. I have suffered like the devil all day. Forgive me my part in yesterday’s affair, and be my friend. Friendship isn’t such a common thing in spite of all the talk about it. I should think you’d recognise the real thing when it’s offered to you.”


  “Rubbish!” he grumbled. “I don’t believe in friendship. I never had a real friend.” But he didn’t shake my hand off.


  “Try me.”


  “Oh well, you’ve spoiled it for tonight, anyway. I’ll listen to what you’ve got to say. Where can we go? I haven’t a cent. And nothing but these filthy rags.”


  “That’s a trifle,” I said joyfully. “I’ll find a place.”


  Chapter 12


  We proceeded on across the bridge into the town of Annapolis. First I took Roland to a lunch room and commanded him to eat. I had a time getting him to swallow the first mouthful, but that once down, he developed a ravenous appetite. I suppose he had not eaten in thirty hours. It was comical to see how, with a stomachful of hot food inside him, a zest in living renewed itself. The more his resolution weakened, the louder he inveighed against life. But he had a sense of humour. He suddenly became conscious of the absurdity of his attitude, and we laughed together. From that moment he was safe, and he was mine. There is nothing to cement a friendship like laughter.


  Afterwards I got a room in an obscure hotel. Roland sat down on the edge of the bed, and proceeded to give me his version of the matters that perplexed me so. In the middle of a sentence he fell over and slept like a dead man. I stole out and telegraphed Sadie at Amityville that I had him safe and sound. Returning, I sat by the hour watching him. My heart was soft for the human creature I had snatched from the brink. He looked very boyish and appealing as he lay sleeping. He seemed years younger than I. I cannot tell you how glad I was to think that there was warmth in the young body, and sentience under the shut lids.


  Shortly after midnight he awoke as suddenly and thoroughly as he had fallen asleep. Then he wanted to talk. He was bursting with talk. I swallowed my yawns and set myself to listen. I let him talk in his own way, no questions. For a long time I listened to what I already knew, the tale of his jealous, hopeless passion for Irma. Sometimes he had suspected that she inclined towards him, but it seemed preposterous to ask her to give up her profession for him. On the other hand he knew he could not endure sharing his wife with the public. He had decided to go away without speaking—and then the miraculous legacy had dropped from the skies.


  “Tell me all about that,” I commanded.


  “I promised not to tell,” he said reluctantly.


  “This is a matter of life and death. Why was a promise exacted?”


  “To avoid publicity.”


  “There will be none,” I said. “I pledge myself to guard the secret as well as you could.”


  “I destroyed the letter I got, with the others,” he said. “But I read it so often I can give it to you almost word for word.”


  “Too bad it was destroyed!” I said.


  “Oh, you can verify the contents by the Amsterdam Trust Company who paid me the money.”


  “But if you have a clear case what did you run for?” I asked amazed.


  “You will never understand,” he said with a wry smile. “I seemed to die at that moment when I saw that Irma believed I was capable of robbing her. What did I care about my case?”


  Hearing that, my opinion of Sadie’s perspicacity went up marvellously.


  “Go on,” I said.


  I took down the letter from his dictation. It was written, he said, on expensive note-paper, without address, crest or seal, in a large and somewhat old-fashioned feminine hand.


  
    “DEAR MR. QUARLES:


    Although you have never heard of me I think of you as my dearest friend. I have followed your career from the time of your first appearance on the stage. I am one of those unfortunates who, condemned to live, are cut off from life. I watch life pass from behind my iron screen. It is you who, all unconscious, have supplied me with a dream to cheat my emptiness. I have warmed my cold hands at your fire.


    Now they tell me my release is at hand. I wish to show my gratitude to you in the only way that is possible to me. An artist’s career is difficult and uncertain. I want to remove a little of the uncertainty from yours.


    I must avoid giving rise to silly gossip which would grieve my relatives. To avoid the publicity of probate I am making secret arrangements beforehand. An old friend will carry out my wishes for me when I am gone.


    The doctors give me a week longer. Upon my death this letter will be mailed to you. You will then hear from the Amsterdam Trust Company that a sum of money awaits your order. You will never know my name. But if you should let even the bare facts become known, some busybody would eventually connect them with my name, and unhappy gossip result. Therefore I ask you as a man of honour to keep the whole transaction locked in your breast.”

  


  “That is all,” said Roland. “It was signed: ‘Your grateful friend.’”


  “Did you look in the recent obituaries for a clue?” I asked.


  “Yes,” he confessed. “There was none.”


  “Go ahead with your story. We’ll return to the letter later.”


  “At first I thought it was a hoax,” he resumed, “but sure enough, in two or three days I received a letter from the Trust Company asking me to call. I saw the President. He said that the sum of forty thousand dollars had been deposited with them to be turned over to me in cash. He said it had been bequeathed to me by one who desired to remain unknown. He said he did not know himself who my benefactor was. He had dealt with a lawyer. He said that there was but one condition attached to the legacy, namely that I give my word never to speak of the matter. I had met this Mr. Ambler the president, and he had seen me act, so there was no difficulty about identifying me. I left his office carrying the money, and carried it to my own bank to deposit. That is all there is to that.”


  “Good!” I said. “The Amsterdam Trust Company is a solid institution, and the president a well-known man. They will still be there if we need them.”


  “It mustn’t get in the newspapers,” he said nervously.


  “Trust me for that. I’m not going to make you break your word. Now about the bet you made with Miss Hamerton.”


  He winced at the sound of her name. “There’s no more in that than appears on the surface,” he said irritably. “I couldn’t have told the paste from the genuine. I wanted to give her a box of gloves. But she never claimed them, and I forgot about it.”


  “The cryptogram you have already explained,” said I.


  “I did not know there was such a paper in my pocket. Hold on,” he cried suddenly, “about that bet. I have just remembered that I once had a talk about precious stones, pearls, with a man in the company.”


  “Milbourne?”


  “Sure! How did you know?”


  “I believe he took them. But it’s going to be a job to prove it.”


  “It was just a trifling conversation,” Roland resumed, thinking hard. “I can’t remember exactly. He marked the beauty and oddity of Ir—Miss Hamerton’s necklace. I think he said he hoped that she did not risk wearing real pearls on the stage. That may have been to find out if I knew they were artificial. I told him she did not wear the real ones. There was more talk. He seemed to know about pearls, and I believe I asked him how to tell the real from the artificial. I never thought of it then, but looking back I see that it may have been that talk which gave me the idea of making a bet with Ir—with her. Oh, I have been a fool!”


  “This is all interesting,” I said, “but it doesn’t give us anything solid to go on. Now for the main thing. How did the real pearls get in your safe?”


  Roland struck his forehead. “I have been everybody’s dupe!” he groaned.


  “It’s a part we all have to play occasionally,” I said soothingly. “Go ahead.”


  “About this time I began to get circular letters from a firm of jewellers called Jones and Sanford with an address on Maiden Lane, where all the jewellers used to be. They were facsimile letters, very well written.”


  “The kind that are made to look like personal letters, but like false teeth, deceive nobody?”


  “Precisely. I got one every few days. They were all to the effect that the writers as brokers, were prepared to sell precious stones at prices much under those asked by the big jewellers. There was a lot of rigmarole about saving on overhead charges, interest on valuable stocks and so on, about what you would expect in such letters. There were a lot of imposing-looking references, too.”


  “At first I paid no attention to the letters; precious stones didn’t interest me. But when I got all that money I began to read them. You see I—I wanted to make Irma a present, and I knew she loved pearls better than anything else in the world.”


  I let a whistle of astonishment out of me. “Do you mean to say you bought Miss Hamerton’s pearls with the idea of presenting her with them, to add to her collection?”


  He nodded shamefacedly. “I didn’t know she had been robbed.”


  “How long had you had them?”


  “Just a few days.”


  He told me that he had asked Miss Hamerton to marry him, and intended the necklace for a wedding-gift if she consented.


  “You were a downy bird!” I exclaimed.


  “Wait till I tell you,” he said. “They were a slick pair. You might have been taken in yourself.”


  “Did they know you?” I asked, still full of amazement.


  “Certainly. I paid for them by check, certified check.”


  “Which they cashed within half an hour!”


  “Maybe. I never enquired.”


  “Sold Miss Hamerton’s pearls back to Miss Hamerton’s leading man!” I cried. “My boy, we have something out of the common in crooks to deal with!”


  “They had a well-furnished suite on an upper floor of a first-class office building,” he resumed. “I was there three or four times. I saw other customers coming and going. Everything was business-like and all right looking. Even the stenographer had a prim New England air. They showed me all kinds of precious stones. I bit at the pearls because I recognised that they were the same kind Irma had. They asked eight thousand dollars for them.”


  “You knew, didn’t you, that Miss Hamerton’s necklace was worth much more than that?”


  “Yes. But I had been told hers were very fine and perfect. I supposed these to be not so good.”


  “And so you paid your money on a chance, and took them home.”


  “Not quite as fast as that. The jewellers seemed to take it as a matter of course that I would have the pearls examined by an expert before purchasing. They suggested that I take them up to Dunsany’s.”


  “Dunsany’s!” I said amazed.


  “Yes. Wasn’t that enough to lull suspicion? Dunsany’s is more than a jewelry store; it’s a national institution.”


  “But you never took them there?”


  “Indeed I did,” was the surprising answer. “Sanford and Jones’ clerk went with me. We saw Mr. Freer, the firm’s expert on pearls.”


  I whistled again. Freer, the man at Dunsany’s to whom I had told my little fiction of the fiction-writer, and who had looked so queer when I mentioned blue pearls!


  “Large gentleman, elegantly-dressed, with a face like a boiled dumpling?”


  “Sure!” cried Roland. “Do you know him, too?”


  “Go on with your story!” I said.


  “Mr. Freer examined the pearls and told me they were genuine, and of good quality. He valued them at about twelve thousand dollars.”


  “The devil he did!” I cried. “This case is spreading wider and wider. Freer is in the gang, too. To think of their having a picket in Dunsany’s!”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because he like everybody else in the trade had been informed that the only necklace of blue-black pearls in the world had been stolen. He knew, moreover, that it was worth—” But here prudence stopped my tongue.


  “Worth what?” asked Roland.


  “Well, much more than twelve thousand.”


  “The only blue pearls in the world?” he said, puzzled.


  “There’s a lot about this necklace you don’t know,” I said smiling. “All in good time. Go on with your story.”


  “Well, that’s all, isn’t it?” said he. “At least you know the rest. Why these fellows were so careful of details, you will even find their imprint in gold inside the case. Jones and Sanford, such and such a number, Maiden Lane.”


  “Hm! I have a case on my hands now!” I said meditatively. “It may take me six months or more to clean this up.”


  “I’ll work with you,” he said.


  “My dear fellow, I like you better every minute,” I said, smiling at him.


  “But you’d make the worst detective in the world.”


  “Oh, well, maybe I would,” he said.


  “There’s no need for you to await the outcome of the case,” I said. “We have the evidence right in hand to clear you. I’ll lay it before Miss Hamerton to-morrow morning.”


  My young friend surprised me again. He leaped up with his dark eyes positively blazing. “You’ll do nothing of the kind!” he cried passionately. “That affair is done, done for ever. If you interfere, I won’t be responsible for the consequences. She has her pearls back. Let her be. My time will come when she reads of the capture and the trial of the real thieves in the public newspapers!”


  Chapter 13


  Back in New York next day, I made haste to get to work on the half dozen clues with which Roland had furnished me.


  I may say in passing, though the visit had no important results, that I called on Mr. Ambler of the Amsterdam Trust Company. At first he declined to give me any information whatever, but when I hinted that a certain suspicion rested on Mr. Quarles, he corroborated Roland’s story as far as he knew it. He declined to give me the name of the attorney who had brought the money to the bank. “My endorsement of Mr. Quarles’ story should be amply sufficient to clear him,” he said, with the air of a bank president.


  “Undoubtedly,” I said, bowing, and left.


  Since there appeared to be no immediate connection between Roland’s legacy and the theft of the pearls, I let that go for the present.


  I went to the address of the jewellers on Maiden Lane, but found, as I expected, that the birds had flown. An irate renting agent aired his opinion of Messrs. Sanford and Jones, but could give me no information of their whereabouts. They had leased the offices for a year, and after five weeks’ tenancy, quietly moved out.


  “Don’t you ask references from prospective tenants?” I asked.


  “They gave A1 references,” he mourned.


  I took down the names of their references for future use. One of them was Mr. Freer of Dunsany and Company.


  My next call was upon Mr. Alfred Mount in his office behind the store of exquisite fashion. His greeting, while polite, was slightly cooler than of yore. As a man of the world, I was expected to gather from it, that our relations were now at an end. It warned me to be wary. I was already on my guard, because I knew that he hated Roland, and hoped to profit by his disgrace.


  “Anything new?” he asked casually.


  “Yes—and no,” I said. “I am not satisfied that we have got quite to the bottom of our case.”


  “Do we ever get quite to the bottom of anything?” he asked.


  “I do not believe that Quarles was alone in this,” I said as a feeler.


  “What makes you think so?” he asked quickly.


  “Nothing definite,” I said. “Just a feeling.”


  He shrugged.


  “I believe that expert jewel thieves made a tool of him,” I suggested.


  “It is possible,” said Mount, looking bored.


  “If so, it is much to the interest of your business to run them down. So I have come to ask for your co-operation.”


  “My dear sir,” Mount replied with his indulgent, worldly smile, “the world is full of trouble. I do not try to escape my share; I face it like a man, or as near like a man as I can. But I never go searching for more. We have by your skill recovered the jewels. The reasons for not pursuing the matter any further are to me obvious. Better let well enough alone.”


  I appeared to give in to him. “Maybe you’re right. I thought I saw a chance to earn a little glory.”


  “There will be plenty of opportunities for that,” he said affably. “You can count on me.”


  We parted in friendly fashion.


  So much for Mr. Alfred Mount. At least he would never be able to say later that I had not given him his chance.


  I went to the magnificent marble building which houses Dunsany and Company, and asked boldly for Mr. Walter Dunsany, great-grandson of the founder of the house, and its present head. I was admitted to him without difficulty. I found him a jeweller and a man of affairs of a type very different from him I had just come from. Mr. Dunsany was a simple, unassuming man, direct and outspoken. In short, a man’s man. I was strongly attracted to him, and I may say without vanity that he seemed to like me. From the first he trusted me more than I had any right to expect.


  At this time he was a man of about forty-five years old, somewhat bald, and beginning to be corpulent, but with a humorous, eager, youthful glance. He glanced up from my card with a whimsical smile.


  “Confidential investigator? More trouble, I suppose?”


  “I’m afraid so,” I said. “Have you an employee named Freer, an expert on pearls.”


  “I had until a few days ago.”


  An exclamation of disappointment escaped me.


  “What’s the matter with Freer?” he asked.


  “I suppose you don’t know where he is?”


  “On his way back to Holland, I suppose. He came from there ten years ago.


  Why?”


  “One more question first. I am assuming that you know that a certain famous necklace of blue pearls has been stolen?”


  “Mount’s pearls? Certainly. Everybody in the trade was advised.”


  “You are sure Freer knew?”


  “Certainly. It was his business first.”


  “Yet a week or so ago, that necklace was brought into your store by a man who was considering the purchase of it. He submitted it to Freer. Freer pronounced the stones genuine, and said that the necklace was worth about twelve thousand.”


  Mr. Dunsany jumped up and paced the room agitatedly. “Freer!” he exclaimed. “Impossible! You are sure of your facts!”


  I described the operations of Messrs. Sanford and Jones.


  “Not impossible, I suppose,” he said more quietly. “This sort of thing has happened to me before. I doubt if there was ever a time when I was not harboring some thief or another. They never steal from me, you understand. They are the pickets, the outposts, who watch where the jewels go, and report to Headquarters. But Freer! He had been with me ten years. He had an instinct for pearls!”


  “Headquarters?” I said eagerly. “Then you agree with me that there is an organised gang at work?”


  “That’s no secret,” he said. “Every jeweller knows that there is a kind of corporation of jewel thieves. It is probably ten years old, and better organised and administered than our own association.”


  “Why don’t you break it up?”


  “Break it up!” he echoed. “It is my dearest ambition! There has never been a meeting of our association but what I have urged with all my eloquence that we get together and break up the thief trust. They will not support me. Everybody suspects that he has spies in his establishment, perhaps like Freer in a responsible position. The crooks seem to have us where they want us. They have never robbed us, you see. There is a sort of unwritten agreement, you leave us alone and we’ll leave you. The other men in the association say: ‘If our customers are careless with their jewels, we are not responsible.’ But I say we are! These crooks have put us in a position where, if we do not go after them, we may be said to be in league with them.”


  “Mr. Mount is a member of the association, I suppose?”


  “Mount? Oh yes, he’s the president. To give Mount credit I must say that he has always supported me in this matter, though not so warmly as I would have liked. But I am considered a fanatic.”


  “Why don’t you and he do it together?” I asked.


  “He won’t go into it without the backing of the Association.”


  “Why don’t you go it alone?” I said. “You are powerful.”


  He glanced at me sharply. “I will when I see my way,” he said. “Such police officers and detectives as have happened to come under my observation have not seemed to me the right men for the job. When I find my man—”


  “Will you consider me as an applicant for the job?” I asked quietly.


  He studied me hard. “I should be difficult to satisfy,” he said.


  “First of all as to references,” I said. There were some good men who backed me. I gave him their names.


  “How about Mount?” he asked.


  “I have already applied to him for the job,” I said frankly, “and was turned down. He is satisfied with the recovery of the pearls. As long as he has refused to go in, I think it would be better not to let him know about our plans. That, however, is up to you.”


  “I shall not let him know,” Mr. Dunsany said briefly.


  


  To make a long story short, I succeeded in satisfying Mr. Dunsany of my fitness to undertake the matter in hand. We concluded a defensive and offensive alliance. He let me understand that expense was to be no object. I saw him every day. We met at his club, which was as safe a place as we could find.


  I gave him my full confidence, of course. With Roland’s consent I told him everything that had occurred up to that time. Mr. Dunsany for his part had a whole file of evidence that he had quietly collected. He turned it over to me. It was interesting, and in the end valuable, but it had nothing to do with the case of the blue pearls.


  We laid our plans with infinite care. There was no hurry now, and every move was planned in advance. Absolute secrecy was imperative. Mr. Dunsany and I agreed not to take a soul on earth into our confidence.


  It was necessary to hire a small army of operatives. I did not figure in this. I had Peter Keenan, an old friend of mine, who was not known generally among my friends, act for me. Peter was a faithful, conscientious soul, not at all brilliant. He hired a suite of offices on Forty-second street and set up the “International Detective Agency.” Peter was the nominal head, and Sadie the real directress of this establishment. Here the operatives were hired and sent on their errands. Each did his little task knowing nothing of the general plan.


  Meanwhile Mr. B. Enderby was to be found all day in his office on Fortieth street with his feet on the desk, chinning with his young friends or composing a new play. You see the second cryptogram led me to suspect that they were aware of my identity, and in case I were watched, as I surely would be, I desired to give the impression that I had dropped all activities in connection with jewels or jewel thieves. I communicated with Sadie by letter. Uncle Sam is at once the most public and the safest messenger. For emergencies we arranged a system of telephone calls.


  It would be a tedious task to set down all the routine work of the agency. There were mistakes, disappointments and blind trails without number. To begin with, Sadie was ordered to trace Freer, the pearl agent, also Sanford and Jones, the bogus jewellers, and any of their employees. All this entailed great labour, and it was absolutely barren of result. These people seemed to have vanished into thin air. In the case of Kenton Milbourne she was more successful. She wrote: “In my character of Miss Covington the actress, I called on several of the women of Miss Hamerton’s company who gave me their addresses when we disbanded. From their gossip I learned without having to ask questions, that Kenton Milbourne has not disappeared. They have all met him on Broadway. He is apparently living the ordinary life of an actor out of a job, going around to the different agencies to list his name, etc. His address is No.—West 49th street.


  “I have allotted three of our best men to keep Milbourne under surveillance. The first, D. B., who has been an actor, is working independently of the other two. He has engaged a room in the same house and will make friends with M. The other two operatives, A. N. and S. C, are to trail him turn and turn about.”


  Thus the ground was laid out. Making my report in turn to Mr. Dunsany, I said: “It’s all very well as far as it goes, but we must do some original work. Tracking the theft of Miss Hamerton’s pearls is following a cold trail. Our work is destroyed by the fact that the jewels have been recovered. We must branch out.”


  “What do you propose?” said he.


  “Let us lay a tempting bait for a new robbery, and catch them red-handed.”


  “Go ahead!”


  “Are you prepared to risk something choice in diamonds or pearls?”


  “Anything I have in stock.”


  “Very well. First, however, we’ve got to get a man accepted into the inmost circle of the thief trust.”


  Chapter 14


  Mr. Walter Dunsany and part of his family sailed for Liverpool on the following Wednesday. The fact was liberally commented on in the newspapers. A squad of reporters saw him off at the pier, and got a statement from him on the country’s business prospects.


  I must offer my little tribute of admiration to Mr. Dunsany. I have yet to meet his equal for daring and gameness. Middle-aged men are not generally conspicuous for these qualities, and when they are rich into the bargain—why, to hang on to what they’ve got is usually their highest aim. But Mr. Dunsany insisted on playing the role of danger in our projected drama. He eagerly accepted a part that the most hot-headed young adventurer might have quailed from. I would never have allowed him to go in ahead of me, but unluckily an expert knowledge of gems was required. That he had and I had not. He insisted anyway that I must be free for the general command of all our forces.


  Twelve days after Mr. Dunsany’s departure, one John Mattingly, in appearance a sober, decent, elderly artisan, descended the second-class gangway of one of our speediest ocean ferry-boats, and went to Ellis Island with the other immigrants. Landed in due course at the foot of Manhattan Island, he gazed at the towering buildings with a wondering eye, and allowed himself to be guided to an humble hotel in the neighbourhood.


  I was not there to meet him for a very good reason, but later in the day I received a note apprising me of his arrival. Two days later I had another telling me that having presented letters of recommendation, he had been engaged in the gem-setting shops of Dunsany and Co. I cannot do better than quote from his own reports. Far from being the usual cut and dried affairs, they were little human documents of humorous observation.


  Report of J. M. #2


  Wednesday, June 3rd.


  The morning after I landed, according to our program, I went to Dunsany’s to apply for a job. I wonder if any merchant before me ever had the experience of besieging the doors of his own shop in a like humble capacity. Probably not. I enjoyed the experience. As soon as I opened the door I began to learn things about my own place. I always thought that my democratic ideas encouraged my employees to treat me exactly like one of themselves, but I found that they did not—quite. Walking through the aisles I perceived a new atmosphere, a casualness, an indifference in the salesmen which shocked me at first, then made me want to laugh. The joke was on me!


  My letter of recommendation, which I had written myself, naturally, gained me the entree to the present head of the firm, i.e., my son Edward. I approached his office with some nervousness. Here would be the first grand test of my disguise. Would the son recognise his father? And if he did, would he have the wit not to give me away before others? And if he did not, would I be able to keep my own face in the ludicrous situation?


  I should say that in the matter of disguise I have followed your instructions carefully. The wig or toupee or transformation with which you furnished me, completely changes my appearance. I have also applied the stubbly beard and short moustache as you showed me how to do. I am letting my own hair grow beneath and will soon be able to leave off the false, which will be a relief as it is both hot and sticky. In addition it occurred to me to leave aside certain dental work which cost me a lot of money. The result is startling, and very satisfactory to our purpose.


  My clothes I bought ready-made in a London emporium. Need I say more? The hat is a wonder, a sort of decrepit music-master affair of black felt. It is undoubtedly third or fourth hand—or should I say fourth head? I took care to have it well fumigated.


  Eddie did not recognise me. He favoured me with some sharp glances which discomposed me not a little, but this was only natural caution in engaging an unknown man. In our business we have to be careful. I was well-pleased with Eddie’s manner, succinct and business-like without a trace of arrogance. Much better than my own manner, I dare say.


  Eddie was plainly annoyed by the situation, nor could I blame him. It was, of course, very irregular. In effect we were breaking the alien labour law beside opening up the prospect of labour troubles in our own shop. I knew exactly what was passing in the boy’s mind, and I was longing to reassure him. Instead I had to make believe to be slightly over-awed in the presence of my little boy!


  He had no choice in the matter, because I had virtually instructed him to employ this Mattingly. In addition to the letter of recommendation I had written him from London saying that I was sending such a man, an experienced jewel-setter, I had said, and had described Mattingly’s appearance, so that he had no need to ask me to identify myself.


  Finally after asking a number of questions, to all of which I had the answers pat, Eddie engaged me. I followed him to an upper floor, hard put to it to keep from grinning at the idea of my boy showing me the way around the place. Fortunately the spectacles I wear help me to preserve an owl-like gravity.


  He took me to Ashley, the foreman of the gem-setting department. Ashley has been with us forty years. He is a surly, lovable old crab. It was under Ashley that I got my training in handicraft twenty-five years ago. Ashley regarded me with no favourable eye, but bowed to the mandate of the head of the firm, of course. He gave me a boy’s work cleaning old settings, and kept a sharp watch on me. Later I succeeded in mollifying him a little by showing a certificate of good standing in the English jewellers’ union, and by asking the name of the local secretary so that I could apply for membership here.


  He has not forgiven me, though, for being put in over the youngsters’ heads. “A blank-blank furriner!” his irascible eye seems to say. I thought I had taken the measure of the old man’s irascibility, having worked under him. And in late years I would have said: “Here is one man in my shop who is not afraid to speak his mind to me.” But Eddie had not been gone five minutes before I found that Ashley had never spoken all of his mind to me. I found, too, that his irascibility had been tempered to the boss’s son. The boss himself, masquerading as a meek, alien workman, now received the full benefit of it.


  I am glad I made the resolution before coming here not to let anything I might learn on the inside, apart from actual dishonesty, influence me in dealing with my men later. Already I confess my patience has been tried. I thought I was a radical myself, but I find I am way behind the times. There is one young fellow, Mullen by name, a hothead, a socialist, who exasperates me every time he opens his mouth. He is so sure that his crazy ideas are right! Yet he is none the worse workman for that. He and old Ashley are the leaders of the two elements in the shop, and I’m sorry to say the old man generally comes off second best in their verbal encounters.


  During one of their arguments the first day, I was much amused, and a little alarmed, when the talk turned on me.


  “You with your socialist talk!” cried Ashley to Mullen scornfully. “A man would think every boss was a horned devil! There’s our old man now, what’s the matter with him?”


  “I don’t know him,” said Mullen with a leer. “We ain’t on visiting terms.”


  “He talks to us, simple and friendly, just like one of ourselves,” said Ashley.


  “Sure!” cried Mullen. “It don’t cost him nothin’! I ain’t seen him give up nothin’ but talk, though. That’s what he keeps you quiet with, a little soft talk like strokin’ the dog!”


  “He don’t set up to be no more than a man like myself!” said my defender.


  “Sure, and he is no more!” cried the other. “I’ve got as good an appetite for my meals as him, and my kids is as strong and handsome as his. But there he is sailing across the ocean in a soot de luxe, and here am I sweating at his bench.”


  “Well, what are you going to do about it?” asked Ashley, whereat all the men on his side crowed.


  “Do?” cried Mullen. “I’m goin’ to give him fair value for his wages, that’s what I’m goin’ to do. But I don’t have to lick the hand that pats me!”


  “A man can do what he likes with his own, I guess,” said Ashley.


  “’Tain’t his own!” was the surprising answer. “He didn’t earn it, did he? It was the surplus that his dad made out of us workmen, and his granddad before him.”


  “His granddad started as a workman like ourselves,” said Ashley. “Only he was the best workman, so he went ahead.”


  “I doubt that,” said Mullen coolly. “Tain’t the best workman that gets ahead, but the sharpest. Granddad was sharp enough to get ahead of the other workmen. All right, I say. Let him enjoy what he can get. But does that give his family the right to run us to the end of time?”


  “What are you going to do about it?” asked Ashley again. All his supporters laughed.


  Mullen turned to me unexpectedly. “What have you got to say about it, mate? You know what they think about such things across the water. Give us your ideas.”


  “I don’t know the boss,” I said feebly. “How can I tell?”


  “I don’t mean him,” said Mullen scornfully. “He’s nothing but a rich man.


  I mean about labour and capital.”


  I shook my head.


  “Ah! they tame them over there just like they do here, I see,” said Mullen, turning away.


  I would like to fire that fellow when I get out of this—but, of course, in common decency I must not.


  Meanwhile I suppose you are wondering what all this has to do with our case. Have patience with me. I am so absolutely alone in my new life, I must have somebody to air my thoughts to. The evenings are the hardest to put in. The club calls me with a siren voice. Eddie’s wife is away, too, and I think of the boy dining alone. I wish we had taken him into our confidence, but I suppose it was wiser not to.


  I have changed my boarding-place. Couldn’t stand the fare at Mrs. McMahon’s. I am now at a French place No.—West 29th street. It is humble enough to suit my altered station in life, but the cooking being French is not impossible. I have mitigated my lot by buying a jug of excellent Bordeaux at Bardin’s, which I have with my dinner without exciting suspicion. I am aiming to get the name of a “character” which will enable me to do pretty much as I please.


  The only break I have made so far was upon the avenue yesterday. I was on my way home from work and my wits were wool-gathering. I was dreaming, I suppose, of where I would like to go for dinner. Along came Warner Macklin, an elegant old dandy and a club acquaintance of mine. Without thinking, I nodded to him as I would ordinarily. You should have seen his affronted stare. The old snob! Anyhow it testifies to the efficacy of my disguise.


  If you would like to look me over I will be walking up and down in front of the dairy lunch on Thirty-fourth street East of Sixth avenue at Twelve-thirty to-morrow, Thursday.


  J. M.


  Report of J. M. #4


  Tuesday, June 9th


  I have not written you since Saturday, because there was nothing new to report, and I didn’t want to take up your time with any more discussions on Labor versus Capital. I am receiving a liberal education in these matters, very salutary. After working at my bench all day I find my point of view much changed. But I do not like that Mullen fellow!


  I am pretty well shaken into my job by now. The local union is considering my application for membership favourably, so I am not a bone of contention in the shop. But I hope there is something more exciting than this ahead.


  I have neither seen nor heard anything suspicious in any of my fellow-employees. I would be willing to swear they are all honest, but you have told me, others too, that I’m too ready to believe the best of my fellow-creatures, so I’m keeping an open mind.


  Today there was a little shake-up in the shop on account of vacations. I got a step up. Ashley put me at the bench where jewels are removed from old settings on orders to be reset. This is exactly what we need to carry out our plans, and it comes sooner than he hoped—but not too soon for me. However, I do not mean to rush things, but will proceed with due caution.


  My heart still yearns every time I pass a first-class restaurant.


  J. M.


  Chapter 15


  At this stage I cannot better carry my story forward than by continuing to quote from the reports of different operatives. To me these are fascinating documents. Their sober matter-of-factness is more thrilling than the most exciting yarn. With a wealth of seemingly irrelevant detail they build up a picture more convincing than any except those of a master of fiction. One has to be in the secret, of course. The operatives themselves are not supposed to know what it is all about, though they may guess a little. But to be in the secret of a case and to read the reports bearing on it from a hundred angles, gives one a strange sense of power.


  Report of D. B.


  According to my instructions I applied for board at number—West Forty-Ninth street, Mrs. Atwood, landlady. I gave my name as Winston Darnall, and made out I was a character actor just in from the road. I engaged the rear hall room top floor. The place is an ordinary actor’s house, considerably run down. The landlady has only lately bought the business from another woman, so it hasn’t got the familiar friendly air of a long-established place.


  At the supper table I recognised my man Kenton Milbourne from the description furnished. He’s an unusual looking man—unusually homely. He doesn’t keep to himself at all, like a fellow with something on his mind. He seems to be on good enough terms with the other boarders, but they keep out of his way because he’s such a tiresome talker. There’s one or two old fellows that go around with him. They sit in the parlour and talk by the hour about what dandy actors they are.


  Milbourne has the large front room on the third floor. As luck would have it, the hall room adjoining was vacant, and there is only a thin board partition between, because the hall-room was originally an alcove. But I judged this was too much of a good thing. I was afraid of taking the hall room for fear of putting M. wise. Maybe later, when we’re friends I can move.


  I wasn’t in any rush to pick up Milbourne. Thought I’d better wait awhile and give him a chance to make up to me. Meanwhile I jollied the landlady. She was a talker like all of them. Milbourne, it seems, is her pet. She holds him up as a model for the other boarders because he paid her four weeks board in advance when her rent fell due. This seems to indicate he means to stay a while.


  All the boarders look up to Milbourne with a kind of respect because he’s just closed his season with a first-class company, while the rest are mostly with repertoire companies, and cheap road shows.


  The second night I was there, Milbourne braced me in the parlour. Looking for a new listener, I guess. He started in to tell me what a hit he made with the Irma Hamerton production. If this man is a crook he’s the smoothest article I ever ran up against. Because he isn’t smooth at all. He talks all the time about himself as simple as a child, but at that he don’t tell you much. He’s got a dull eye which don’t seem to take in nothing, and he talks in a slow, monotonous way and says a thing over and over until you’re doped.


  A couple of nights later some of the younger boarders were having a bit of a rough house in the parlour and M. asked me up to his room where we could talk in peace. His room was bare like. He don’t show any photographs or pictures or gimcracks. Seems he never even unpacks his trunk. It was a big trunk even for an actor, and packed neat and full as a honeycomb. Whenever he wants a little thing he unlocks it, takes out what he’s after, and locks it again, even though he’s right in the room. The key is on a chain fastened to his waist-band.


  His talk was mostly about the Irma Hamerton company. He told me what he says is the rights of the story about her sickness, and the unexpected closing in the middle of good business. She was in love with her leading man, Roland Quarles, according to him. Nothing was too bad for him to say about Quarles.*


  (*My operative went into considerable detail here as to Milbourne’s opinion of Roland. Most of it I have deleted, since it was no more than meaningless abuse. B. E.)


  I didn’t take much stock in all this. It is the way a poor actor likes to talk about one who rises above him.


  About Quarles and Miss Hamerton; Milbourne said that just as she was going to marry him she found out that he had a wife already. Without exactly saying so, he let on that it was he, Milbourne, who had put her wise to the young man. That’s the way they go on. She had hysterics, he said, and broke up the show. As proof of his story, he said that Quarles had disappeared and nobody knew where he was, not even his old servant.


  As I talk more with Milbourne I see that he isn’t so simple as he likes to make out. He has a way of sandwiching in little questions in his dull talk, that amounts to pretty effective cross-examining in the end. He didn’t get anything on me though. My story hasn’t any holes in it yet. I have an idea that I’ve had considerably more experience acting than he has. Sometimes he lets slip a clever remark that don’t fit in with his character of a bonehead at all. For instance, we were talking about the Chatfield case that all the papers are full of now, and Milbourne says:


  “Put a police helmet on any man, and right away his brain seems to take the shape of it. Cops think as much alike as insects. Let a crook once get on to their way of thinking, and he can play with them like a ball on a rubber string.”


  He let this out by accident. Afterwards he looked at me sharp to see if I had taken anything amiss. I never let on. I have been in this house a week now, and Milbourne and I are supposed to be quite intimate friends. Last night on my way up stairs I saw a light under his door, so I knocked. His door is always locked. He wasn’t any too glad to see me, but he couldn’t very well keep me out, because he hadn’t started to undress yet. He was having a little supper: a bottle of a syrupy kind of wine and biscuits with some blackish stuff he said was caviare. I didn’t take any. I marked the labels, and to-day I went into a swell store and inquired the prices. The wine was Imperial Tokay. It is $2.50 the small bottle. The caviare was $1.50 for a little pot. I give this for what it’s worth. Seems funny if a man has a taste for such swell eats he should put up at a joint like Mrs. Atwood’s.


  D. B.


  Report of A. N.


  Operative S.C. and I were instructed to trail a certain K. Milbourne, supposed to be an actor, and report on his habits and his associates. We were furnished with his description, and sent to watch the building at No.—West 49th street, where he boards. This house is a few doors from Eighth Avenue. We kept watch from outside a corner saloon over the way. We turned up our collars and stood around like the regular corner loafers.


  At 10:05 A.M. our man came out and walked up the long block to Broadway. We followed across the street. He turned down Broadway with the crowd. We split up, one on one side of the street, one on the other. He often stopped in front of store windows, but didn’t seem to mind the windows so much as to look sideways to see who was passing. He turned in at 1402 Broadway, a big office building. I slicked up and went after him. Went up in the same elevator. He gave everybody in the car a sharp look. Got out at the eighth floor, and went into an office marked: “Mrs. Mendoza:


  Theatrical Agency.”


  I went back down-stairs to wait. This building has an entrance on Broadway and one on Thirty-ninth street. S. C. took the Broadway door, and I watched the side street.


  Forty minutes later or 11:15 he came out my door. He walked around into Broadway, and S. C. picked us up again. He took us down as far as Thirty-fourth, and then turned around and went back to Forty-second, without leaving Broadway or stopping anywhere. Turned West on Forty-second, and went into the office of the D. and E. Booking agency in the Forrest Theatre. Stayed twenty-five minutes. Came out and went down West side of Broadway. At Thirty-ninth street met an actor and stood with him twenty minutes talking loud, and looking around them the way they do, to see if anybody is noticing. The talk was all theatrical gossip which I was instructed not to report.


  Looked at his watch and went on down to the 36th-37th street block, where he walked up and down about seven times, stopping at each end to look in the same store window, and then coming back. We watched from a music store where we were making out to listen to the piano-player.


  At 12:50 he met a man as if by surprise. They greeted each other so loud everybody rubbered. But it was all a stall. Right away they came down to business and talked low and serious to each other. My partner and I brushed against them, but we couldn’t hear much. Too much noise in the street.


  I heard Milbourne say: “The grub is rotten! More than flesh and blood—”


  His friend replied: “My dear fellow, it’s worth it, isn’t it? Be reasonable. You’re safe. We’re all safe—”


  The two of them turned North walking arm in arm, still talking low. At the Forty-ninth street corner they parted. Milbourne turned West, on his way home presumably, and his friend continued North. S. C. went with M. and I took after the stranger.


  He was a big fat man, but energetic. He looked like a theatrical manager or a promoter. He wore a silk hat and a cutaway coat which flapped out as he walked. He had very big feet which slapped the pavement loudly as he walked along in his energetic way. It was a regular fat man’s walk, the knees giving a little with every step. Height about 5 foot 10: weight about 220: dark brown hair and eyes. Eyes with a bright, hard expression. Heavy brown moustache with curled ends. Carried a cigar in his mouth which he never lighted, but kept twisting around while he talked.


  At Fiftieth street he crossed over and went down the subway stair spry as a kid. Got on the first train: I took a seat in the adjoining car. At the next station, Columbus Circle, he suddenly jumped up and left the train. But I was with him. He stayed on the station platform. For a little while the two of us were alone there. He gave me a good hard look. When the next train came along he took it. I was in the next car again. At Seventy-Second street he got out again. This time he went up to the street. He stood on the corner for a while. I watched from behind the glass doors of the subway station. I thought he was waiting for somebody. But suddenly he made a run for a passing car. I had to hump myself to get on it, but I did.


  For near an hour we rode around, hopping from car to subway, and back to a car again, with a ride in a taxi in between. Of course I knew by this time that he was on to me, but I stuck, hoping for a bit of luck. Later at the Ninety-sixth street station he darted down the steps again, me a good second. This station is always crowded. A woman blocked me at the gate, and he gained a few seconds. There was an express train waiting. Just as I reached it the guard closed the door in my face. Fatty was just inside. As the train started he turned around and thumbed his nose at me. I felt cheap.


  A.N.


  Chapter 16


  Report from Australia


  Melbourne, May 20th


  Referring to your inquiry of the 10th ultimo respecting one Kenton Milbourne said to be an actor formerly of this place, we beg to report as follows: You are in error in supposing that Kenton Milbourne formerly acted in Australia, and sailed for America last year. Mr. Milbourne is at present appearing as—in –. The company is now touring the province of New South Wales. Mr. Milbourne has never been to America. We enclose one of his published pictures which you will see at a glance is not that of the same man whose picture you sent us.


  Mr. Milbourne is an actor of character parts, fairly well known in the profession here, though not of wide public reputation. His personal character is of the best. His real name is John Whittlesey, and he comes of respectable parents in moderate circumstances, still living in the town of Perth, Western Australia.


  As to the photograph you enclosed, we are informed by a friend of Mr. Milbourne’s that this is undoubtedly Evan Whittlesey, younger brother of John and the black sheep of the family, who went to America ten years ago, after having been implicated in the robbery of Morton’s Bank, Melbourne. No proceedings were ever taken against him.


  From the same informant we learn that no one in Australia has heard of Evan Whittlesey since he went away, except possibly his brother who is reticent on the subject, suggesting that what information he has of his brother is not perhaps creditable.


  At this writing we are unable to furnish any information regarding Evan Whittlesey’s early life beyond what is contained in the general statement that he was “wild,” that is to say, a trial to his parents and his respectable brother—whose stage name he appears to have borrowed for his American activities. If you desire us to go to the expense of a thorough investigation of Evan Whittlesey’s past, please authorise by cable.


  Trusting to be favoured with your future commands, etc.


  WlLLARD, WlLLARD AND GAINES.


  


  The next report from which I will quote is Sadie’s. It contained an unpleasant surprise. In order to make it clear I must briefly explain the arrangements of the International Detective Bureau. We had three offices en suite on the sixth floor of a building on West Forty-Second street. The door of the first room faced the elevators, and upon it was lettered our sign. Within was a neat railing, behind which sat Peter Keenan the ostensible head of the establishment, and an ornamental stenographer. The door to the adjoining room was hidden behind a tall file.


  The second little room was supposed by the employees to be Keenan’s private office, but in reality it was designed as a sanctum for Sadie. There was a telephone here by which she might talk to me in safety. Sadie had her own door on the corridor and was never seen in the front room.


  The third office which was at right angles to the first and second was intended for the operatives in general when we were obliged to have them in. They were not supposed to come in without being instructed to do so. The other operatives looked on Sadie as one of themselves, and considered Keenan the boss. The door to the third room opened on a side corridor so that the men were never seen around the front office.


  Report of S. F. (Sadie Farrell)


  Last evening at 5:15 operative S. C. came into the office without instructions. He had been told like the others to mail in his reports, and keep in touch with Mr. Keenan by telephone. The excuse he gave was that the man he was trailing had led him around so fast and so far that it had used up all his money. I had Mr. Keenan give him some money and call him down, and thought no more about it. Unfortunately, it appears to-day that his disobedience has had very unfortunate results.


  This morning I heard loud talking in the front office. Mr. Keenan explained later that a queer old man had come in, and had told a long rambling story about being persecuted. It seems that he wanted to engage the agency to protect him. It seemed a natural enough thing—we have had these harmless cranks before. Mr. Keenan soothed him down by telling him we were too busy to do proper justice to his case, and referred him to the police station. Neither of us thought anything more about it.


  This afternoon shortly before five I heard the old man’s voice again in the outer office. Mr. Keenan had stepped out to post some papers to you. The old man was excited, and I could hear by Miss Reilly’s voice that she was very much frightened. So I went to her assistance.


  I saw a bent, old man in shabby black, with wild, straggly hair, broken teeth and red-rimmed eyes, a repulsive sight. The instant I laid eyes on him I saw that he was not very insane. His manner was both servile and threatening. It was like stage insanity, incoherent jabbering and wild gestures. The girl was frightened half out of her wits.


  I asked him what he wanted, and he calmed right down. His speech was unintelligible as if he had some of those tablets in his mouth that actors use to make their voice thick. He made no more trouble. He bowed and smirked and backed out of the door. The last thing I heard was a silly kind of laugh.


  By this time I was full of suspicions. He had quieted down much too quickly. Besides, there was something familiar about the horrible old man. I had Miss Reilly enquire of the elevator boys. They said the old man had been in three times. Last evening as well as twice today. Last night he came up in the elevator with operative S. C. Today, I believe, he hung around downstairs until he saw Mr. Keenan go out.


  S. C. called up about this time to report that Milbourne had not left his boarding-house all day. Mr. Keenan questioned the operative over the phone at my prompting, and we discovered that S. C. had no proof that Milbourne was in the house. We learned that S. C. had lost Milbourne about 3:30 yesterday among the several entrances to a department store. He had merely supposed that he had gone home later.


  I then ventured to call up Milbourne’s boarding-house. If he had been there, I would, of course, have lost the connection, but he was not. His landlady told me that he had telephoned her yesterday afternoon that he had been called out of town, and not to expect him home until tonight. Which shows how little we can depend on these operatives. Since talking to this woman I have received D. B.’s report from inside the house, confirming what she told me.


  Puzzling over in my head what it could be that gave the old man a familiar look, I suddenly got it. Do you remember when Milbourne first joined Miss Hamerton’s company he played the part of the old forger, afterwards given to Richards? The management thought Milbourne’s conception was too realistic, but Milbourne himself was childishly proud of his makeup in that part. He showed us a photograph, do you remember? Well, that was the same old man, wrinkles, scraggly hair, mean smile and all. The same clothes.


  It is easy to figure out now what happened. After giving the operative the slip in the department store, Milbourne went to some friend’s room or thieves’ hangout and disguised himself. He then returned to the neighbourhood of the boarding-house on 49th street and watched the watchers there. When S. C. was relieved by A. N. at five, Milbourne followed S. C. into the office. He was smart enough to see on his first visit to-day that Mr. Keen was not the real head of the office, and so he bothered us until I betrayed myself. Hence the laugh when he went out.


  I need not say how sorry I am for the accident. I blame myself quite as much as S. C. Luck played right into Milbourne’s hand this time. I see how important it is. He knows of the connection between you and I, consequently all your trouble to let it be supposed that you are out of the case goes for nothing now.


  I have replaced S. C. with the new man, W. J., who came so well recommended. I have put S. C. at clerical work.


  Shall I discharge him altogether?


  S. F.


  Report of J. M. No. 5


  June 15th


  On Saturday afternoon after work according to your instructions I took one of the unset diamonds with which I am provided to M—’s pawnshop at No.—Third Avenue. I was very glad to have the second act of the drama open, and the fun begin. To tell the truth, I am very weary of the work bench at Dunsany’s this hot weather. If I ever return to my proper character I will have more sympathy for my workmen. I believe now that it is not poverty that makes the working classes restless so much as monotony.


  M—’s, as you know, is a large and prosperous three-ball establishment near Fifty-Seventh street. The proprietor is a youngish man, a typical pawn-broker, with eyes as hard and bright as shoe buttons. Such eyes I am sure, would look on at the murder of a parent—unconcerned if there was anything in it. I believe you are right in your estimate of the man. Good as his legitimate business appears to be, he is no doubt not averse to the other kind—if it looks safe.


  But he was afraid of me. He offered to lend me money on my diamond, but declined to purchase. He demanded to know how it had come into my possession. I replied with a long and affecting tale of the hardships of an immigrant couple, no longer young. It was our last bit of property, I said, the stone out of my wife’s engagement ring. The ring itself she still wore with its empty setting. Such was the pathos of the tale that I almost succeeded in convincing myself that it was true. It didn’t matter, of course, whether the pawnbroker believed it or not, but it had to be a good story on the face of it, because it would be fatal to my chances of success if I gave the impression of being a fool.


  The hard eyes gave no sign one way or another. One could hardly expect a pawnbroker to be moved by a hard luck story. He told me to come back on Monday at noon, and he would see what he could do for me.


  I hastened up there as soon as we were released for the lunch hour to-day. There were two men loitering in the store; men of the same kidney as the astute proprietor apparently, very sprucely dressed. M—himself ignored me for the moment and this precious pair gave me the “once over” as they say. I could feel their eyes boring into me like gimlets. However, it is possible to be too sharp to be discerning. They were deceived. A scarcely perceptible sign passed between them and the pawnbroker, and the latter suddenly became aware of the existence of his shabby customer.


  He now showed me what he intended for a real friendly air. He couldn’t buy my diamond himself, he said, but seeing he felt so sorry for me he would send me to a diamond broker he knew, who would do business with me if I satisfied him it was on the level. Fie gave me an address near by. I enclose the card, but neither the name nor the address means anything of course. I went there at once, risking a call down from the foreman if I was late getting back to the shop.


  It was a room on the second floor of a typical Third avenue house, shop below, furnished rooms above, and the elevated road pounding by the windows. Evidently there had been a hasty attempt to make it look like an office; a desk had been brought in and the bed removed. Behind the desk sat a fat man rolling a cigar between his thick lips, and trying to look as if he were not expecting me. He looked prosperous in a common way, with his silk hat on the back of his head, and his immense gaping cutaway. His face was red and what passes for good-humoured with little pig eyes lost in fat. A huge moustache with curled ends, decorated it, the kind of moustache that I thought even New York politicians had given up nowadays. In a phrase, the man looked like a ward leader of fifteen years ago. The most characteristic thing about him was his bustling energy, unusual in one so fat.


  This alleged diamond broker was making out to be very much occupied with business. He kept me waiting a while. As soon as he took the diamond in his hand I saw that he knew nothing about stones. He didn’t even have a glass to examine it. Evidently the word had been passed to him that it was all right. But if he knew nothing about diamonds, he was well experienced in humanity. He put me through a gruelling cross-examination which I supported as best I could. My delicate problem was to lead him to suspect I was a crook, without letting him think I was a fool. To this end I elaborated the story of my old wife’s engagement ring. He listened to it with a leer in his little eyes, as much as to say: “Pretty good old fellow! But you needn’t take all that trouble with me!”


  He expressed himself as satisfied, and we passed to the discussion of the price. I asked something near the stone’s real value. He laughed, and offered me a fifth of that. We were presently hotly engaged in humankind’s first game, bargaining. He loved it. Unfortunately I was handicapped by the necessity of getting back to work. We agreed on a price which was about a quarter of the stone’s value. No doubt he would have had more respect for me if I had held out longer. He paid me out of an enormous roll of greasy bills.


  I was sorry to see the stone go. It was a good one, nearly two carats. It was not safe of course to mark it in any visible way, but I have had this and the other decoy diamonds carefully described and photographed, so that we will have no difficulty in identifying them later.


  As I was about to leave he shook my hand in friendly fashion, and still with that indescribable leer, expressed a hope that he might do further business together.


  I mumbled something about a pair of earrings.


  “Good!” he said. “Let me see them. Even if you don’t want to let me have them, I’ll appraise them for you so you won’t get cheated. Come to me. I’m looking for a better office, so you’ll find me gone from here. What’s your address? I’ll let you hear from me.”


  I declined to give it.


  “Cautious, eh?” he laughed uproariously. “You needn’t mind me! M—(the pawnbroker) will tell you where you can find me.”


  I got back to my work just in time to avoid a fine.


  J.M.


  Report of J. M. No. 6


  June 18th


  I suspected that I might be trailed from the alleged diamond broker’s office back to my work, and I hoped that I might be. Evidently I was yesterday. On my way to my luncheon place on Thirty-Fourth street I ran into my fat friend. He came towards me with his coat-tails flying. He has very large feet which slap the pavement resoundingly. His knees give a little which furnishes an undulatory motion, a roll to his walk.


  He hailed me blithely, and immediately announced that he was looking for a bite to eat. Somewhat sullenly, for I did not wish to appear too glad to see him, I confessed that I was on the same errand, and we turned into the dairy restaurant together. He laid himself out to win my liking. His loud, jolly, fat-man ways provide a cover for a considerable astuteness. It was my game to make out that I was startled to be found in that neighbourhood, and that my conscience was none too good. It was his game to put me at my ease and have it understood that everything went between friends. Nothing was said, however, about his business or mine.


  I stuck to my lately-arrived immigrant story, and he sympathised with my lonesomeness in a strange land. He was a bachelor, he said, and often lonesome himself. This line led presently to an invitation for me to join him last night for a little sociability at the Turtle Bay Café on Lexington Avenue. I accepted it. I am sure by his eagerness to cultivate my acquaintance that he knows I work in Dunsany’s.


  I met him at eight o’clock, and we secured a little table to ourselves in a sort of alcove. The Turtle Bay is just one of the usual saloons, mahogany, plate glass and electric lights. The principal lure of such places is the dazzling flood of light they cast on the pavement. They have discovered the subtle psychological appeal of light. Away with night and its terrors!


  My fat friend was liberally hospitable. I allowed my suspicious sullen manner to be charmed away by degrees. In a way he is really entertaining with his gross humour and rude vitality. I suppose any one can charm when they have a mind to. The cloven hoof, however, peeped out in his brutal snarls at the newsies and beggars who came to our table. On the whole I enjoyed myself. It was a lot better than mooning in my wretched room, or wandering the sultry streets thinking of the cool and comfortable club.


  The will being good on both sides we got along famously. No actual confidences have passed between us yet, but we are ripe for them. As we mellowed together I allowed it to peep out that I had a bitter grudge against society, and would stop at nothing to feed it. He enthusiastically applauded my sentiments.


  “Life is a bank!” he said, “that’s got to be busted into if a man wants to enjoy any of the good things!”


  I am to call him George Pawling. We have a date to meet at the Turtle Bay again to-morrow night. I hinted that I might have another diamond or two.


  I was glad to hear from you that this man is undoubtedly one of the gang. So I am on the right track!


  J.M.


  Chapter 17


  I don’t want to give you too much of the operatives’ reports. I tell myself it is not to be expected anybody would have the same absorbing interest that I have in all the ramifications of the case. So I will go on with my story in the ordinary way.


  After the catastrophe, it will be remembered, Miss Hamerton and Sadie had gone into the country to a little retreat I chose for them. After a day or two Sadie, seeing that Miss Hamerton could be left alone, would in fact be better alone, returned, and took up her work on the case as has been seen. Later, that is about the first of June, Miss Hamerton was so far recovered as to be able to go to Southampton, and open her cottage for the season. Now, towards the end of the month, I learned that she had come to town for a few days to talk over next season’s plans with her manager. All of which was encouraging as far as her health and spirits were concerned. But thinking of my friend Roland, I was not anxious to see her recover too quickly. I had kept my promise to him, and Miss Hamerton was unaware that I was still busy on her case.


  I was shy about going to see her. My feeling was, considering her position and mine, that if she wished to keep up the connection she ought to give me some sign. I confess I was a little hurt that I had not received any.


  One day as I was returning to the office after lunch I met her strolling up the avenue with Mount. When I caught sight of her the whole street brightened for me with her loveliness. I watched her coming for half a block before she saw me. She seemed well; she had a good colour, and her face was vivacious—more vivacious than it used to be, a little too vivacious. She seemed to have become aware of the necessity of vivacity. When she laughed her eyes were sombre.


  She was dressed in a strange bright blue—few women could have carried off that dazzling colour so well, with coral red at her girdle and on her hat. She walked through the crowd with the beautiful unconsciousness that was part of her stage training. The staring, the whispering, the craning of necks neither troubled nor pleased her. Alfred Mount, who was no child in the world, could not quite hide his pride at being seen with her. He, too, was gorgeously arrayed, a little too well-dressed for a man of his age. But I had to grant his youthful air, and good looks.


  I raised my hat, and was for keeping on, but she stopped short.


  “Are you going to pass me by?” she cried with charming reproachfulness.


  I became as proud and conceited as Mount, thus to be singled out by her. Everybody stared at me. Mount’s greeting was affable and chilly—like winter sunshine. I fell into step beside them.


  “Why haven’t you been to see me?” she demanded.


  “Why didn’t you let me know you were in town?” I countered.


  “I didn’t like to bother one so busy,” she said.


  This to me from her! I walked on air.


  “How is business, Enderby?” Mount asked in a faintly sneering tone.


  “Poor,” I said calmly. “Everybody appears to be behaving themselves.”


  “Ah!” said he.


  “What stories he could tell us if he would!” my dear lady said admiringly.


  I smiled, as I suppose was expected of me. Little did she suspect that the only case I had was hers. We walked on chatting idly. What was said wouldn’t be worth repeating, I expect, even if I could remember it. For me the mere sound of her voice was enough.


  There was no mention of the unhappy things that were past. We were all engaged in a tacit conspiracy to look forward. She told me of the new play that was proposed for her. She insisted that I must read it before the matter was finally determined.


  “You have such wonderful good sense!” she said. “And not at all affected by the actor’s point of view.”


  Mount’s face looked a little pinched at this warm praise. I wondered, had he been consulted about the play? If he really honoured me with his jealousy he was foolish. I did not dream of aspiring to be anything more than her honest, faithful friend. Sadie, I hoped, was my destined mate while Irma Hamerton was—why she was the sun over us all. Sadie herself felt the same towards her as I did. On the other hand I was jealous of Mount. I considered him presumptuous to aspire to our sun, as he plainly did. He wasn’t half good enough—half?—he wasn’t worthy to tie her shoe. Besides, I was anxious about Roland.


  At Forty-second street they were turning West to the theatre district, and I bade them goodbye. Miss Hamerton covered me with confusion by asking me to dine with her at her hotel the same night.


  “Is it to be a party?” I asked.


  “No, indeed,” she said. “Nobody but Alfred.”


  This “Alfred” was new. It had always been “Mr. Mount.” It set my teeth on edge.


  I accepted and left them.


  Dinner was served in her exquisite little drawing-room now loaded with sweet peas. For some reason that I have forgotten, the tiresome old Mrs. Bleecker was not in evidence—still I did not have a good time. I believe none of us had. “Alfred” still stuck in my crop. I reflected jealously, that if it had not been for the accidental meeting with me, Mount would have been alone with her. No doubt he was thinking of that, too. Everything from hors d’oeuvres to chartreuse was exquisite, but I had no zest in it.


  It was “Alfred” this and “Alfred” that. Really it seemed as if my dear lady was rubbing it in. I suppose that was her delicate way of letting me know of her intentions. I fancied I perceived a certain apprehensiveness in her as to how I was going to take it. Perhaps I flattered myself. Anyhow it was enough to make the angels weep. She was not in the least in love with him, she could not have been, but after the way of dear, ignorant women she was trying to persuade herself that she was. Hence the “Alfreds.” I thought of my passionate young friend eating his heart out in a hall bedroom and my food choked me.


  Irma made some half laughing reference to the relief of being freed from Mrs. Bleecker’s presence.


  “If she bothers you why don’t you let her go?” said Mount.


  “Poor soul! What would she do?” said Irma. “She’d never get another situation, she’s so disagreeable. Besides, I don’t know that I could do any better.”


  “Hardly worth while,” said Mount. “You won’t need a chaperon much longer.”


  This was plain enough. It killed conversation for a moment or two. I was sure Irma sent an imploring glance in my direction, but I kept my eyes on my plate. Was it imploring me not to judge her, or imploring me to support her in what she meant to do, or imploring me to save her from it? How was a man to tell? I am sure she would have been glad if I had forced the question into the open, but I didn’t know how to do it. True, I could have dropped a bomb in the middle of the table that would have shattered Mount’s hopes, merely by telling what I knew of Roland. But my lips were sealed by my promise to him.


  Mount made some facetious remark at which we laughed and fled from the disconcerting subject. But it seemed as if we could not avoid it for long. The most innocent line of conversation had a way of landing us squarely in front of it. As when Irma said: “Have you heard that Beulah Maddox has started again to get a divorce?” Miss Maddox had been the heavy woman in our company.


  “That is the eleventh time she has started proceedings, isn’t it?” said I.


  “Constant in inconstancy!” murmured Mount.


  “Miss Maddox’s emotions are like soap-bubbles,” I said.


  “Do you think women are fickle?” Irma asked with a direct look in which there was something very painful.


  I, thinking of poor Roland agonizing over his shorthand book until after midnight every night, could not help but shrug slightly.


  “If they are it’s the men’s fault!” said Irma bitterly. “The men I have known would make constancy in women an indication of imbecility!” So there we were again!


  “Funny, isn’t it,” drawled Mount, “how the sexes have no use for each other, yet love stories still sell.”


  We laughed again. You had to admit Mount was a good man at a dinner table.


  I excused myself early on the plea of business, and went direct to Roland. Here I find I am a little ahead of my story, for I have not told you of his present circumstances.


  Roland had forsworn the stage. In this, as in everything else, he was an extremist, and he had cut himself off absolutely from his former life. People were always deceived by Roland’s quietness. That composed face and indifferent manner concealed a capacity for white hot passion. As a matter of fact, I suppose, really passionate people are always like this, they couldn’t live with themselves else, but we are blind to it. Roland had the spirit of a fanatic. He was always torturing himself one way or another. You couldn’t help being fond of him he was so noble—and so silly.


  Now, if you please, he had sold everything he possessed, and with the proceeds had pensioned off his old servant with an annuity. The mysterious legacy which had counted so against him, he had turned over to me with instructions to use it in bringing the thieves of Irma’s pearls to justice. I couldn’t very well refuse the money without confessing that Walter Dunsany was backing me, and no one in the world, not even Sadie, was to know of the relations between Mr. Dunsany and me, besides, if I hadn’t taken it he would have done something more foolish with it. So I was holding it in trust.


  Having divested himself literally of every cent, Roland set about finding a job. Among his old acquaintances there were several prominent men who would have been glad to put him in the way of a good berth, but of course he would not apply to them. I could have done something for him myself, but he would not let me. He wanted to stand on his own bottom, he said. He set about answering advertisements, and visiting employment bureaus like any green lad from the country.


  Roland with his romantic good looks could not be insignificant in any sphere however humble. He had some quaint experiences. More than once he had to fall back on his good looks to save himself, as he thought, from starvation. He served as a demonstrator for a while, and another time as a model. Roland used to say at this time that he hated his good looks, and I really think he meant it.


  He finally landed a job as assistant bookkeeper and invoice clerk with a coffee importer on Water street. How he hypnotised them into believing he could keep books I can’t say. His salary was ten dollars a week, and he lived within it, which you will grant was something of a change for the late darling of the matinees. He had a hall bedroom on East Seventeenth street, and ate outside. In the evenings he boned shorthand. His idea was to become first an expert law stenographer, and finally to study law.


  I found him as usual in the wretched little room, bending over the shorthand manual with a green shade over his eyes. I was his only visitor in those days. He was thinner than of yore, not so harassed perhaps, but grimmer. There were deep hawklike lines from his proud nose to the corners of his bitter lips. It made me savage to see him wasting his splendid youth in this fashion.


  “I’ve just had dinner with Irma,” I said.


  “Yes?” he said calmly. You never could get any change out of Roland. Whatever he felt he never dropped that hawk mask.


  “Mount was there.”


  “Charming fellow, Mount.”


  “Do you like him?” I asked amazed.


  “I neither like him nor dislike him,” he said evenly. “He’s a charming fellow, isn’t he?”


  “Oh, that’s the tag they put on him,” I said impatiently.


  He returned his attention to the shorthand book. This unnatural pretence of indifference exasperated me beyond bearing.


  “I believe they’re preparing to get married,” I said brutally.


  “We expected that, didn’t we?”


  “Don’t you care?”


  “Not overmuch.”


  I knew he lied.


  “What do you want to put on this pretence with me for?” I demanded. “If you were really as callous and unfeeling as you make out I wouldn’t bother with you.”


  He merely smiled.


  I was determined to rouse him. “She doesn’t love him,” I said.


  “He’s rich,” he returned with a sneer.


  All the time I was trying to goad him I was getting more worked up myself. “That’s not it!” I answered angrily. “Nobody knows it better than you. She’s sound to the core. It’s only your black temper that sees evil in her!”


  “Then how do you explain Mount?” he asked.


  “That’s her instinct,” I said. “It would be any good woman’s instinct. She’s trying to persuade herself that she loves him to fill the horrible emptiness of her heart since you failed her.”


  “I fail her?” he said with his eyebrows making two peaks.


  “Precisely. You have no right to allow her to go on thinking that you are guilty.”


  “I don’t care to go into that again,” he said with his immovable stubbornness.


  “If there is a catastrophe it will be your fault,” I cried.


  “Really, as I’ve told you often, you’ve missed your vocation, Ben,” he said with his bitter smile. “You’re so romantic. Let’s change the subject.”


  “I won’t,” I cried. “I’m glad I’m romantic, if that’s what it is. I love her a sight better than you ever did, because I have no hopes there myself. I am thinking of her. You think of nothing but yourself and your childish pride!”


  “Bravo, Ben!” he said mockingly.


  “I can’t stand aside and see her marry Mount. He’s too old. There’s an evil spot in him some place that I can’t put my finger on.”


  “Well, what are you going to do about it?”


  “I came to you to get you to let me off my promise to say nothing.”


  That roused him as nothing else could. He sprang up, his face dark with passion. He actually threatened me with his fist.


  “You swore to me!” he cried. “By God! if you break your oath—”


  “Keep your hair on,” I said. “Am I not here asking you to let me off?”


  “I will not let you off,” he said. “This is my affair, and mine only—”


  “How about her?” I put in.


  He did not hear me.


  “You mean to be my friend, but friendship has no right to dictate another man’s private affairs. I lead my life as I have to. You lead yours. No interference. That’s the only way we can be friends. The only way you can help me in this is by bringing the thieves to book.”


  “But that’s going to be a long chase,” I groaned. “Meanwhile Mount is making hay. What’s the use of publishing the truth if the mischief is already done?”


  He shrugged. “If she can bring herself to marry Mount—!”


  The self-sufficiency of a passionate young man! I could almost have wept at my helplessness against his obstinacy. “Be fair!” I cried. “It is our experience, our knowledge of men that warns us against Mount. How can she tell?”


  “This does no good,” he muttered.


  In his bitter wrongheadedness I believe that he almost wished that Irma might find out her mistake too late. But I would not give up, though I felt it was useless. “What happiness can there be for any of us if Irma comes to grief?” I said.


  “Oh, for God’s sake drop it!” he cried painfully. “What’s the good of tearing open these old sores. You’re off on the wrong tack. I’ve told you often enough. What if you did tell her I was innocent, and she turned back to me? That would be worse. I have nothing for her. I don’t believe in her. She’s dead to me. You can’t revive that sort of thing.”


  “Very well, then,” I said. “It would be more merciful never to tell her that you are innocent.”


  That touched him. “Oh—!” he said sharply taken aback. “A man doesn’t like to dwell under that sort of accusation!” He quickly recovered himself. “Just as you think best,” he said hardily.


  But let him make believe all he liked, the one little glimpse had convinced me that he was human after all.


  Chapter 18


  It was on the way home from Roland’s room in the dark and silent side streets that I first discovered I was being trailed. Since receiving Sadie’s report of Milbourne’s visit to her office I had expected this. It troubled me little. My position as commander-in-chief kept me behind the lines, and they would not learn much by following me. My mail I got from the post-office myself, and our telephone conversations as a rule would not have conveyed anything to an outsider, if he did succeed in intercepting them. At the same time it was annoying to know oneself watched. I wondered if there was any advantage to be gained from a counter stroke. Since they had succeeded in bringing me into the open, I had a mind to take an open shot at them. I began to lay my plans forthwith.


  My shadow picked me up as I issued from my house next morning. He waited outside the restaurant where I had my breakfast and accompanied me to the office. Looking out of my office window I could actually see him sitting on a bench in Bryant Park opposite. He was a slender young man with an unwholesome complexion and mean, sharp eyes, a ‘sleuth’ of the cheapest type. I wondered somewhat since they thought me worth following, that they had not chosen a better instrument than that.


  He had a good long wait, for I sent out for sandwiches at lunch time. At two o’clock he was relieved by a man, considerably beefier but not a bit more intelligent-looking. It apparently had not occurred to either of them to investigate if I was watching them.


  I determined to reach back at my enemies through their own spy. Having telephoned Sadie to have two good men meet me at the New Amsterdam Hotel at five-thirty, I sallied forth. My shadow resumed his attendance at my heels in the most obvious way. What kind of a fool did he think I was! It was child’s play to shake him off. I merely went through the drugstore in the Times Building and downstairs to the subway station. I crossed under the tracks, mixed in the crowd on the uptown platform, and ascended to the street again. I saw my gum-shoe artist no more.


  I met the two men Sadie sent me, gave them their instructions and went home. My only fear now was that I might not be able to find my trailer again. But bye and bye to my satisfaction I saw the beefy one loafing across the street. I went out and dined well, while he looked through the restaurant window. I took in a show, letting him cool his heels outside the theatre and afterwards I treated myself to one of old Adam’s rabbits and a mug of ale. It was near midnight when I was through with that and the time was ripe for my little comedy. I wended my way towards the office with gum-shoes hard on my trail.


  The little building where I have my office is given over entirely to business, and is closed for the night at ten o’clock. Like the other tenants, I am provided with a latchkey, in case I have to get in after hours. I am often there late, but I have never met any of the other tenants at night.


  It all went through as on roller bearings. I walked down Fortieth street softly whistling “Mighty Lak’ a Rose,” which was my signal to the two men. They were posted in the shadow of the last doorway I had to pass before turning into my own. The block is a quiet one at that hour.


  I let myself into my building and waited just inside the door. When gum-shoes came along all unsuspicious, my two friends jumped him, and holding his mouth, hustled him in after me, before he well knew what had struck him. We improvised a gag out of a handkerchief, and carried him upstairs to my office. The fellow did not even kick.


  We dumped him in a chair and turned on the lights. Then we stood off, and the three of us burst out laughing simultaneously. You never saw a more comical sight than the expression of that poor bloodhound who suddenly found himself treed by his quarry! I now had no further use for the two men, so I tipped them and they left us. I locked the door after them and put the key in my pocket. I told my prisoner he might unfasten his gag, and I sat down at my desk facing him. On the desk I prominently displayed a wicked-looking automatic. I had no idea of using it, but it made a potent argument.


  Having laughed at the man I felt almost friendly towards him. I offered him a cigar. He ignored it, and I put it away. “What do you mean by this outrage!” he demanded.


  I laughed afresh. “Come off, Jack!” I said. “You must think I’m a downy chick.”


  At that he climbed down, and asked for the cigar quite humbly. “What do you want of me?” he muttered.


  “Just a little heart to heart talk,” I said grinning.


  “You can’t make me talk,” he growled.


  I played with the revolver. “There’s not a soul in the building but ourselves,” I said offhand. The janitor lived on the top floor, but I supposed he didn’t know that.


  He wilted right down. He had no nerve at all. “I ain’t got nothin’ against you personally,” he whined. “I only got my living to make the same as yourself.”


  “Who hired you to trail me?” I asked.


  “I don’t know what guy’s got it in for you,” he stammered. “Honest, I only got my orders from the office.”


  “What office?”


  “If you queer me there I’ll lose my job. I’m a married man with two children.”


  “I’ll tell them I put a gun to your head.”


  “Aw, let me go. I ain’t got nothin’ against you.”


  I picked up the gun. “Come across! Who hired you.”


  “The—Detective Agency,” he stuttered.


  He named one of the largest Agencies in town. Of course, I didn’t know but what he was lying, but I meant to find out before I let him go. I turned a threatening scowl on him, and let my hand stray towards the gun again.


  “I want the truth,” I said.


  He watched my hand like one hypnotised. Little drops of sweat broke out on his forehead. “For God’s sake, Mister—!” he chattered. “For God’s sake—! I’m telling you the truth. I’m only a poor operative. I don’t know who wants to get you!”


  “You’ll have to prove it,” I said.


  “Call up the Agency,” he stuttered. “They’re open all night. My name is Atterbury. I’m number 68.”


  The instrument was at my hand. I got the number, and was presently answered by a brash young voice demanding to know what I wanted.


  “This is B. Enderby,” I said, “of number—West 40th Street. Have you got an operative working for you named Atterbury, number 68 on your books?”


  “I don’t know you,” returned the voice. “We don’t give any information over the phone. Call around and let us look you over.” He hung up.


  This little passage made me downright hot, and I suppose it showed in my face when I looked at the detective again.


  “Wh—what’s the matter?” he stammered.


  “They refuse to identify you.”


  He became still paler and clammier if that were possible. “Let me—let me call them,” he stammered.


  I shoved the instrument towards him and waited. When he got his number he fell all over himself trying to explain. “Who is this, Dixon?—Oh, Jones. Jones—for God’s sake! this is Atterbury. Square me, can’t you? This guy Enderby—I mean Mr. Enderby’s got me sewed up in his office. He’s got me covered—for God’s sake, square me! Or I’m a goner!”


  He shoved the instrument towards me. I kept one hand on my gun, inwardly I was shaking with laughter. “This is Enderby again,” I said into the transmitter. “Now you have the situation. What about it?”


  “I know you!” cried the brash voice, now thoroughly scared. “I’ve got your name and number. If anything happens to our man we’ve got you dead to rights.”


  “Sure,” I said laughing. “You identify him, then?”


  “Sure, I do! And if anything happens to him—”


  “That’s all I wanted to know,” I said. “Goodbye.” And this time I did the hanging up.


  I got up and unlocked the door. “Get!” I said to Mr. Atterbury. “If you take my advice, old man, you’ll go into some other line.”


  He made grand time on the stairs.


  


  The head of the—Detective Agency was Dongan, a well-known and able man, once the head of the New York Detective Bureau. He belonged to a school of investigation different from mine, but I respected his ability and I knew him to be above reproach. I was sure in this situation I could not do better than go direct to him. I called next morning.


  “So you’re in the same line?” he said looking at my card.


  “That accounts for my business with you,” I replied.


  “What can I do for you?”


  “Haven’t your people told you what happened in my office last night?”


  “No. Explain yourself.”


  “We are in the same line. Hunting down crooks. The supposition is that we handle only clean business.”


  “What are you getting at?” he demanded scowling.


  “I came to ask you to explain why you’re tracking me in the legitimate pursuit of my business. You will agree, I think, that it looks fishy.”


  “I don’t know anything about it,” he said crossly. “I don’t know you.”


  “I will wait while you enquire,” I said mildly.


  He went into his outer office. In about five minutes he returned bringing a younger man.


  “Well, you seem to have the goods on us, Enderby,” he said ruefully. “It was a small job and I was not consulted.”


  “Our client never told us you were a detective,” said the other man.


  “I will make the excuses,” said his employer dryly. “Describe the man who engaged us to trail Mr. Enderby.”


  “Gave his name as Lawlor. Fleshy man about forty-five years old. Red face, big black or dark brown moustache. Wears a cutaway coat and silk hat, very active in his movements.”


  “Has unusually large feet,” I added, “which he slaps down in a peculiar way when he walks.”


  “Why, yes,” said the young man, surprised. “You know him?”


  “Not so well as I would like to,” I said dryly. “What address did he give you?”


  “We haven’t got his address?”


  “Where were your reports to be sent?”


  The young man consulted a card. “Box 229, Station W, New York.”


  “Well, that’s something,” I said, and rose. “When you report to him please don’t mention that I’ve been in.”


  “There will be no more reports,” said Dongan shortly. “We’ll return his money.”


  “If you want to make up to me for the trouble you’ve put me to, make him one more report,” I suggested. “Simply tell him that upon learning that I was a detective, Mr. Dongan directed that the business be refused.”


  “I will do that,” Dongan said.


  “When would you ordinarily report to him?” I asked.


  “This morning,” the young man replied. I guessed from his foolish expression that a lurid account of the last night’s proceedings had already been written.


  “Good!” I said. “Will you please send it right off? I want to watch the letter box.”


  Dongan agreed.


  I hastened to Oscar Nilson’s shop. An hour or so later I issued from under his hands, as perfect a specimen of the snuffy old man, the shabby genteel, as you could have found in any public reading-room from Chatham Square to Cooper Union. Oscar is a wonder.


  By noon I was at Station W, which is away uptown on Columbus avenue. Peeping through the glass front of Box 229 I saw that the letter from Dongan had not yet arrived, at least the box was empty. A little while later I had the satisfaction of seeing the letter with the—Detective Agency imprint on the corner shoot into the box.


  For a weary two hours thereafter I made believe to amuse myself with the store windows of the block, up and down, both sides. Since I was the very picture of a harmless old loafer, my movements attracted no notice. At last he hove in view on foot. There was no danger of overlooking this man in a crowd. I spotted him nearly two blocks away. He came dipping down the street with his vast cutaway spread to the breeze and his feet slapping the pavements, just as the different operatives had described him. With a shape and peculiarities so marked, a crook must needs be doubly clever to keep out of the toils. I suspected I was up against a good one. There was little of the crook in his appearance. His fat, rosy face bore an expression of good will to all men.


  He issued out of the post-office with the open letter in his hand, and looking not quite so good-natured. He started North again, still on foot. Walking at that rate it was impossible for an apparently decrepit old man to keep up his character, so I was presently obliged to get on a car. It was an open car and I could keep track of him for several blocks. Indeed, with the stops, we travelled very little faster than he did. When I got too far ahead, I got off and let him overtake me.


  He turned West on One Hundredth street and disappeared in a cheap apartment house, one of a long row. When I came abreast of the stoop I saw him in the vestibule, poking his fat fingers in one of the letter boxes. Marking the position of the box I passed on.


  Returning presently, I saw that the box belonged to Apartment 14. The name upon it was R. Winters. I do not, however, mean to tax your brain with any more of Fatty’s innumerable aliases. From one of the reports I learned that his nickname was “Jumbo.” Hereafter I shall call him that.


  I loafed up and down the street debating my next move. It is a crowded street and I was not conspicuous. Many an old dodderer walks up and down watching the children’s games with a vague glance. I was very keen to have a look at the inside of Apartment 14. Thinking of Irma and Roland and the necessity of accomplishing something quickly, I am afraid I was not content to act with the caution that Mr. Dunsany and I had agreed was necessary. The most obvious suggestion was to send Jumbo a fake telegram, calling him out. But in that case, when he discovered the sell he would know that I was on to him. I wanted to be sure of a case against him first.


  While I was still pondering the matter, Jumbo issued forth again accompanied this time by a woman of his own age and type who might have been his wife. From the style of her dress I judged that they were off on an expedition, and my heart beat high. I made sure that they were really leaving the neighbourhood, by seeing them on an Amsterdam avenue car bound downtown.


  Returning, I rang the bell in the vestibule several times to make sure there was no one else at home. The latch never clicked. I took advantage of some one’s coming out to enter, and climbed the stairs until I came to the door marked 14. I knocked without receiving any answer. The doors of these flats are childishly easy to open unless the tenant puts on a special lock. In this case it had not been done. A calling card properly manipulated did the trick. I found myself inside.


  I shall not go into a lengthy description of the place because there was nothing to describe. It was an ordinary flat of four small rooms, and from the look of it might have been outfitted complete by an installment house. There was nothing to suggest the taste of the owners, at least not until you came to the kitchen. Here there was an immense ice chest crammed with the choicest and most expensive eatables and drinkables. That was where their hearts lay! There was also a great store of fine liquors and cigars.


  One bit of evidence rewarded my search, and only one. There were no letters, no papers, not a scrap of writing of any kind, except two lines on a piece of paper which I found under the blotting-pad of the cheap little desk by the sitting-room window. It had evidently slipped under and had been forgotten. A clever crook, of course, is no cleverer than an honest man. He is sure to make a little slip somewhere. In the two lines of writing I once more beheld the famous cryptogram. I pocketed it in high satisfaction.


  I had got as far in my search as the imitation Japanese vases on the mantelpiece. I was peeping inside one of them when I heard a slight sound behind me. I turned around and beheld Jumbo swelling and purpling with silent rage in the doorway. I confess I was a good deal shaken by the apparition, though I managed to put down the vase with a good appearance of composure. He had stolen in as noiselessly as a cat. No matter how clear one’s conscience may be, one is taken at a disadvantage discovered in the posture of a burglar.


  For a while we looked at each other in silence. I cautiously reassured myself that my gun was safe in my pocket. I saw that Jumbo was making a tremendous effort to hold himself in, and I realised that he had more to fear from a showdown than I had. I began to breathe more easily. I had taken off my hat for coolness, and the wig was sewn inside the band. He obviously knew me. Perhaps it was as well for me. If he had supposed me an ordinary sneak thief he might have struck me down from behind with a blow of that mighty fist.


  He began to swear at me thickly and softly. I remember wondering if he were going to have an apoplectic seizure, and hoping he wouldn’t because it would spoil my case.


  “I have you covered from my pocket,” I warned him, in case his feelings got the better of his judgment.


  “Yah! I’m not going to touch you!” he snarled. “I don’t have to.” He got his rage under partial control. “Go ahead and finish looking,” he said with a grim sort of humour.


  “I have finished,” I said.


  “Well, what did you find?”


  “Nothing.”


  “You’re dead right you didn’t find nothing,” he triumphantly retorted, “because there ain’t nothing to find! I’m straight, I am! I don’t fear nobody. I don’t know what you think you’re after, but I’ll tell you this, I’m sick of this spying business! I warn you to drop it, or I’ll crush you as I would a fly! Who are you, you—amateur! I know all about you. You ain’t got nothin’ behind you. You’re a four-flusher, a cheap skate! Keep away from me or I’ll make you sorry you set up to be a sleuth!”


  All this had quite the opposite effect of what was intended. As soon as Jumbo began to brag and blow, something told he was not in the least to be feared. However, for my own purposes, I assumed an air of confusion, and looked longingly toward the door behind him. He was not at all anxious to detain me. He circled away from the door, keeping his front carefully turned towards me. I in turn backed out of the door, and he slammed it shut.


  


  As soon as I got home I made haste to translate my find. It proved to even more important than I had hoped.


  
    Received of Jumbo six thousand cash, three thousand stock as my share of the blue pearls.


    "Evan.”

  


  I allowed myself a little feeling of triumph. You will remember I had learned that Kenton Milbourne’s name was Whittlesey. As for the mention of blue pearls, there were no others but Irma’s in the world. This amounted to real prima facie evidence then, the first bit I had secured.


  Would they find out that it was in my possession? It must have been temporarily mislaid, they were in all other things so careful. After my visit perhaps Jumbo would begin to think back. I was not left long in doubt as to the matter. They struck at with a boldness and skill I was little prepared for.


  Chapter 19


  Report of J. M. #9


  June 25th.


  To-day as I came out of the work-people’s entrance to Dunsany’s at noon Jumbo passed by on the sidewalk. He tipped a scarcely perceptible wink, and kept on, as I was with my fellow workmen. I suppose that he wished to catch me in the act, so to speak. In other words he wants to have it understood between us that he knows I work there. It is a step towards more confidential communications.


  We met as usual to-night at the Turtle Bay Café, but something had happened in the meantime, because Jumbo was glum and sour. I made believe not to notice it. After he had a drink or two he volunteered the reason.


  “A fellow broke into my rooms to-day, a sneak thief,” he said.


  “What did you do to him?” said I.


  “Oh, I half killed him and let him go. He didn’t get anything.”


  This was obviously no explanation of his worried air. I continued to question him about the affair with a friend’s natural curiosity, but he suddenly became suspicious, so I let it drop. I do not know if this has anything to do with your other activities, but I give it for what it’s worth.


  Later in the evening when Jumbo’s good-humour was somewhat restored, he referred to our noon meeting in a facetious way.


  “Thought you said you were out of a job,” he said:


  I made believe to be somewhat confused. “Ahh, I wasn’t going to tell everything I knew to a stranger,” I said.


  He hastened to commend me, and affected a certain admiration of my astuteness. “You’re a deep one, English! I bet you could teach me a trick or two!”


  Have I mentioned that “English” is becoming my monaker?


  By this time it is thoroughly understood between Jumbo and I that we are both “good sports,” i.e. dependably crooked. It saves a lot of bluffing on both sides.


  Jumbo asked what my job was at Dunsany’s. I explained I handled all the stuff that was sent in to be reset, my particular job being to remove the jewels from their old settings before handing them on to the expert craftsmen.


  “What a chance!” said Jumbo wistfully. “But I suppose they have you watched.”


  “Oh, yes,” I said, and I went on to explain all the precautions against theft and loss, “but, of course—”


  Here I made believe to be overtaken by caution.


  Jumbo’s little eyes glistened. “Of course what?” he demanded.


  I tried to turn the subject, which only increased his eagerness. He kept after me.


  “If a man knew the trick of making paste diamonds,” I suggested, “and could substitute one occasionally—! Of course he’d have to make them himself. It wouldn’t be safe to buy them.”


  Jumbo whistled softly. “Can you make them?” he asked. I confessed that I could.


  “But wouldn’t the fellows get on to you, I mean the experts you hand the jewels on to?”


  As I have already told you, Jumbo knows next to nothing about diamonds, so I felt safe enough in my romancing. “Not likely,” I said. “Paste jewels are first rate imitations at first. It’s only after a while that they lose their lustre. Of course, if I was found out, I’d pass the buck to the fellow who gave them to me. After the new work is returned to the customer there’s no danger until the work has to be cleaned or repaired.”


  “How could a fellow keep all the different sizes and cuttings handy in his pocket?” Jumbo asked.


  “In his pocket!” I said scornfully. “He’d be spotted the first day! You make the job last overnight, see? Weigh, measure and test the stone you want, and bring the phony stone to match it next morning.”


  Jumbo was breathing hard in his excitement. I suppose he saw an endless vista of profits, the risk all mine. “But ain’t the stones all cut different?” he asked.


  “Say, you want to know as much as I do,” I said sarcastically.


  He fawned on me. “You’re dead right, ‘boe. That’s your private affair.”


  After we had another drink or two I made believe to drop my guard completely. I left out the ifs and the coulds and admitted that my game at Dunsany’s was as I had described it. To prove it I brought out a couple of beautiful unset diamonds, which completed the conquest of Jumbo.


  “It’s a cinch! a cinch!” he cried. “A couple of good men could make fifty thousand a year easy and safe. Fifty thousand after the commission was taken out.”


  “What commission?” I demanded.


  “Thirty-three and a third per cent to them that disposes of the stones,” said Jumbo evasively.


  I thought it wiser not to question Jumbo any farther in that direction at present.


  Jumbo went on enthusiastically. “You and me’ll be pardners! This is our little private graft. We won’t let anybody else in, see? You on the inside, me out, we were made for each other!”


  The coyer I made out to be, the more friendly was Jumbo.


  Finally, coming down to practical matters, he asked what the stones were worth. I told him the market value.


  “Of course I can’t get anything like near that,” he said. “But I’ll make the best dicker I can. I’ll let you know before I close with them.”


  After some more persuasion I finally handed over the stones. I knew he wouldn’t play false as long as he thought there were larger gains in prospect. We haggled for an hour over the division of the profits. I passionately refused to consider fifty-fifty, since the work and the risk were all mine. Half a dozen times the budding partnership seemed about to end. We finally agreed on sixty and forty. By holding out as I did, I believe I have lulled Jumbo’s suspicions forever.


  The compact was cemented with a drink. We talked on about diamonds, and I saw a new idea form and grow in Jumbo’s little swimming eyes. Studying me speculatively, he put through a lengthy cross-examination concerning my knowledge of precious stones.


  “You’re one of these here experts yourself, ain’t you?” he said at last.


  I modestly accepted the designation.


  “What did you leave England for?” he asked suddenly.


  “What’s past is past,” I said, scowling.


  “Sure,” he said hastily. “I don’t want to pry into your affairs.”


  He changed the subject, but I could see him still chewing over the same idea, whatever it was.


  We were sitting as usual at one of the little tables down the side of the barroom. Jumbo excused himself for a few minutes. When he came back he talked about one thing and another, but it was manifestly to gain time. glanced at the door from time to time. I wondered what was saving for me.


  At about ten o’clock, a man came into the place alone, and went to the bar without, apparently, looking at us.


  “Why there’s Foxy!” cried Jumbo in great surprise.


  He hailed his friend, and had him join us at our table. They overdid the casual meeting a little. I began to suspect that Jumbo had telephoned this man to come and join us, and I waited with no little curiosity to see what would come of it.


  The newcomer was a of Jumbo’s age, but looking much younger because he was slender and well built. He was one of the plainest men I have ever seen but not in the sense of being repulsive, just plain. He was a blonde with ashy, colourless hair, and features of the ‘hatchet’ type, that is to say sharp nose, narrow, retreating forehead, with the hair beginning some distance back. ‘Foxy’ didn’t seem to fit him very well, because he looked heavy-witted, stupid, but perhaps he can be sharp enough when he wants. He had a dull, verbose style of talk, and a conceited air like a third-rate actor.


  Jumbo informed with a scarcely concealed leer that Foxy was a “good fellow,” in other words a crook like ourselves. Verily, words come to strange passes!


  Presently we got to talking about diamonds again, and Jumbo in his character of the broker, exhibited the two he had just obtained from me. He did not, however, in my hearing say where he had got them. A look at was a sufficient hint to say nothing about our compact. Presently I began to realise that Foxy in his heavier way was putting through a sharper examination than Jumbo’s. My opinion of hatchet-face’s cleverness went up several points.


  This exhibited a considerable theoretical knowledge of diamonds as of one who might have read up on the subject. For instance he knew the characteristics, the weight and the ownership of the world-famous stones. He had, however, nothing of the eye-to-eye knowledge of the experienced jeweller.


  I apparently passed his examination satisfactorily. He glanced at Jumbo in a meaning way, and the latter said:


  “Look ahere, English, you ought to be able to make a good thing on the side by appraising diamonds.”


  My heart jumped at the possibilities this opened up. Was I about to land the job of diamond expert to the gang? “The profession’s overcrowded,” I said carelessly.


  “I could put you in the way of a job occasionally,” said Jumbo. “Some fellows Foxy and me knows would be glad to pay for a little advice about buying and selling stones.”


  I began to hope that the end of our labours might be in sight. But the next question dashed me a little.


  “Have you ever heard of Mrs.—?” Foxy asked.*


  (*He named one of the most prominent society women in New York.)


  Of course I had, she is one of my best customers. I shook my head.


  He gave some details of her history which would have astonished Cora—if could she have heard them. “She has a fine string of sparklers,” he remarked in conclusion.


  “Has she?” I said innocently. I had sold them to her.


  “She’s at Newport now,” said Foxy casually.


  “Hell! what’s the use of beating round the bush!” said Jumbo in his hearty way. “Ain’t we all friends together? It’s worth a nice little sum to you, English, if you can find out and report if it’s the genuine stones that she wears around town up there.”


  “But I can’t leave my job,” I objected.


  “Sure, he can’t leave his job,” said Jumbo at once.


  “He can go up on Saturday night’s boat, and come back Sunday, can’t he?” said Foxy.


  The matter was so arranged. I suppose I am in for it next Saturday. Will you see that Mrs.—is warned in some manner? In the meantime I am to be taken to see the “friends” that buy and sell diamonds. Here’s hoping that this may prove to be the grand headquarters of the gang.


  When we left the place, Jumbo excusing himself, pulled Foxy aside, and held a brief, whispered consultation with him, which boded ill for somebody.


  Their faces were distorted with anger. Foxy took the west-bound cross-town car, and we walked over to the subway.


  Jumbo, anxious, I suppose, to make me feel that I had not been left out of anything, said: “Me and Frank had a little trouble to-day. There’s a bull poking his nose into our private business.”


  Hoping to hear more, I heartily joined with him in consigning the whole race of “bulls” to perdition.


  “Oh, this is only an amateur-like,” said Jumbo. “He’s running a little private graft of his own. He ain’t dangerous. Me and Foxy’s got it fixed to trim him nicely.”


  This was all I could get. I mention it, thinking that it may be of interest to you.


  I suppose if either of my worthy friends ever suspected that I was not a “good fellow,” my life would not be worth a jack-straw. The same menace lurks behind Jumbo’s swimming pig-eyes, and Foxy’s dull ones. But I am enjoying the spice of danger. The only thing that irks me are the tiresome hours at my work bench in Dunsany’s. I’ll be glad when the game becomes livelier. This is life!


  J. M.


  REPORT OF A. N.


  June 25th.


  K. Milbourne came out of his boarding-house at 9 :20 to-night. Walked East to Seventh avenue, North on Seventh to Fifty-eighth street, and East to a resort near Third Avenue called “Under the Greenwood Tree,” This is a saloon and restaurant with a large open air garden in the rear where a band plays.


  I waited outside upwards of an hour. Then I went in to see if I held my man safe. I found there was a back entrance from the garden out to Fifty-ninth street, and he was gone. I’m sorry, but ‘accidents will happen!’ I returned to the boarding house. Milbourne came home at 11:35. and judging from the light in his room, went directly to bed.


  A.N.


  Chapter 20


  As soon as I had read the two foregoing reports which reached in the first mail, I called up Sadie for the purpose of telling her to have the operative A. N. transferred to some other duty, as he had obviously outlived his usefulness where Milbourne was concerned. This was the day following my encounter with Jumbo in his flat.


  Keenan answered the phone and said Sadie had just gone out after reading her mail. She had told him she didn’t know how long she would be. We did not take Keenan very far into our confidence. He knew he was not clever, poor fellow, and did not mind his exclusion.


  His words made me vaguely uneasy, for I knew of nothing to take Sadie out that morning, and she was very scrupulous about letting know before embarking on anything new. However, there was nothing to do until I heard from her.


  I plunged into the work awaiting me. That was considerable. I only giving you an occasional report or part of a report which helps on the story a little. There were dozens of other lines we were obliged to follow that never returned us anything for our work. The office end of my business is the part I like least.


  At noon I called the other office again. Sadie had not come in, said Keenan, nor had she sent any word. I was downright anxious by this time. Sadie must know that I would call her up, I told myself. Surely she would never stay away so long without sending in word, unless she were prevented. I called up her sister with whom she lived. They had not heard from her there since she had left as usual that morning.


  I spent a horrible afternoon, condemned to inaction, while my brain busied itself suggesting all the dreadful things that might have happened. Curiously enough I thought only of the ordinary accidents of the streets. The truth never occurred to me.


  The blow descended about half-past four. Terrible as it was it was like relief to hear anything. It came in the form of a special delivery letter, mailed as in irony from Station W. Within were two lines more of that damned cryptogram, thus:


  
    SP JAH FUXLJG QCXQ DFB&U OWKhIZM& YW SY EUS UYHJL Q.:\HVZCDBK QBC YB

  


  Meaning:


  
    “If you return what you stole yesterday in the first mail to-morrow all will be well.”

  


  On the back of the paper was written another message:


  
    “They have got me, Ben. Save me!”

  


  This went to my breast like a knife. It was unquestionably Sadie’s handwriting. The wild words were so unlike my clever self-contained girl it broke me all up. For a while I could not think, could not plan. I could only reproach myself for having put one so dear to me in danger.


  Fortunately for humans, old habits of work reassert themselves automatically. My brain screwed itself down upon the hardest problem of my career. There was not the slightest use in flying up to the flat on One Hundredth street. There would be no one there. Neither could I call on the police for aid without precipitating the catastrophe. If Sadie was to be saved it must be by unaided wits.


  I thought of Mr. Dunsany with hope and gratitude. In him I had a line on the gang they did not as yet suspect. I immediately called up Dunsany’s and asked if I might speak to Mattingly in the jewel-setting department. It was a risky thing to do, but I had no choice. Knowing how the gang watched Dunsany’s, it would have been suicidal for me to have gone there to meet him.


  I finally heard his voice at the other end of the wire. “This is Enderby,” I said. “Do you get me?”


  “Yes,” he said, “what is it?”


  I had to bear in mind the possibility of a curious switchboard operator in Dunsany’s listening on the wire.


  “Are you going to meet your friends tonight?” I asked in ordinary tones.


  “Yes,” he said, “same as usual.”


  “Those fellows have played a trick on me,” I said. “They have copped my girl.”


  “Not Sadie!” he said aghast.


  “Yes,” I said. “It’s a deuce of a note, isn’t it?”


  He took the hint, and his voice steadied. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Find out if you can without giving yourself away where they have put her.”


  “I’ll try. Where can I meet you?”


  “We can’t meet. But watch out for my friend Joe the taxi-driver. He stands outside your joint up on Lexington avenue. The number of his licence is 11018. It’s painted on the side lamps.”


  “I get you,” said Mr. Dunsany.


  


  I cannot give a very clear account of the next hour or two. It was like a nightmare. I knew a young fellow that drove a taxi which he hired from a big garage by the day. I was depending on him to help out. I had often employed him. I searched him out, taking suitable precautions against being trailed. He agreed to hire his cab for the night and I went to his room to change clothes with him. The visored cap in itself was a pretty good disguise. I had made an engagement by telephone with my good friend Oscar Nilson, and he fixed up so my own mother wouldn’t have known me.


  In my anxious eagerness I arrived at the Turtle Bay Café long before the hour. None of the men I was looking for had arrived, and I was compelled to drive around the streets for another half hour or more. I turned the little flag on the meter, to avoid taking any business. Once more I had a drink at the bar without seeing any of my men. The third time I returned I caught a glimpse of Mr. Dunsany’s face at one of the tables, and I waited outside as if for a fare who had gone in for a drink.


  After a while I could stand it no longer. My torturing curiosity drove me inside. I went to the bar, taking care not to look towards the alcove where the three sat. I found I could see them in the mirror without turning my head. Mr. Dunsany, or “English,” as I shall call him, and “Foxy” each presented a side view, while Jumbo, seated farthest within the alcove, faced me. Foxy was Milbourne, as you have already guessed.


  All the alcoves down the side of the room were fully occupied. Even if I had been able to secure a place in either of the adjoining compartments, I doubt if I could have heard any of my men’s talk. They had their heads very close together. There was an infernal racket in the place. I had to content myself with watching Jumbo’s lips, wishing vainly that I might read them. I had to be careful not to seem to stare, for at any moment he might raise his eyes and meet mine in the mirror. My face was revealed in every line by the strong lights behind the bar.


  As far as I could make out Jumbo and Foxy were trying to urge something on English to which he resisted. His reluctance was so well done I could not decide if it were real or assumed. Once more I was compelled to pay tribute to my friend and assistant. What a lucky chance it was that had led me to him. He was a wonder!


  The other two were an ugly-looking pair at that moment, the one face gross and mean, the other sharp and mean. They had dropped their masks. I wondered now how I could have thought even for a moment that Milbourne was stupid. His long nose, his close-set eyes, the whole eager thrust-forward of his gaunt face suggested the evil intelligence of the devil himself. Not for nothing was this man called Foxy.


  After a while they seemed to come to an understanding. Jumbo sat back and, putting his hand in his pocket, looked around for the waiter. I made a quiet exit to my cab outside where I waited for the turn of events.


  They must have had another drink for it was still some moments before they issued from between the swinging doors. I saw English’s eyes go at once to the number on my side lamps, which he read off with visible satisfaction. He gave a fleeting glance as I sat nodding on the driver’s seat. English was making out to show the effects of his liquor a little. The other two were cold sober.


  “Say, boys,” said English, “let’s taxi it up; I’ll blow.”


  I made believe to come to life, hearing that, hopping out touched my cap and opened the door. Foxy frowned and held back. “What’s the use?” he grumbled.


  “Aw, come on,” said English. “I ain’t had an auto ride since I landed.”


  His slightly foolish air was beautifully done.


  Neither Jumbo nor Foxy liked the idea, but they liked less calling attention to themselves by a discussion in the street. So they all piled in. Jumbo gave a number on Lexington avenue which would be about half a mile North of where we then were.


  There was a hole in the front glass at my ear for the purpose of allowing fare to communicate with driver. With the noise of the engine, however, I could hear no more than the sound of their voices. It seemed to that both Foxy and Jumbo were admonishing English not to drink so much if he couldn’t carry it better.


  I found my number on a smallish brown stone dwelling facing the great sunken railway yards, and drew up before it. It was one of a long row of houses, all exactly alike. As my fares climbed out, English said to Jumbo: How long will we be in here?”


  “Not long,” was the answer.


  “Then wait,” said English to me. A glance of intelligence passed between us.


  “You must like to throw your money away,” grumbled Foxy, as they mounted the steps.


  They were admitted by a negro man-servant.


  I examined the surroundings more particularly. The excavating of the great yards opposite has damaged the neighbourhood as a residential district and the tidy little houses were somewhat fallen from their genteel estate. Small, cheap shops had opened in one or two of the basements, and beauty parlours, or dry-cleaning establishments on the parlour floors. Only one or two houses of the row retained a self-respecting air, and of these the house I waited before was one. The stone stoop had been renovated, the door handles were brightly polished, and the windows cleaned. Simple, artistic curtains showed within. In fact it had all the earmarks of the dwelling of a well-to-do old-fashioned family which had refused to give up its old home when the first breath of disfavour fell upon the neighbourhood.


  I should further explain that the houses were three story and basement structures with mansard roofs over the cornices. At the corner of the street, that is to say three doors from where my cab was standing, there was a new building four stories high, which contained a brightly lighted cafe on the street level and rooms above. In other words what New Yorkers call a Raines’ Law Hotel.


  The three men remained inside the house about forty-five minutes, I suppose. It seemed like three times that space to me, waiting. They appeared at last, talking in slightly heightened tones, which suggested that they had partaken of spirituous refreshment inside. Their talk as far as I could hear it was all in respectful praise of a lady they had just left. She was a “good fellow,” a “wise one,” “long-headed.”


  At the cab door they hesitated a moment as if in doubt of their next move.


  “It’s early,” said Jumbo. “Let’s go back to the Turtle Bay.”


  The others agreed.


  English let them get in first. “Back to the Turtle Bay,” he said to me. His lips added soundlessly: “She is here!”


  When they got out again, English paid off. His expressive eyes said clearly that he wished to speak to me further. The others stood close, and we dared not take any risk.


  I thanked him, touching my cap. “Any time you want me, gen’lemen, call up Plaza 6771,” I said.


  They went inside.


  I had given the first telephone number that came into my head. It was that of an artist friend of mine who had a studio apartment on Fifty-ninth street. I hastened up there in the car, and routed him out of bed. Artists are used to these interruptions. I had a little difficulty, however, in making myself known to a man half asleep. He was decent about it, though, gave me tobacco, and telling to myself comfortable, went back to bed.


  In an hour or so the telephone bell rang, and to my joy I heard English’s voice on the wire.


  “This you?” he said. We named no names.


  “I get you,” I said. “Fire away.”


  He plunged right into his story and though plainly labouring under excitement, was admirably clear and succinct.


  “She is confined in that house. She was lured there this morning by a forged letter from you instructing her to go there for certain evidence. I did not see her. I understood from their talk that so far she is all right.”


  “The house is occupied by a they call Lorina or Mrs. Mansfield. Handsome, blonde woman of forty; great force of character. She is a of the gang, perhaps the leader of it. Anyway, they all defer to her. She has a better head than either Jumbo or Foxy. I was taken there to-night for the purpose of having her size up. Apparently she approved of me.”


  “I understood that the girl is safe until to-morrow morning. Then they plan”—his voice began to shake here—“to—to do away with her.”


  “Unless I come across with the paper they want?” I interrupted.


  “Whether you do or not,” he said grimly. “They have no intention of letting her go. They plan to get you, too, to-morrow.”


  “How?”


  “I don’t know. I was not consulted.”


  “Go on.”


  “The—the job they are trying to force on me,” he faltered, “is to dispose of her body. They chose me because I was not suspected by you, not followed. I am to carry it out of the house piecemeal. Oh—! it’s horrible!”


  “Steady!” I said. “I promise you that won’t be necessary. Any more particulars?”


  “Mrs. Mansfield lives alone,” he went on. “She has three coloured servants, two maids and a man.”


  “Did you find out where they slept?”


  “Yes. The two maids on the top floor in the front room, the somewhere in the basement.”


  “Are they in the gang?”


  “No. They do not know that Miss Farrell is in the house. But the man, I understood, could be depended on absolutely. Which means that he is ready for any black deed. He is as ugly and strong as a gorilla.”


  “What about the other internal arrangements of the house?”


  “On the first floor there is a parlour in front, dining-room and pantry behind. On the second floor the front room is a sitting-room or office. The telephone is here. Mrs. Mansfield sleeps in the rear room on this floor. Between her bedroom and the office there is an interior room, and that is where Miss Farrell is confined. This can be entered only through Mrs. Mansfield’s bedroom.”


  “Did you notice the locks on the doors?”


  “No. There was nothing out of the common. On the front door a Yale lock of the ordinary pattern.”


  “Anything more?”


  “One thing. Mrs. Mansfield goes armed. She has a small automatic pistol with a silencer which is evidently her favourite toy. I hope I got what you wanted. They were at me every minute. I could not look around much.”


  “No one could have done better!” I said heartily.


  “What do you want to do now?”


  “Where are you?”


  “In my own boarding-house. The party at the Turtle Bay soon broke up. The telephone here is in the restaurant in the basement, and everybody sleeps upstairs.”


  “You had better stay at home until morning,” I said, after thinking a moment. “It is very likely that they are having you watched to-night.”


  “But I must do something. I couldn’t sleep.”


  “There is really nothing you can do now. Stay where you can hear the telephone and I’ll call you if I need you. I’ll call you anyway when I get her out safe. If you do not hear from me by say, three o’clock, go to police headquarters, tell them all the circumstances, and have the house surrounded and forced.”


  “I understand.”


  “To-morrow morning if all goes well, you must go to work as usual. I don’t mean that we shall lose all our work so far if I can help it. They must not suspect you.”


  “Don’t take too big a chance, Ben, the girl—”


  “Don’t worry. The girl is worth fifty cases to me. But I mean to save both.”


  Chapter 21


  I went home for some things I needed, and in less than half an hour after the telephone talk I was back in front of the Lexington avenue house, still at the wheel of my taxi. I had, however, changed my clothes in the meantime. I did not want the chauffeur’s uniform I had worn earlier to figure in any description that might be circulated in the gang.


  Passing the house slowly I surveyed it from pavement to roof. All the windows were dark. The basement windows were open, but were protected as is customary by heavy bars. The first floor and the second floor windows were closed. The two windows on the top floor which were above the cornice, stood open.


  Turning the corner, I came to a stop outside the rear door of the saloon I have mentioned. It was after the legal closing hour, but they were serving drinks in the back room. I went in and ordered a beer. The desk and the hotel register were in this room. You entered from a narrow lobby from which rose the steep stairs. I paid for my drink and took it. Choosing a moment when the waiter was in the bar, I rose to leave. In the lobby I turned to the right instead of the left and mounted the stairs. There was no one to question me.


  In one side pocket I carried a small but efficient kit of tools, in the other a bottle of chloroform and a roll of cotton. My pistol was in my hip pocket.


  I went up the three flights without meeting any one, lighted by a red globe on each landing. There was a fourth flight ending at a closed door which I figured must give on the roof. It was bolted on the inside, of course, and I presently found myself out under the stars.


  This building, you will remember, was half a story higher than the row of dwellings which adjoined it. It was therefore a drop of only six feet from the parapet of one roof to the parapet of the other. Easy enough to go; a little more difficult perhaps to return that way. From the parapet I stepped noiselessly to the roof of the first dwelling, and crossed the two intervening roofs to the house I meant to enter. I had nearly two hours before Mr. Dunsany would put the police in motion, ample time, I judged. Probably the first few minutes in the house would decide success or failure.


  There was a flat scuttle in the roof which, as I expected, was fastened from within. I could have opened it with my tools, but it seemed to quicker and safer to enter by one of the windows in the mansard. In any case I would have to deal with the maids on that floor, and it was likely they slept behind locked doors.


  The cornice made a wide, flat ledge in front of these windows. It was a simple task to let myself down the sloping mansard to the ledge and creep to the window. Had I been seen from the pavement across the way it would have ruined all, but the street was deserted as far as I could see up and down. There were no houses opposite.


  Pausing with my head inside the window I heard heavy breathing from the back of the room. I cautiously let myself in. I could distinguish two breathings side by side, and knew that both were sleeping in the same bed. I got out my cotton and chloroform. Fortunately for me, negroes are generally heavy sleepers. I let each breathe in the fumes before the cotton touched her face. They drifted away with scarcely a movement. I left the saturated cotton on their faces without any cone to retain the fumes. In this way they could not take any injury. The potency of the drug would soon be dissipated in the atmosphere.


  It was a hot night and the door of their room stood open. I didn’t see until too late, that a chair been placed against the door to prevent the draft from the window slamming it. I stumbled over the chair. It made little noise, but the jar caused me to drop the precious bottle, and before I recovered it the contents was wasted. This was a serious loss.


  I crept down the first flight of stairs. This landed on the floor where the mistress slept. As I approached the door of her room a shrill yapping started up inside. I cursed the animal under my breath. English had not told that the kept a dog. It made things twice as difficult. The noise sounded through the house loud enough, it seemed to me, to wake the dead. I heard somebody move inside the room, and I hastened down the next flight of stairs, and crouched at the back of the hall outside the dining-room door.


  Over my head I heard the bedroom door unlocked, and presently the upper hall was flooded with light. I was safely out of reach of its rays. I offered up a silent prayer that the lady would not be moved to descend the stairs, for I pictured her carrying the automatic with the silencer. True, I had my own gun, but for obvious reasons I was averse to firing it.


  She did not come down. The dog apparently was satisfied that all was well, and ceased his yapping. From his voice I judged the animal to be a Pomeranian. Mistress and dog finally returned to the bedroom and the door was locked again. She left the light burning in the upstairs hall. With the dog and the lock on the door my problem was no easy one. I had to enter that way before I could reach my girl.


  Before attempting to deal with the mistress it seemed to me necessary to dispose of the negro in the basement. I went on downstairs not at all relishing the prospect. There were swing doors both at the top and the bottom of the basement stairs which had to be opened with infinite caution to avoid a squeak. On the stairs between it was as dark as Erebus. On every step I half expected to find the gorilla-like creature crouching in wait for me, but when I finally edged through the lower door I was reassured by the sound of a rumbling snore. The dog had not awakened him.


  He slept in the front room. This had originally been the dining-room of the house. I cautiously opened the door and looked in. A certain amount of light came through the area windows from the street lamps. The negro’s bed was against the wall between me and the windows. These were the windows which were heavily barred outside.


  When I saw the bars and felt the door which was a heavy hardwood affair, and had a key in it, I thought it would be sufficient to lock the man in. You see I was pretty well assured that none of these people would care to make a racket. However, there was another door leading to the pantry, thence to the kitchen. This had no lock on it, and I was compelled to find another means of confining him.


  Exploring the rear of the basement I came across a trunk in the back hall with a stout strap around it. This I softly removed and appropriated. Going on through the kitchen out into the yard I found stout clothesline stretched from side to side. I cut down several lengths of it.


  While I was in the yard I made an important discovery respecting the lay of the back of the house. The lower story extended out some fifteen feet above the upper floors. The mistress’ windows therefore opened on a flat extension roof. These windows were opened and unbarred. There was no light within the room.


  I returned with the strap and the lengths of rope to the negro’s sleeping-room. He was still snoring vociferously. He lay on his back with his brawny arms flung above his head like an infant, and his great chest rose like a billow with every inhalation. The bed was a small iron one with low head and foot. It looked strong, but I knew that these things were generally of flimsy construction.


  First I laid my gun on the floor where I could snatch it up at need. Then with infinite care I passed my long trunk strap under the bed and over his ankles, and drew it close, but not tight. This was intended for a merely temporary entanglement. He never stirred. I made a noose out of one of the pieces of rope and passed it carefully, carefully over his two hands. During this he began to stir. The snores were interrupted. I passed the rope around the iron bar at the head of the bed, and as he came fully awake I gave it a sharp jerk binding his hands hard and fast. I knotted the rope.


  I flung a pillow over his head, and sat on it to still any cries while I made a permanent job of trussing him up. His great frame heaved and plunged on the bed in a paroxysm of brutish terror, finding himself bound. You have seen a cat with a rope around it. Imagine a mad creature thirty times the bulk of a cat. But everything held. The bed rocked and bounced on the floor, but there were four closed doors between me and the woman sleeping upstairs, and I hoped the sound might not carry.


  It was all over in a moment or two. The ropes were ready to my hand. Every time he heaved up I passed a fresh turn under him. Presently I had him bound so tight he could not move a muscle. True to the character of his race, he gave up the struggle all at once and lay inert. There was a moment in which he might have cried out when I changed the pillow for a gag made out of the sheet, but by that time he was gasping for breath. I knotted the gag firmly between his teeth. Smothered groans issued from under it. I went over all the ropes twice to make sure nothing could slip. I expected, of course, that he would wriggle out in the end, but I only needed a little while.


  Before proceeding further I gave my stretched nerves a moment or two to relax. The big task was still to come. Finally I stole upstairs again. When I closed the doors behind me I could no longer hear the negro’s smothered groans. The house was perfectly quiet. As I softly crept up on all fours stair to stair I was busily debating how to open the attack. Locked door, silent gun and dog made the odds heavy against me.


  By the time I was half way up the main stairway I had made a plan. Rising to my feet I mounted the rest of the way with a firm tread. Instantly the little dog inside broke into a frantic barking. I heard his mistress spring out of bed. I hastily unscrewed the electric light bulb, and throwing a leg over the banisters slid noiselessly down to the first floor again. As before I sought the security of the back hall.


  She unhesitatingly opened the door—she was a bold one. I heard her catch her breath to find the hall in darkness. Her hand shot out, I heard the click of the switch, but of course there was no light. Instantly she began shooting. The light “ping” of her weapon had an inexpressibly deadly sound. The bullets thudded viciously into wood and plaster. From the direction of the latter sounds, she was shooting along the upper hall and down the stairs.


  I knew she had ten shots, not more, and I counted them. After the tenth, running forward in the hall, I set up a horrid groaning. She was silent above. I kept up the groaning, and threshed about on the floor alongside the stairs.


  Suddenly she came running down. This was what I had prayed she might do. She reached the switch in the lower hall and light flared out. Instantly I sprang up the outside of the stairway, vaulted over the banisters and stood half way up the stairs, cutting her off, I hoped, from additional ammunition.


  She stood at the foot of the stairs gun in hand, glaring up at me. I saw a large, handsome woman with a rope of coarse blonde hair as thick as my wrist hanging down her back and eyes like lambent blue flames. By her snarl I saw that I had the advantage for the moment, but her eyes never quailed. To give her her due she was as bold as a lion. I know of few other women of her age who would look handsome under the circumstances. She was wearing a pink negligee robe over her nightdress. Her feet were bare, they were pretty feet, too. The little dog sheltered himself behind her skirts barking madly. I saw the woman glance down the hall. No doubt she was wondering why the noise didn’t bring the negro.


  “What do you want?” she demanded in a high and mighty tone.


  “Never mind what I want,” I returned. “Do what I tell you.”


  “If you let me go to my room I’ll give you what money I have,” she said.


  “And load up again,” I said smiling.


  “You can watch me. I have two hundred dollars in the house. It’s all you get, anyway.”


  “That’s not what I came for.”


  By that she knew me. She bared her fine white teeth and raised her gun.


  “It’s empty,” I said laughing. “I counted the shots.”


  She swore with heartfelt bitterness like a man.


  I drew my own gun. “This one is loaded,” I said.


  I descended a step or two to enforce my orders. I pointed the gun at her. “Open the front door!” I commanded. “Go into the vestibule and close it behind you.”


  My purpose was to lock her between the two sets of doors while I searched for Sadie. She scowled at me sullenly, and for a moment I thought I had her beaten; she seemed about to obey. But reflecting perhaps that I didn’t want to bring in outsiders any more than she, she took a chance. Suddenly putting down her head she ran like a deer for the rear hall, the little dog whimpering in terror at her heels.


  The door at the head of the basement stairs banged open and she plunged down, calling on her servant. I had to make a quick decision. The way was presumably open to Sadie, but there were plenty of knives in the kitchen and if she liberated the man I would have to fight my way out of the house against the two of them. I ran after her. A rough house in the basement followed, doors slamming, chairs overturned, and the ceaseless yelping of the dog.


  She ran into the front room, saw the negro’s predicament, and ran back through the pantries to the kitchen. I was close at her heels. She knew just where to find her knife, and she was out of the room again by the other door before I could stop her. She ran back through the hall to the front room, slamming both doors in my face to delay me. She tried to lock the second door, but I got my foot in it.


  She flung herself on the negro, sawing at his bonds with the knife.


  Fortunately there was some light in this room. I dragged her off the bed. I had only one arm free on account of the gun. She tore herself free from me, and turning, came at me stabbing with the knife. I thought my last hour had come. I fired over her head. She ran out of the room.


  I stopped to look at my prisoner’s bonds. I found them intact. In bending over him my foot struck something on the floor. I picked up her gun. She had been obliged to drop it in order to use the knife.


  I ran after her. As I put foot on the upper stairs I heard her slam her bedroom door and turn the key. So there I had my work to do all over but not quite all, for I had the gun now, and it was hardly likely she would have another.


  Chapter 22


  I hammered on the door with the butt of my revolver—a little noise more or less scarcely mattered now, and commanded her to open it.


  She was not so easily to be intimidated. Through the door she consigned me to the nether world. “If you break in the door I’ll croak the girl,” she threatened.


  I believed her capable of it. Remembering the knife she carried, I shuddered.


  We spent some moments in exchanging amenities through the door. I wished to keep her occupied, while I threshed around in my head for some expedient to trap her.


  “All right!” I cried, giving the door a final rattle. “I’ll get the poker from the furnace.”


  She laughed tauntingly.


  Of course I had no such intention. I had suddenly remembered the open windows on the roof of the extension. It seemed easier to drop from above than climb from below, so I went upstairs.


  The room over Mrs. Mansfield’s bedroom was unlocked and untenanted. I took off my shoes at the threshold, and crept across with painful care to avoid giving her warning below. Unfortunately the windows were closed. I lost precious time opening one of them a fraction of an inch at a time.


  Finally I was able to lean out. She had lighted up her room. I could see the glow on the sill below. To my great satisfaction I saw that she had pulled down the blinds, without, however, closing the window under me. For while I looked the blind swayed out a little in the draft. Evidently the possibility of an attack from that side had not occurred to her.


  It was a drop of about fourteen feet from the window sill on which I leaned to the roof of the extension below. I dared not risk it. Even suppose I escaped injury, the noise of my fall would warn her, and the moments it would take me to recover my balance might give her time to execute her foul plan. I believed that she had my girl locked in the inner room (else I should surely have heard from Sadie). This would give me one second, while she was unlocking the door—but only one second.


  The bed in the room I was in was made up. Always with the same precautions of silence I fashioned a rope sufficiently long out of the two sheets and the cotton spread. I fastened the end of the rope to the leg of a heavy bureau beside the window, and carefully paid it out over the sill. Before trusting myself to it I planned every movement in advance.


  I must let myself down face to the building, I decided, until I had almost reached the roof. Then I must drop, and with the reflex of the same movement spring into the woman’s room.


  It worked all right. I was already inside when she turned around. It was well that it was so, because the door into the inner room stood wide. I saw my girl lying on a couch. Like a flash the woman had the lights out. Quick as a cat she was through the door, knife in hand. But I had got my bearings with that one glimpse. I was hard upon her. I flung my arms around her from behind, pinioning her close. I dragged her back into the outer room. She was surprisingly strong for a woman, but I was just a little stronger. She spit out curses like an angry cat.


  I dragged her across the room to where the switch was. I had to take an arm from her to search for it. She renewed her struggles. It took half a dozen attempts. Once she escaped me altogether. She still had the knife. I do not know how I managed to escape injury. She slit my coat with it.


  At last I got the blessed light turned on. She was still jabbing at me with the knife, but I could see what I was doing now. The little dog fastened his teeth in my ankle. I kicked him across the room.


  Between the two doors I have mentioned there was a third door, which evidently gave on a closet. It had a key in it. I dragged my captive to it, and somehow managed to get it open. I flung her in, knife and all, slammed the door, locked it, and leaned against the frame sobbing for breath. I was half blinded by the sweat in my eyes. The woman was all in, too, or I never should have got the door closed. For a while she lay where she had fallen without sound or movement. When his mistress disappeared the dog ran under the bed. His little pipe was now so hoarse he could scarcely make himself heard.


  Presently the woman recovered her forces. Springing up, she hurled herself against the door with as much force as she could gather in that narrow space. The door opened out, and the lock was a flimsy one. I saw that I couldn’t keep her there for long. I ran into the inner room.


  My dearest girl was lying on a couch, fully dressed and unfettered, but strangely inert, stupefied. I was terrified by her aspect. However, her body was warm and she was breathing, though not naturally. She was not wholly unconscious. Her head moved on the pillow, and her misty eyes sought mine with a faint returning gleam of sentience. Obviously she had been drugged, and the effect was just now beginning to wear off.


  I could not stop to restore her there. I gathered her up in my arms, snatched up her hat which was lying near, and ran out through the bedroom. I had no more than got the bedroom door locked behind me, when the door of the closet burst open, and the woman fell out into the room. She immediately threw herself against the other door, but as regarded that, my mind was easier. It was a much heavier affair, and it opened towards her. I need not point out that there is a considerable difference, between bursting a door out, and pulling it in.


  I carried my precious burden down the stairs, murmuring phrases in her ear that I did not know I had at my command. She commenced to weep, a very encouraging sign. I believe I wept with her. She was dearer to me than my life.


  I paused at the front door to try to bring her to somewhat before venturing out into the street, unfortunately there was no water within reach. I was afraid to take much time. The woman upstairs had obtained some kind of a weapon with which she was battering the door. In her insane passion she had forgotten all considerations of prudence. She finally managed to split one of the panels; the key, however, was safe in my pocket. She hurled imprecations after us.


  I opened the outer door a little, and the fresh air revived my dearest girl marvellously. Presently she was able to stand with a little assistance. Her first conscious act was to pin on her hat with a piteous assumption of her usually composed manner. For a long time she could not speak, but she knew me now, and leaned on me trustfully.


  I knew how best to reach her. “Brace up!” I whispered urgently. “Pull yourself together. I need you. Show me what you can do!”


  She smiled as much as to say she was ready for anything. Such was her temper.


  We went out, closing both doors behind us. I fully expected to see a knot of the curious on the steps, attracted by the strange sounds from within. But the street was still empty. There must be a lot of strange things happening that no one ever knows of. We did not meet anybody until we got around the corner. Here a policeman stood idly swinging his club and staring at the taxicab, speculating no doubt on the mystery of its apparent abandonment and wondering what he ought to do about it. The back room of the saloon was now closed.


  I saluted him, inwardly praying that he would not be led to look down at my feet. I had managed to keep my cap through all vicissitudes, but I had no shoes on. I briskly opened the door, and helped Sadie in.


  “Here you are, Miss,” said I.


  Then I ran completely around the car to avoid the bluecoat, and cranked her. Even then I could hear in the stillness the muffled sound of the woman’s blows on the door. The policeman was apparently unaware of anything amiss. Fortunately my engine popped at the first turn. The policeman’s suspicions of me were gathering, but he was a slow-thinking specimen.


  “Hold on a minute, fellow,” he said at last.


  The car was then in motion, and I made believe not to hear him. Apparently he did not think it worth while to raise an alarm. I cannot tell you with what a feeling of thankfulness I left that neighbourhood behind me.


  I took Sadie direct to her sister’s. We found that young woman in a pretty state of fluster. She was of an emotional type, very different from the matter-of-fact Sadie. Maybe she didn’t give it to me for leading her darling into danger! But I was happy enough to be able to take it with a grin. Sadie by this time could speak for herself. She took my part.


  I telephoned from here to English at his boarding-house as I had agreed. I still had more than half an hour to the good.


  He gave a restrained whoop when he heard my voice. “You’ve got her!” he cried. “You’re both all right?”


  “Right as rain!”


  “Ben, you’re a wonder!”


  At that moment I was quite prepared to believe it.


  “How did you manage it?” he asked.


  “Can’t tell you now. The game is only starting.”


  “What am I to do?”


  “Go to bed. Above all keep them from suspecting you. The whole case depends on you now. I will write you care of Dunsany’s on Monday.”


  “Take care of yourself!”


  “Same to you!”


  Warning the girls to be ready to start for the country in an hour, I borrowed a pair of brother-in-law’s shoes and returned the taxi to its garage. I then went home and washed and dressed myself in my own clothes. Afterwards I got out my own little car and went back for Sadie. By this time the dawn was breaking. It was Sunday.


  I found Sadie quite her own self again, and flatly rebellious at being ordered to give up the game and retire to the country. In vain I explained to her that these people had their backs against the wall now, and that our lives were not worth a farthing dip if they ever caught sight of us. Sister was now on my side, not, however, without a few back shots at the one who had first got her Sadie into the crooks’ bad books. It was not until I said that I was myself going to lie low for a while that Sadie gave in. I’m afraid at that, that her opinion of me suffered a fall for the time being.


  The dearest girl was furious when she learned that I had almost been frightened out of my wits by the message from her they had sent me, so much so that I had been prepared to drop the whole case to save her.


  “That was what they were after!” she cried. “I had to write it, of course, because she held a pistol to my head. But I was sure you would understand. If I had thought for a moment that you would let it interfere with the case I would have let her shoot.”


  I shuddered. One did not know whether to praise or blame such game folly. However, I registered a little vow privately not to let Sadie’s enthusiasm lead her into danger again. Meanwhile I hugged her right there with sister looking on. She promptly slapped my face—but not so hard as usual.


  I took the sisters to that same little sanatorium at Amityville, Long Island, where Sadie had been before with Miss Hamerton. The doctor-proprietor was an old friend of mine. A single warning word to him, and I knew they would be as safe as I could guard them myself.


  Notwithstanding Sadie’s violent objections (she said she had been lured to Amityville under false pretenses), I motored right back to town. I did intend to lay off for a day or two but I had to put my office in order first. It was about eight o’clock when I got back to Manhattan. I put up my car and had an excellent breakfast. I thought if I was going to be plugged it might as well be on a full stomach. I did not deceive myself as to the risk I ran in visiting my office, but it was absolutely necessary for me to secure certain papers and destroy others.


  I took a taxi down and ordered the man to wait. I cleaned everything up in case the place should be entered during my absence. What papers I meant to take with me I deposited in a satchel, and took the precaution of strapping it to my wrist. Then I locked up and returned down stairs. I found that my chauffeur had moved away from the doorway a little, consequently I was exposed for a moment or two on the sidewalk.


  It was sufficient. I heard that deadly little “ping” and simultaneously a sound like a slap on bare flesh. I did not know I was hit, but I fell down. Then a pain like the searing of a hot iron passed through my shoulder.


  “I’m shot!” I cried involuntarily.


  I realised that I was not seriously hurt. However, I had no mind to get up and make myself a target for more. I made believe to close my eyes, and lay still. My mind worked with a strange clearness. I saw the woman across the street. She was poorly dressed with a shawl over her head, but I recognised the stature and the curves of my antagonist of the night before.


  The usual gaping crowd gathered. Nobody had heard the shot but me. While all eyes were directed on me the woman coolly walked away across the park, tossing the gun into the middle of a bush as she went. I said nothing. It was no part of my game to have her arrested.


  I suspected that the openmouthed crowd surrounding me was full of spies, so I made out to be worse hurt than I was, groaning and writhing a little. The wound helped me out by bleeding profusely. One youth with an evil face made to take my satchel as if to relieve me. The strap frustrated his humane purpose. He was afraid to proceed further under that circle of eyes.


  Somebody had telephoned for an ambulance, and presently it came clanging up with a fresh crowd in its train. The white clad surgeon bent over me.


  “I am not badly hurt,” I whispered to him, “but please take me away quickly out of this mob.”


  I was carried to Bellevue Hospital where I engaged a private room. My wound, a slight affair, was cauterised—I had in mind the possibility of poison, and dressed. Afterwards I enjoyed my first sleep in twenty-four hours. I had left instructions that no one was to be admitted to see me, and that no information regarding my condition was to be given out.


  By the next day I was quite myself again. I had already seen the reporters, and by the exercise of persuasion and diplomacy had managed to keep the affair from being unduly exploited in the papers. The police, good fellows, were hard at work on the case, but they could hardly be expected to accomplish anything without the evidence which I did not intend to let them have. The doctors who hate to see any one escape out of their hands so easily did their best to persuade me to stop a while in the hospital and ‘rest’ but how could I rest with so much to do outside?


  Having decided that I must leave the hospital, it was a matter of considerable concern to me how this was to be effected without exposing myself to a fresh danger. I had received a disguised telephone message from English to the effect that they were waiting for me. I decided to confide in the visiting surgeon, an understanding man.


  “Sir,” I said, “I am a private detective. I have a gang of crooks almost ready to be rounded up. Knowing it, they are desperate. That is the explanation of the attack on me. Now the chances are that the instant I step outside the hospital I’ll stop another bullet. What would you do if you were me?”


  “Call on the police,” he said, of course.


  “I can’t do that without exploding my charges prematurely.”


  As I said, he was an understanding man. He didn’t bother me with a lot of questions, but took the case as he found it. After thinking a while, he said:


  “How would it do if I had you transferred in an ambulance to my private clinic on—Street. You see, you’ll be loaded on out of sight in the hospital yard here, and you will be driven right inside my place to be unloaded. You lie flat in the ambulance and no one can see inside without climbing on the step, and a surgeon sits there.”


  “Fine!” I said. “You’re a man of resource.”


  He gave the order, and it was so done. Arrived at his private hospital I dressed myself in street clothes, borrowing a coat to replace my bloody one, and calling a taxi, had myself carried to Oscar Nilson’s shop.


  Chapter 23


  I have mentioned, I believe, that Oscar Nilson was a wig-maker, the best in New York. His little shop on a quiet side street North of Madison Square is quaint enough to be the setting of an old-fashioned play. The walls are lined with old cuts of historical personages and famous Thespians as historical personages, all with particular attention to their hirsute features. On the counter stands a row of forms, each bearing some extraordinary kind of scalp. Oscar deals in make-up as a side line and the air bears the intoxicating odour of grease paint and cold cream.


  Oscar’s business is chiefly with the theatrical profession, but many an old beau and fading belle have found out that he knows more about restoring youth than the more fashionable beautifiers. Oscar loves his business. His knowledge, historical, artistic, scientific, is immense—but all in terms of human hair. He can tell you offhand how Napoleon wore his in 1803 or any other year of his career, and will make you an exact sketch of the toupee ordered by the Duke of Wellington when his fell out.


  Oscar himself, strangely enough, or perhaps naturally, has next to no hair of his own, merely a little mousy fringe above the ears. He has a jolly rubicund face and is held in high affection and esteem by his customers. He flatters me by taking a particular interest in my custom. I am the only one of his clients in the criminal line.


  He led me into one of the little cubicles where the trying-on takes place, and stood off to observe me from between narrowed lids.


  “What will it be now?” he said. “I was sorry to read of your accident.”


  “A mere trifle. What would you suggest? It must stand sunlight and shadow, and be something I can keep up for a while if necessary.”


  “Let me think! Your head and face offer a good starting-point for so many creations!”


  “In other words the Lord left me unfinished,” I said, teasingly.


  “Not at all! I meant that in your case there were no awkward malformations to be overcome.”


  From which it will be seen that Oscar is a diplomat.


  “What would you say to a South American gentleman?” he asked. “New York is full of them in the summer.”


  I shook my head. “No time to bone up a Spanish accent.”


  “An officer of a liner on shore leave.”


  “On shore they look like anybody else.”


  “Well then, how about an Armenian fruit peddler?”


  “That would restrict my activities too much. I must be able to go anywhere.”


  “I see you have an idea of your own,” he said. “What is it?”


  “We’ve used several roughneck disguises,” I said. “Suppose you fix me up as a swell this time. I have a mind to stop at a fashionable hotel.”


  “The very thing!” cried Oscar. “A curled toupee, slightly silvered; a wash for the skin to give an interesting pallour; a little touching up about the eyes for an expression of world weariness; waxed moustache, monocle—”


  “Easy! The burning-glass would give me dead away. You have to be born to that.”


  “Well you don’t have to have the monocle,” said Oscar regretfully. “But it’s very aristocratic.” The costume must be exquisitely appointed-it will be expensive—”


  “Expense is no object in this case,” I said.


  He set to work and an hour later I left his shop a changed man. In the event of such a contingency I had already secured from Mr. Dunsany the name of his tailor, and I now left him a rush order for several suits. Meanwhile I bought the best I could ready made. I went to the most fashionable outfitters and invested heavily. Until they displayed their stock here, I had no idea that men might indulge such extravagant tastes. All this was to be sent to the Hotel Rotterdam where I engaged an expensive suite. I believed that it would be the last place in town where the gang would think of looking for me.


  I wished to persuade them that I had been scared off. After having the cryptogram receipt photographed, I returned it in a plain envelope to Jumbo’s flat. By telephone I instructed Keenan to discharge all the operatives, close the Forty-second street office and advertise it for rent. This place had outlived its usefulness. Jumbo, Foxy, et al., had proved themselves more than a match for such operatives as could be hired.


  This done, I went out to Amityville to spend a day with Sadie. I had promised to lay off for a little, and anyway I had to wait until my new clothes were done before being seen around town. After the mad excitement of the past few days, we spent a heavenly peaceful interlude under the oaks of my friend’s big place.


  While I was out there an interesting report from my sole remaining operative arrived.


  Report of J. M. #10


  June 27th.


  As soon as I heard that you and S. F. were all right I went to bed as you instructed. It seemed to me that I had scarcely fallen asleep when I was awakened by my landlady at my door to say that a man wanted to see me. It was no more than daybreak then. Hard upon her knock Jumbo entered the room. I had barely time to pull on my false hair and fix it. Hereafter I shall have to sleep in it.


  Jumbo was in a state of no little excitement. He gave me his version of what had happened. Lorina, having apparently just escaped from her room, had called him up about half an hour before. I am not sure but what Jumbo came to me because she had suggested a suspicion of me. However, I think it more likely that he just wanted moral support. He was badly frightened. Jumbo for all his bluff, is not a strong character. He is dependent both on Foxy and on the woman, and now seems disposed to lean on me. If he was suspicious my sleepiness and bad-temper upon being awakened must have reassured him.


  I dressed and we went right up to the Lexington Avenue house. Being Sunday, I had the day to myself. Mrs. Mansfield had gone out leaving word that we were to wait until she came in or telephoned. The maids believed that she had gone to consult the police. These two were full of highly-coloured accounts of the supposed robbery of the night before. The hulking black man, however, was silent and sullen. He knew. I wonder what you did to him. I don’t think I ever saw a more repulsive human creature—or one more powerful.


  Foxy arrived shortly after we did. I am now admitted to terms of the closest equality by these two. The understanding is that each knows enough to the discredit of the others to ensure faithfulness all around. We all chafed at the enforced inaction, but dared not go against Lorina’s instructions. She is the boss. The other two half expected the police to descend on the house momentarily.


  About ten o’clock Mrs. Mansfield returned in a taxi-cab. This taxi, by the way, is her property and the driver is one of the gang. The woman was handsomely dressed without disguise of any kind.


  We had a conference in the sitting-room upstairs. Mrs. Mansfield gave us some further details of the previous night. As soon as she succeeded in breaking out of her room after telephoning to Jumbo and Foxy she hastened up to S. F.’s house, also to your place, both of which addresses she knew. She said that she was disguised, so she must have some place outside where she changes her clothes. She found she was too late at both places. You had carried off S. F. in your automobile.


  Mrs. Mansfield then went down to Fortieth street. From the park opposite, she watched your office for four hours. You got inside too quick for her, she said, but when you came out she potted you. Her eyes gleamed like a devil’s as she said it. Fancy how my heart went down.


  She had then changed her clothes and come straight home. She couldn’t tell how seriously she had wounded you. A general prayer went around the table that it would be your finish. She said we should hear presently.


  She seems to have an unlimited number of men subject to her orders. While she waited for you at your office she had sent for several, and posted them near. They mixed in the crowd that surrounded you when you fell. One of them had been instructed to make away with your satchel. Another was to follow the ambulance to the hospital. A third was to recover her gun after the excitement was over and return it to her.


  The first of these, an evil-looking young black-guard, came in while we talked. He reported no success. The satchel was strapped to your wrist, he said, and when he started to unfasten it the crowd began to murmur. He said that you had been shot in the shoulder, and had been carried to Bellevue. He gave it as his opinion that you were not as badly hurt as you made out. This cheered me greatly. Bitter disappointment was expressed around the table.


  Later another of Lorina’s men reported by telephone that he had learned through an orderly in the hospital that you had suffered only a slight flesh wound, and would be able to leave the hospital next day. On hearing this she gave her orders to have every exit from the hospital watched. Instructions were to shoot to kill. If it can be found out in advance what time you are going to leave, she means to be on hand herself.


  As soon as I could get out without exciting suspicion, I sent you a warning by telephone.


  J.M.


  #11


  June 28th.


  Today I had to go to my work as usual, so I didn’t see any of the gang until night. In our present state of excitement and uncertainty we have abandoned the Turtle Bay as a meeting place. I found my partners in anything but a good humour.


  In the first place they had learned through the friendly orderly that in spite of all their measures, you had been safely spirited out of the hospital in an ambulance. It was learned by way of the ambulance driver that you had been carried to Dr.—’s private hospital. It was then too late to do anything. By the time they got there, you had left, and the town had swallowed you up.


  The entire strength of the gang, excepting me, has been devoted all day to picking up your trail, so far without any success. They have watched all your usual haunts, your flat, your restaurant, S. F.’s home and your office on Fortieth street. Foxy brought in word that the International Bureau on Forty-Second street had been closed, and all the operatives discharged. He trailed Keenan, the supposed manager, to the office of the—Railway, where he was reengaged for his old position.


  Jumbo came in with the information that the piece of evidence which they regarded as of such importance had been returned to him. I don’t know what this was. Lorina, examining it, said that it appeared to have the remains of paste on the corners, and that you had probably had it photographed.


  Foxy gave it as his opinion that you had been scared off. “We know there is no one backing him,” said he. “He has no financial resources. He can’t keep it up.”


  Lorina would have none of it. Her eyes become incandescent with hatred when your name is mentioned now. “Don’t you believe it,” she snarled. “That man will never give up. I have seen his face and I know! He’s a bull-dog. He will never rest until he has pulled us down, unless we stop him with a bullet.”


  Jumbo became panicky. His suggestion was for the gang to scatter and lie low for the time being.


  Lorina scorned him. She proceeded to point out to us all just where you stood. She appeared to know as well as you do. Her insight is uncanny. You have no case, she said, except possibly against Foxy. You are too conceited to be satisfied with one. You will not strike until you have a chance of landing the whole gang.


  “But how about the kidnapping?” asked Jumbo.


  “The police would have been here before this if Enderby wanted to proceed on that,” she said. “Why, he watched me walk away after I shot him; and never said a word. No, I tell you he hasn’t got the evidence yet, and we’re safe until he gets it. He’s aiming to make a grand haul of the whole gang together, and get his name in the headlines.”


  The others were considerably impressed. They asked for instructions.


  “We’ve got to go on just as we are,” said Lorina. “Foxy must keep the room on Forty-Ninth street, Jumbo the flat on One Hundredth street, and I stay here. Let everybody go about freely, and meet here as usual, that is, all except English. English mustn’t come here again. Enderby isn’t on to him yet. Enderby, if I have the right dope, will lie low for a few days and then thinking that we are lulled to security, will quietly start to work again. That’s why we must keep our present hangouts. He’s got to come to one of them to pick us up, and then we’ll have him.”


  This woman is a wonder in her way. Fortunately, there is one fact that spoils all her reasoning—your humble servant.


  As we broke up she said a significant thing. “Lord! the conceit of the man, thinking he can break up the gang! Why if he did land all of us it wouldn’t make any difference. He hasn’t got within a mile of the real boss!”


  Being excited she spoke more recklessly than usual. So it appears that our work perhaps is just beginning!


  J.M.


  Chapter 24


  On Wednesday morning I motored to town and took up my residence in the Hotel Rotterdam. I hardly knew myself amidst such grandeur. For several days the situation remained in status quo. I learned from English’s daily reports that Lorina and her gang were still waiting for my first move. I, for my part, was determined to make them move first.


  Only one of his reports gave me anything to do. I quote from it:


  


  “Among all the men who come and go in this den of crooks there is one that has particularly excited my interest and compassion. It is an extremely good-looking boy of eighteen or thereabouts whom I know simply as Blondy. He seems so like a normal boy, jolly, frank and mischievous, that I keep wondering how he fell into Lorina’s clutches. He reminds me of my boy Eddie at his age. Lorina has him thoroughly intimidated. She is more overbearing with him than the others. He seems not to be trusted very far, but is used as errand boy and spy. His extreme good looks and ingenuous air, make him valuable to them I fancy.


  “Blondy’s instinct seems to have led him to make friends with me, though as far as he knows I am no better than the rest. At any rate we have had a few talks together and feel quite intimate. Without any suggestion from me, he has kept this from the others. It is quite touching.


  “I would like very much to get the boy out of this before the grand catastrophe. I’m sure he’s worth saving. Naturally in my position I can’t undertake any missionary work. Could you with safety arrange for some one to get hold of the boy? He tells me that he lives at the Adelphi Association House, No.—West 125th street. Apparently it is a semi-philanthropic club or boarding-house for young men. He passes there by the name of Ralph Manly.”


  


  I was in almost as unfavorable a position for undertaking “missionary work” as Mr. Dunsany. After thinking the matter over I decided to again ask the help of the famous surgeon who had befriended me in the hospital. I called at his office for the ostensible purpose of consulting him as to my health. When I was alone with him in his consulting room I made myself known. Being a human kind of man, notwithstanding his eminence, he was interested in the dramatic and mysterious elements of my story. Far from abusing me for taking up his valuable time, he expressed himself as very willing to help save the boy.


  We consulted a directory of charities in his office, and he found that he was acquainted with several men on the board of managers of the Adelphi Association. This offered an opening. He promised to proceed with the greatest caution, and promised to write to me at my hotel if he had any luck.


  Three days later I heard from him as follows:


  


  “I took my friend on the Adelphi board partly into my confidence, and between him and the doctor employed by the association to safeguard the health of the boys, the matter was easily arranged. The doctor’s regular weekly visit to the institution fell yesterday. He saw the boy, and making believe to be struck by something in his appearance, put him through an examination. He hinted to the boy that he was in rather a bad way, and instructed him to report to my office for advice this morning.


  “The young fellow showed up in a very sober state of mind. He is really as sound as a dollar, but for the present I am keeping him anxious without being too explicit. He appears to be quite as attractive a youth as your friend said. I am very much interested, but am not yet prepared to make up my mind about him. He is coming to-morrow at two-thirty. If it is convenient for you to be here, I will arrange a meeting as if by accident.”


  


  Needless to say, I was at the doctor’s office at the time specified. I found the blonde boy already waiting among other patients in the outer office. It was easy to recognise him from Mr. Dunsany’s description. He was better than merely good-looking; he had nice eyes. He was dressed a little too showily as is natural to a boy of that age when he is allowed to consult his own taste exclusively.


  There happened to be a vacant chair beside him and I took it. Presently I addressed some friendly commonplace to him. He responded naturally. Evidently he was accustomed to having people like him. Soon we were talking away like old friends. I was more and more taken with him. Primarily, it was his good looks, of course, the universal safe-conduct, but in addition to that I was strongly affected by a quality of wistfulness in the boy’s glance, of which he himself was quite unconscious. Surely, I said to myself, a boy of his age had no business to be carrying around a secret sorrow. The doctor, issuing from his consulting room, saw us hobnobbing together, and allowed us to wait until everybody else had been attended to.


  He had me into the consulting room first. “Well, what do you think of him?” he asked.


  “I am charmed,” I said. “There are no two words about it.”


  “So was I,” he said, “but I didn’t want to raise your hopes too high in my letter.”


  After discussing a little what we would do with him, we had the boy in.


  “Ralph, my friend, Mr. Boardman, wished to be regularly introduced,” said the doctor.


  Boardman was the name I had taken in my present disguise.


  The boy shook hands nicely, he was neither too bashful, nor too brash, and some facetious remarks were made all around.


  “I tell Boardman,” said the doctor, ‘that if he had done his duty by his country and had had half a dozen sons like you he would have no time to be worrying about his appendix now.”


  “Has your father got half a dozen like you?” I asked.


  An expression of pain ran across the boy’s face. “I have no brothers,” he said. “My father is dead.”


  “Well, since you’re a fatherless son, and I’m a son-less father with an appendix, perhaps we can cheer each other up a little,” I said. “Will you have dinner with me at my hotel tonight?”


  Boys never see anything suspicious in sudden overtures of friendship. Ralph accepted, blushing with pleasure.


  The dinner was a great success. I don’t know which of us was the better entertained. My young friend’s prattle, ingenuous, boastful, light-headed, renewed my own boyhood. It was rather painful though to see one naturally so frank, obliged to pull up when he found himself approaching dangerous ground. Then he would glance at me to see if I had noticed anything.


  I had him several times after that. It was a risk, of course, but one must take risks. At the same time I was pretty sure from Mr. Dunsany’s reports that Ralph never talked of his outside affairs to any of the gang. At least he never told Mr. Dunsany anything about his dinners with Mr. Boardman at the Rotterdam, and he was friendly with him.


  The dénouement of this incident really belongs a little later in my story, but for the sake of continuity I will give it here.


  I soon saw that I would have no difficulty in winning Ralph’s full confidence. His gratitude for friendliness was very affecting. I could see that he often wished to bare his painful secret. I let him take his own time about it.


  It was the doctor’s offering him a position in a friend’s office that brought matters to a head. Ralph refused it with a painful air. He could give no reason for it to the doctor. Afterwards when I had him alone with me I saw that it was coming.


  “That certainly was decent of Dr.—,” he said diffidently. “I don’t know why he’s so good to me.”


  “Oh, you’re not a bad sort of boy,” I said lightly.


  “You, too,” he said shyly. “Especially you. I—I never had a man friend before.”


  I smiled encouragingly.


  “I suppose you wonder why I couldn’t take the position?” he went on.


  “That’s your affair.”


  “But I want to tell you. I—I wouldn’t be allowed to take it. I am not a free agent.”


  “Perhaps we could help you to be one,” I suggested.


  “I don’t know. Maybe you wouldn’t want to have anything more to do with me. Oh, there’s a lot I want to tell you!” he cried imploringly. “But I don’t know how you’ll take it.”


  “Try me.”


  “Would you—would you kick me out,” he said, agitated and breathless, “if you knew that my dad had committed a forgery, if you knew that he had died in prison?”


  “Why, no,” I said calmly, “I suspect you were not responsible for that.”


  A sigh of relief escaped him. “You are kind!—But that’s only the beginning,” he went on. “But I feel I can tell you now. I’m in an awful hole. I suppose you will think I’m a weak character for not trying to get out of it more, and I am weak, but I didn’t know what to do!”


  “Tell me all about it,” I said.


  And he did; all about Lorina and Foxy and Jumbo as he knew them. They didn’t trust him far. He knew nothing of their actual operations, but his honest young heart told him they were crooks. Lorina held him under a spell of terror. He had not up to this time been able to conceive of the idea of escaping her. There are those who would blame the boy, I have no doubt, but I am not one of them. I have seen too often that a mind which may afterwards become strong and self-reliant is at Ralph’s age fatally subservient to older minds. Those who would blame him should remember that until he met the doctor and me he had not a disinterested friend in the world. They must grant that he instantly reacted to kindness and decent feelings.


  “How did you first get into this mess?” I asked, strongly curious.


  “I’d have to tell you my whole life to explain that.”


  “Fire away.”


  I will give you Ralph’s story somewhat abridged.


  “My mother died when I was a baby,” he said. “I do not remember her. My father and I lived alone with servants who were always changing. We did not seem to catch on with people. I mean, we didn’t seem to have friends like everybody had. I thought this was strange when I was little. My father was quite an old man, but we got along pretty well. He was what they called a handwriting expert. He wrote books about handwriting. Lawyers consulted him, and he gave evidence at trials.”


  “What was his name?” I asked.


  “David Andrus.”


  Now I remembered the trial of David Andrus, so I was in a position to check up that part of Ralph’s story.


  “I was twelve years old,” he went on, “when Mrs. Mansfield first began coming to our apartment. I don’t know where or how my father met her, of course. He knew her pretty well already when I first saw her. At first she was kind to me, and brought me things, and I was fond of her. I told myself we had a friend like anybody else now. I used to brag about her in school.


  “Bye and bye I found out, I don’t know how, that she was a sham, that her kindness meant nothing. Little by little I began to hate her, though I was careful not to let her see it, for I was afraid of her cold blue eye. Besides my father became more and more crazy about her. He seemed to lose his good sense as far as she was concerned. She could make him do anything she wanted. Children see more than they are supposed to.


  “It is three years now since the crash came. I was fourteen then. One day my father was arrested and taken to the Tombs. Mrs. Mansfield took me to her house, not the same one she has now. She treated me all right, but I hated her. Young as I was I held her responsible. I didn’t see much of her. I don’t know if you remember the trial—?”


  “Something of it,” said I.


  “The papers were full of it. I was not allowed to attend, but, of course, I got hold of all the papers. They said that my father had got hold of blank stock certificates by corrupting young clerks, and had then forged signatures to them and sold them on the stock market. He was sentenced to Sing Sing for seven years. They took me to see him before he was sent away. He had aged twenty years. He wasn’t able to say much to me.”


  “Mrs. Mansfield told me I must change my name, and sent me to a good school in Connecticut. She paid the bills. I was pretty happy there, though this thing was always hanging over my head. In the summers I was sent away to a boy’s camp in the mountains. Mrs. Mansfield told me nobody was allowed to see my father or to write to him and I believed her. So it was the same to me as if he had died.


  “One day last winter in school I received a letter signed ‘Well-Wisher,’ asking me to meet the writer at a certain spot in the school woods that afternoon. Naturally I was excited by the mystery and all that. I was scared, too. But I went. I didn’t tell anybody.”


  “I found a queer customer waiting for me. A man about fifty with close-cropped hair. He told me right off that he was just out of Sing Sing. Why hadn’t I ever come to see my dad, he asked. He said it was pitiful the way he pined for me.”


  “I stammered out that I didn’t know anybody could see him. He told me about the visiting days. ‘Anyhow you could have written,’” he said.


  “‘He never wrote to me,’” I said.


  “‘Sure, doesn’t he write to you every writing day! He has read me the letters. Elegant letters.’”


  “‘I never got them!’” I said.


  “‘That’s why I came,’” he said. “‘Dave said he thought that woman had come between you.’”


  “The old fellow told me how to address a letter to my father, and he gave me money to go to Sing Sing when I could. I had an allowance from Mrs. Mansfield, but not enough for that. I wrote to my father that night.”


  “It was Easter before I had the chance to see my father. I made out to Mrs. Mansfield that the school closed a day later than it did, and I used that day to go to Sing Sing. My father was in the infirmary. I scarcely recognised him. They let me stay all day. Even I could see that he was dying.”


  “For the first time I heard the truth of the case. It was Mrs. Mansfield who had got the certificates out of the young clerks, and had brought them to my father to be filled in. When they were found out she carried on so, that he took the whole thing on himself. He thought he might as well, since he had to go to jail anyway, and he knew he would die there. Besides she promised him to have me educated and looked after. He had no one else to leave me with. At that time he still believed in her.


  “But in the prison he met men who knew about her of old. My father was not the first she had been the means of landing in jail. It was then my father began to be afraid for me, and managed to send me word.


  “He died in April. Mrs. Mansfield immediately took me out of school. She told me my father was dead, and that it was time I went to work. I think she must have learned by her spies that I had been to see my father, for she no longer took the trouble to put on a good face. Now it was, do this or that or it will be the worse for you. When I saw how all the other men gave in to her, I was afraid to resist. I hated her, but what could I do? I had no one to go to. I had no experience. I wasn’t sure of myself. The understanding up there is that Lorina could reach you wherever you went. And if you did anything to cross her, look out! She has spies everywhere!”


  “I wonder why she didn’t turn you adrift altogether?” I said.


  “I think I am useful to them because I look honest,” the boy said wretchedly. “I run errands for them, but I never know what it’s all about.”


  “Have you ever heard talk up there of a boss greater than Mrs.


  Mansfield?” I asked.


  He nodded. “But only vague talk. I’ve never seen him.”


  “Does she have you watched?” I asked.


  “No. She thinks she has me where she wants me. But if she suspected anything—”


  “You mustn’t come here again,” I said.


  His face fell absurdly.


  “Oh, I’m not kicking you out,” I said smiling. “I shall keep in touch with you. Would you like to see this woman go to jail?”


  “Would I?” he cried, jumping up. Words failed him. “Oh—! Oh, just try me, that’s all!”


  “Well, I’m going to put her there,” I said. “And you shall help me. But we must be careful.”


  Chapter 25


  In the meantime Lorina Mansfield, weary of the inaction I had forced on her, or persuaded perhaps that I had dropped the pursuit, boldly resumed her designs on Mrs.—’s diamond necklace. For convenience’ sake I shall call this lady Mrs. Levering. He real name is one to conjure with in America.


  Mr. Dunsany or “English” reported that he had been detailed to go to Newport on Saturday to spy on the lady, and what should he do about it? The plucky gentleman who never hesitated to put him, self in danger, became uneasy when it was a question of actually committing a crime.


  We arranged a chat over the telephone, and I gave him the best reasons for going ahead with the scheme. We had so much to talk over that I told him I would go up to New England by a different route, and if he was not spied upon he could come to me at Providence early on Sunday and we could go over everything. All the time we had been working together we had never exchanged a word face to face in our natural characters.


  We succeeded in pulling off the meeting. Mr. Dunsany assured me he had not been followed. We laid out our plan of campaign. I convinced him that the quickest and surest way to land the whole gang would be to allow them, even to assist them, to carry out a robbery from start to finish. “Let them steal Mrs. Levering’s jewels,” I said, “let them get clean away with them. We’ll return them later.”


  “Suppose some one gets hurt,” he said nervously.


  “Not likely,” I said. “They play too safe a game. We will be on our guard.”


  He agreed with me, but said if we fell down on the case he would feel obliged to give her another necklace of equal value. This was a matter of $90,000.


  “We are not going to fall down on it,” I said.


  What followed can best be told by Mr. Dunsany’s reports.


  Report of J. M. #15


  Newport, Sunday, July 4th.


  My patience was rewarded shortly before noon to-day by the sight of Mrs. Levering walking to the Casino accompanied by a gallant gentleman unknown to me. She did not notice me, of course. If I had been in my own person, I warrant she would not have passed me so indifferently. What marvellous faculty is it that enables a lady to know without looking at a man whether he is worth looking at?


  I soon satisfied myself that she was wearing her veritable diamonds. Foolish woman! When I sold them to her I warned her not to exhibit them in public. At the time there was a lot of gossip about what Levering paid me for the necklace, and I suppose every thief in the country has it on his list. But Cora Levering was always feather-headed.


  I telegraphed to Lorina in the code we had agreed on, and had my dinner while I waited for her answer. It came presently, instructing me to meet her in a certain hotel in Providence tomorrow, two-thirty. Tomorrow being a holiday, I am not expected at Dunsany’s. This means that I have to put in a long, empty twenty-four hours here. The place is full of my friends eating and drinking themselves black in the face, while I have to stay at a fourth-rate hotel.


  To-morrow night there is going to be a great entertainment at Fernhurst, one of the palaces on the cliffs.


  J.M.


  #16


  Newport, July 5th, 9 P.M.


  All is set for the drama to-night, and I am nervously awaiting my cue. Heaven knows what the next few hours may bring forth! When you read this it may be up to you to get me out of jail. If we pull it off all right I have no doubt the newspapers will say, as they always do, that the robbery gave evidence of long and careful planning, whereas it was all fixed up in a few minutes.


  I went over to Providence today shortly before the hour set by Lorina, and found Foxy waiting at the hotel she named. Lorina herself, he said, was in Newport looking over the ground, and would be back directly. It seems that hearing of the affair at Fernhurst they had determined to turn the trick the same night.


  Lorina came bringing a good-looking, well-dressed young fellow whom she introduced to the crowd as Frank. He was evidently a youngster of the fashionable world, one cannot mistake the little ear-marks. He has a look of the—family; one of the younger sons, maybe, whom drink and the devil have done for. At any rate, he is completely under Lorina’s thumb like the rest.


  Lorina was playing the part of a traveller in books—religious books, if you please! She dressed the business woman plain and handsome, and had engaged a private sitting-room for the day to show her samples. There was actually a whole trunk full of sample books. I suppose she passed us off as her agents or customers.


  She had us all in the sitting-room together, besides Frank, Foxy and myself, there was a fourth man whom I recognised as her chauffeur. His name is Jim. She proceeded to lay out her campaign in the most matter-of-fact way without wasting a word. It might have been the sales-manager instructing the drummers in the Fall line. Nobody seemed nervous except Frank, who was apparently new at the game.


  The entertainment at Fernhurst provided our opportunity. It appeared that Frank was well acquainted with Mrs. Levering, and that by Lorina’s instructions he had been particularly cultivating her society of late. He was to be the decoy. Furthermore, he drew for us, with rather a shaky hand, a plan of the house and grounds at Fernhurst, showing the location of roads, paths, benches, shrubbery, etc. Lorina used this plan in issuing her instructions.


  “Dancing is to begin at nine-thirty,” she said, “but all the guests will not have arrived until nearly midnight. So we will fix on midnight to turn the trick, or as soon after as possible. We have decided on this bench that I have marked with a cross for the spot. Get its position well fixed in your mind, all of you. It is quite a way from the house you see, few, if any, of the dancers will go so far. It is off the main paths. It is near the street fence, but is hidden from the street by this dense shrubbery behind it.


  “Mrs. Levering has promised Frank the first dance after she arrives. He will then make an engagement with her for another dance to fall just before midnight as near as he can figure it, and after dancing with her the second time will take her out to this bench.


  “Foxy and English will already be in hiding in the shrubbery behind the bench. Foxy has an invitation to the affair, and he will go in evening dress and mix with the guests until he sees Frank dancing with Mrs. Levering the second time. He will then go out of the house and conceal himself in the shrubbery.


  “English will already be waiting there. English must be there by eleven to make sure. English wears his ordinary clothes, and slips in by the service entrance to the grounds, marked on the plan here. Once inside the gates he must make his way under cover to the shrubbery behind the bench. English will carry an old overcoat for Foxy which will be provided. There will be a mask in one side pocket, a cap in the other. As soon as you two meet, Foxy will put on the things.


  “Now as to the actual trick. It is perfectly simple. Frank is keeping Mrs. Levering in conversation on the bench. Foxy sneaks up behind with the nippers, cuts the necklace, and tosses it back to English, who remains in the bushes.


  “The woman will scream, of course. Foxy will stand up and show himself, and run in this direction, that is, towards the house. Frank will take after him for a way, and then go back to the woman. Foxy will double around this shrubbery that conceals the stable entrance. As soon as he is out of sight of the woman he will throw off the cap, mask and coat, and go back to Mrs. Levering as one of the first attracted by her cries. If she does not cry out, he can mix with the crowd in the house until he has a chance to make a getaway.


  “Meanwhile, English lies quiet in the shrubbery until the excitement has passed out of the vicinity. Then he slips out by the service gate, the same way he went in. Jim will be waiting with the car about five hundred feet beyond the service entrance, towards town. We have been over this ground. There is a big clump of rhododendrons inside the sidewalk at this point.


  “English, without stopping, will toss the necklace inside the car. But if he is pursued he had better drop it among the rhododendrons. Mind you, English, if there’s anybody after you, don’t make any throwing motion with your arm. If there is a chase Jim can join in it, and help English make his getaway. Later he can return and get the diamonds.


  “English takes the trolley to Providence, and the owl train back to New York. Jim secretes the diamonds in the secret pocket in the car, and waits for Foxy. If Foxy is pursued, however, he must not lead them to the car. Jim waits until one-thirty. If Foxy has not arrived, he takes the car to the Atlantic garage. You, Jim, ask them to let you sleep in it, see? as you’re expecting a call from your master. Foxy can get the car from the garage any time after that.”


  Lorina went over all this twice. At the end she consulted her watch. “If any of you want to have anything explained, speak up. I’ve got to catch the four o’clock back to town.”


  Frank was the only one who had any objection to raise to the arrangements. “Look here,” said he, “this will queer me for good with that lot, even if they can’t fasten anything on me.”


  Lorina fixed him with her hard blue eye. “How?” she demanded.


  “I used to be known as a runner. They’ll think it funny I wasn’t able to catch Foxy.”


  “Catch him then,” said Lorina coolly. “Struggle with him. He will throw you off. That will let you out, won’t it? Rehearse it now.”


  It was a grim kind of play. Everybody took it quite seriously. A sofa was placed to represent the fateful bench. Lorina and Frank took seats on it. Lorina tied a piece of string around her neck to represent the necklace. Foxy and I crouched in the rear. Foxy crept forward, snipped the string and tossed it back to me. His implement was a pair of heavy nail clippers such as manicures use. Then as Foxy made off, Frank flung himself upon him, they struggled and Frank was thrown to the ground.


  All this was gone over again and again. Some buttons were tied on the piece of string, so that it would carry when it was thrown back to me. Foxy’s stage experience proved serviceable. He acted as director, showing Frank how to tackle him, and how to fall without hurting himself. Lorina’s depiction of the startled woman was admirable. The whole scene would have been funny if it hadn’t been so grim. None of them seemed to be aware of any humour in the proceedings but me. Jim, who did not take part in the scene, acted as critic. He stood off making suggestions.


  Finally, Lorina announced that it was only ten minutes to train time, and hustled us out. She said Frank and Foxy might go off by themselves and practice if they felt it necessary. We scattered. I returned to the little hotel in Newport where I had taken a room. I have not seen any of them since.


  It is now nine-thirty and I am waiting in my hotel until it is time for me to go out to Fernhurst. I will post this to you on the way, so that in case anything happens you will at least be in full possession of our plans. I believe I was not cut out for a life of crime. It is too madly exciting. As the hour draws close my knees show an inclination to knock together, and my teeth to chatter.


  J.M.


  Chapter 26


  Report of J. M. No. 17


  Providence, 11.30 A.M.


  When I got to the service gate of Fernhurst I found it guarded by two men, detectives unmistakably. This was disconcerting. I passed on. They bored me through with their gimlet eyes and I broke out in a gentle sweat all over. Presently, however, I realised it was but their professional manner of looking at anybody who was not well dressed, and I calmed down.


  It filled me with a kind of terror to think that I might be prevented from carrying out my part of the evening’s entertainment, so you will see I was well worked up to it by this time. I went around the block and prepared to try again. On my way towards the service gate I had the luck to fall in with a crowd of waiters clearly bound for the show and it was no trouble at all to mix in with them. My makeup was of the same general style as theirs. We passed through the gate without question.


  Once inside I began to lag behind the bunch, and presently slipped away in the darkness. I reached my specified hiding-place in the shrubbery behind the bench without further adventure. The place had been so carefully mapped, there was no possibility of mistaking it.


  I had to wait over an hour for Foxy. It was not a pleasant time. Lorina’s plan seemed perfect, but you never can tell. And my inexperience in this line was such that I didn’t feel overmuch confidence in myself should an emergency arise. Not far behind me I could hear the steady procession of motors bringing guests to the party. In the distance I could hear the music. They had picked their spot well. In all that time no one passed that way.


  In the end Foxy’s coming gave me a great start. Creeping through the bushes without the rustle of a leaf, he was beside me before I heard him coming. He was dressed in the height of fashion. I caught a gleam of a monocle dangling against his white waistcoat. I silently passed him over the coat I had brought, and standing in a little open space, he put it on together with the cap and mask. Then we crouched down side by side under the leaves, with the back of the bench in plain view before us. Foxy laid the nippers on the ground ready to his hand. We did not speak to each other.


  Bye and bye we heard voices approaching, and my poor heart set up a tremendous how-de-do. On the other hand something told me Foxy was enjoying it. Mrs. Levering and the young man called Frank came strolling dimly into view. I was nearly suffocating with excitement.


  “This is the place,” Frank said.


  “How cosy!” she sang.


  “Shall we sit down?” he suggested.


  “Let’s!” said she. “I’ll have a cigarette.”


  They sat. Frank presently struck a match. If she had looked over her shoulder she would have seen the glare faintly reflected from our white faces. I stole a look at Foxy’s ratlike profile. He had shoved up the mask. His teeth were bared. He was amused at the prospect of a little scandalous eavesdropping. Merciful Heavens! what a face!


  I need not report the further conversation of the two on the bench. It was merely silly. Frank’s voice was trembling. I suppose she ascribed that to the violence of his feelings for her. She is a fool.


  Foxy gave them a good while to their talk. Meanwhile I suffered agonies of suspense, and Frank no doubt worse. I at least could see when the blow was going to fall, but he could not. Not until Mrs. Levering said she must go back, but not really meaning it yet, did Foxy pull down the mask and creep forward. I held my breath.


  It seemed as if it were all accomplished in a single movement. Foxy rose to his knees behind the woman, snipped the shining thing around her neck and there it was lying at my knees. I mechanically dropped it in my pocket.


  She did not scream. In that, at least, she showed blood. “My necklace!” she gasped, jumping up, hand to throat. “Gone!”


  In Frank’s little choking cry one heard the snapping of the frightful tension he had been under.


  Foxy, bent almost double, started up from behind the bench, and headed diagonally across the path. Another gasping cry, not loud, broke from the woman. “There he is!”


  Frank flung himself on the back of the runner, and they rolled over on the ground, all exactly as I had seen it rehearsed a dozen times in the hotel room. They sprang up, grappled, swayed and finally Frank was flung with apparently great violence to the ground. Foxy disappeared.


  Frank struggled to his feet, seemingly hurt. He attempted to stagger in the direction the fugitive had taken, but Mrs. Levering clung to him. One may suppose he was not sorry to be prevented.


  At this moment the tragic farce was interrupted by the entrance of an actor not on the bill. This was a man with an electric flash, a detective to all appearances. I suppose they had them posted about the grounds, and this man had heard the disturbance, slight though it was. The flash terrified me. I softly and precipitately retired under the leaves into the thickest of the shrubbery.


  “I have been robbed!” I heard Mrs. Levering gasp. “My diamond necklace!


  He came from there. He went that way.”


  The detective threw his light around. Fortunately for me I had put a screen of leaves in front of me. I was not disposed to linger in the neighbourhood. I ran along close to the fence where there was a narrow open space. As I passed out of hearing, I heard others come running up. Excitement runs like electricity. I had no doubt that Foxy in immaculate evening dress, was among the first to reach the scene. I took care to survey the service gate from a discreet distance before presenting myself there. It was well that I did so. I saw that it was closed, and the two men still on guard. Not knowing at what instant an alarm might be raised behind me, I dared not apply to them with any tale however ingenious. Those diamonds were red hot in my pocket. On the other hand, I would have to retrace my steps nearly a quarter of a mile to reach the main entrance, and I was not suitably dressed to be seen there. I could not climb the fence at any point, for it was a smooth, high iron affair, moreover, the street outside was brightly lighted. I knew nothing about the cliff side of the grounds.


  For a moment or two I felt decidedly panicky. Before my mind’s eye headlines in the next day’s papers were vividly emblazoned:


  “WELL-KNOWN JEWELLER STEALS THE DIAMONDS HE SOLD”


  or something like that. Finally I recollected that the road to the service entrance of Fernhurst ran quite close to the boundary of the next estate. I determined to try that way.


  To reach the boundary I was obliged to make a long detour. Still there were no sounds behind me to indicate that an alarm had been raised, at any rate a public alarm. The line between the two estates was marked by a thorn hedge and a wire fence. Choosing a dark spot I managed to struggle through without receiving any serious damage. I finally gained the street through the service gate of this place.


  This brought me out beyond the point where Jim was to be stationed with the motor car, and I had to retrace my steps. The car was in the appointed spot. Jim was on the front seat with his head craned in the other direction whence he expected me. I gave him a little signal. He was much troubled to see me come from that way thinking the plan had fallen through, but was reassured no doubt by the fall of the necklace on the floor of his car. I was thankful to be rid of the cursed thing.


  There were several cars standing across the street, with their chauffeurs chatting together, and I was afraid of attracting attention to myself or to Jim by turning back at that moment. I kept on. I was startled half out of my wits when a motor patrol wagon full of police came flying up the street past me. It turned in at the service gate of Fernhurst ahead. Since I was travelling in that direction I had to keep on.


  A man stepped out as I approached. Seizing my shoulder he swung me half around so that the light fell on my face. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.


  I thought it was all up with me. “I just wanted to have a look at the swells,” I stammered.


  Another man joined him. “Hold this guy,” said the first. While the second man kept a hand twisted in my collar, the first one frisked me expeditiously. I had taken care, of course, not to have anything on me. But the side pocket of my coat was still hot from the diamonds.


  Finding nothing the man growled an order for my release. The second man spun me around, and propelled me towards town with a shove. “Get the H—out of here!” said he.


  And I did.


  J.M.


  Chapter 27


  Report of J. M. No. 18


  York, July 6th, Midnight.


  I have just returned from a celebration up at Lorina’s house. Everybody made a clean getaway last night, and the diamonds are safe in Lorina’s desk, so the gang made merry. The newspaper stories of the affair caused us the greatest amusement. The police, as you have seen, are very wide of the mark. Of us all, only Frank has fallen under suspicion. It appears that I was right in my guess as to his identity. The affair will ruin him socially, though it is not likely to lead to his arrest. I can’t say that I feel sorry for the youth. Of all the parts in this sordid drama, Frank, the decoy played the most contemptible.


  In the general loosening of tongues tonight I have some rather interesting matter to report. When I arrived at the house all the gang except Lorina were in the dining-room. Spencer, the negro, told me she was up in the office, so I went upstairs to make my report. The office door was open a crack, and as I was about to knock I heard Lorina’s voice within. She was talking over the telephone. The first sound of her voice froze me where I stood in astonishment. The tone was that of a woman distracted by love and longing. Think of it, Lorina!


  I heard her say: “I’ll do anything you tell me. But I want to see you. I must see you sometimes, dearie. What is the use of all this working and worrying, what am I doing it for if you never even let me see you? I can’t stand it. I can’t go on. I wont stand it!”


  Do you wonder that I was amazed?


  There was a silence, and she went on in a broken, humbled tone: “No—I didn’t mean that. I will obey you. You always know best. But don’t be so hard on me. Please, dearie, please—!”


  At this point Foxy came running upstairs. I was caught rather awkwardly.


  “What are you doing here?” he demanded.


  “I came upstairs to report to Mrs. Mansfield,” I said, “but I don’t like to disturb her. She seems to be having a private conversation.”


  He listened at the door for a moment, then pulled me away.


  “Beat it!” said he. “She’s talking to the boss. She’d kill us if she found us here.”


  One other thing that I had heard Lorina say was: “Then I’ll keep the coal here, until I hear from you again.”


  “Coal” or “white coal” is their slang for diamonds, so I suppose she meant the necklace.


  I returned downstairs full of speculations regarding this wonderful and mysterious “boss.” What kind of man must he be, thus to bring the imperious Lorina who commands us like slaves, to her knees?


  Frank was not present at the party in the dining-room. He is not a regular member of the gang. Besides Foxy, Jumbo, Jim the chauffeur and myself, there were several of the younger fellows, but not Blondy, I am glad to say, for I should not like to see that nice boy drinking. Lorina appeared only once or twice and then but for a moment. The lady’s gaiety was forced. However, she was liberal in her hospitality. Champagne flowed like water.


  Jumbo got very drunk and even Foxy drank enough to make him indiscreet. It was then that interesting ancient history was retold. It would astonish you to see Foxy at such moments. There is nothing about him of the dull, prosy bore that he ordinarily affects.


  Jumbo was toasting him with maudlin praise. “Drink to Foxy, fellows!” he cried. “There’s the lad that brings home the bacon! The slickest, smoothest article of them all!”


  Foxy took it as no more than his due.


  “Say, Foxy,” asked another admirer, “what was the hardest trick you ever turned?”


  Naturally I have to let others ask these questions. Curiosity on my part would be prejudicial to my health. I am on the qui vive for the replies, though.


  “Oh, six months ago, when I lifted an actress’ pearls,” drawled Foxy.


  Fancy how I pricked up my ears.


  “Tell us about it,” said the same youngster.


  All the young ones sit at Foxy’s feet, you understand.


  Foxy was nothing loath. “Elegant pearls,” he said reminiscently, “blue pearls, they called them, though I couldn’t see the blue. But fine and choice! It was a long operation. I had to take a job acting in her company a couple of months beforehand. You see she kept the real pearls in a safety deposit box, and wore a phony string, which added to our difficulties. First I had to persuade her to wear the real pearls one night.”


  “How did you do that?” somebody asked.


  “I egged on the leading man to make a bet with her that he could tell the real from the phony.”


  “Was he in with you?”


  “No, indeed. Innocent as a lamb. He didn’t know that I put the idea in his mind.”


  “Foxy is a wonder to manage!” put in Jumbo.


  “After the bet was made, we had the actress trailed every day until she went to the bank and got out her pearls. Then we knew she would wear them that night. She wore them in the first act. In the second she had on a nurse’s costume, and had to leave them off. My next job was to get her maid out of the dressing-room during the second act. I managed this by having it gossiped around the company that the star was going to introduce some new business that night, and so the maid went out to look on, see? So I went in her dressing-room—”


  “How did you get in?” asked someone.


  “Walked in straight as if I had a good right to. There was no other way. I frisked the room, but could only find one string of pearls. You see, I counted on two, the phony and the real. I couldn’t tell which was which. I had arranged to have a fellow who was in with us, a pearl expert, call on me between the acts. I saw him at the stage door, and showed him the string I had. He said they were phony. So I had to do it all over.


  “During the third act, however, luck was with me. The actress’ maid, not having seen anything new in the second act, left the dressing-room of her own accord to watch the scene. I went in again. This time I found the real thing in a pocket of the petticoat she had worn in the second act. I left the phony string in its place.”


  “And they never got on to you!” said his admirer.


  “Nah! That was where Enderby came in. He fixed the crime on the young leading man and broke up the show. Lord! I laughed. It let me out, too. I was sick of the fool business of acting every night. It wasn’t till lately that Enderby got it in his head that he’d made a mistake. It’s too late now. The pearls have been sold and the swag divided.”


  Jumbo took a hand in the tale at this point. “Let me tell you the joke about selling the pearls,” said he. “Me and Slim Foley set up an elegant office on Maiden Lane, with stenographers and office boys and all, everything swell. We were brokers in precious stones, see? We sent out decoy letters to the leading man Foxy mentioned, and I’m blest if we didn’t sell him the string of pearls back again. Then he gave them to the actress, the fool, and she fired him and bust up the company.”


  “But I don’t understand,” said the young fellow, “what did you want to sell them to him for? Risky business I should say.”


  “Don’t ask me,” said Jumbo with a shrug. “Orders from higher up.”


  This suggests a new line of thought, doesn’t it?


  During one of Lorina’s brief visits to the dining-room, she was pleased to commend me for my work last night. She asked me to come to her downtown office tomorrow afternoon as soon as I finished work. I enclose the card she gave me with her address.* Subtle irony, eh?


  (*The card enclosed by Mr. Dunsany read:


  THE EARNEST WORKERS PUBLISHING CO.,


  No.—Fifth Avenue, New York.


  Mrs. Lorina Mansfield, Manager.)


  To-morrow night I’ll report on what happens there.


  J.M.


  J.M. #19


  New York, July 7th.


  The number on Fifth Avenue given me was not a great distance from Dunsany’s and I was there by 5:15 this afternoon. It is one of the older office buildings and is filled with the most respectable tenants, mostly firms engaged in some form of religious business: publishers, mission boards, church supplies, etc. It is amusing to think of Lorina in such company.


  Lorina’s office, of course, was no whit less respectable in appearance than a hundred others in the building. There was a respectable elderly stenographer, a subdued office boy, and Lorina herself playing her part of the saleswoman of religious literature in a starched shirt waist. She waved me to a seat beside her desk, and started right in to sell me a consignment of tracts. I confess I was a bit dazed by the scene.


  At five-thirty the respectable stenographer and the subdued office-boy asked her humbly if she desired them any further, and upon receiving a negative departed.


  When the door closed behind them Lorina yawned, stretched, and swore softly—to take the religious taste out of her mouth, I suppose. I laughed, but she didn’t like it. I have discovered that laughter makes these people uneasy.


  “Cut it out!” she said frowning.


  I apologised.


  “English,” she said, “Jumbo told me that you would be glad to get a little extra work as a diamond expert.”


  I nodded, wondering what was coming next.


  “There’s a friend of mine a jewel-broker next door,” she went on, nodding towards the adjoining room. “His business is so full of risks from thieves, you know, that he decided the best way to fool them would be to take an humble little office in this building without so much as an extra lock on the door to give warning.”


  Lorina only handed out this line of talk to save her face. I was not expected to believe it. These people are never frank with each other, even when there’s nothing to be gained by bluffing. It is only when the men have been drinking that things are called by their right names.


  “My friend needs an assistant, a diamond expert,” Lorina continued. “For a couple of months now, he’s been at his wit’s end to find a man he could trust. Jumbo said you were just the man for the job so I recommended you, and my friend told me to bring you around.”


  I nodded sagely to all this palaver. “Am I to give up my job at Dunsany’s?” I asked, hoping that the answer would be in the affirmative.


  “No,” she said. “That’s a good thing, too. This new job will only take an hour or two in the evenings and on Saturday afternoons.”


  She arose and tapped in a peculiar way on the door that led into the adjoining office. Some one got up within, and unlocked and opened it. Fortunately as a result of all that has happened during the past few weeks I have my nerves under strict control, for I got a shock. There stood Freer, the missing ex-head of my pearl department!


  We were introduced. Freer saw nothing suspicious in my aspect. There was a lot of palaver which I will not tire you with. The upshot of it was that I was engaged to assist my late assistant at a handsome salary. For the present I was to work from 5:15 to 6:30 every evening, as well as Saturday afternoons, and Sunday mornings if necessary.


  “I do not like to work late at night,” said Freer nervously. “It attracts attention.”


  Freer undertook then and there to explain my duties. “My work is with the pearls,” he said, “and the diamond end of the business has been neglected since I lost my last assistant two months ago.”


  “He died,” remarked Lorina with a peculiar look at me.


  I got her meaning.


  Against one wall of Freer’s office was a large letter file with drawers that pulled out, and a shutter to pull down over the whole at night, and lock. It was built entirely of steel, as the modern custom is. Freer pulled out one of the drawers but instead of letters inside, my amazed eyes beheld a heap of gleaming diamond jewelry. There were necklaces, dog-collars, lavallieres, pins, bracelets, rings. I wondered if the thirty-odd remaining drawers were filled with like treasures, and made a breathless mental computation of their value—millions! It was a modern burlesque of the scene in Aladdin’s cave!


  Freer, referring to the drawer he held open said: “These are consignments of diamonds lately received, which I have not had the time to inventory. You see each article is tagged with a number. You are to take them in numerical order, enter a careful description and valuation in a journal, then demount the stones, weigh them, grade them and put them in stock.”


  He opened several other drawers which contained princely treasures of unset diamonds lying on white cotton. They were carefully graded according to size, colour, quality. Here apparently is the loot of years past. I could not begin to give any estimate of its value. I have not seen the pearls yet.


  “The other part of your work,” Freer went on, “will be to fill the orders for diamonds that are received.” He showed me several order slips, evidently from the phraseology, made out by experienced jewellers, but bearing no shipping directions.


  “Am I to send these orders out?” I asked with a simple air.


  He shook his head. “Enter the orders in the order book, fill them from stock, and turn them over to me.”


  “Mind you do not carry your work to the window,” put in Lorina sharply.


  I nodded.


  “Mind you do not leave anything about at night,” added Freer, “no tools, no papers. The women come in here to clean after we are gone.”


  He showed me where the tools of my trade were kept. In addition to everything else needful, in a locked cabinet there is a beautiful little electric crucible for melting down gold and platinum.


  I immediately set to work under the eyes of Lorina and Freer.


  You can imagine in what excitement I now write this. Our work is done!—or almost done, for we have not yet got a line on that mysterious and terrible “boss.” For a moment I thought it might be Freer, but he is as subservient to Lorina as the rest. Man! Man! What a haul we shall make—if there is no slip! We must do our best of course to ensure complete success, but I beg of you not to risk too far what we have in our grasp, in the hope of getting more. I confess I am a little scared by the magnitude of the developments today. Do not wait too long before delivering your master stroke!


  J.M.


  Chapter 28


  To resume my own part in these matters, you can conceive what a great responsibility devolved upon me in the light of these two last reports. I did not have to have Mr. Dunsany remind me of it. I was like a player in a close game who holds the best card. The question was when to play it. One may easily hold one’s trumps too long. Still I could not bear to show my hand with-out the assurance of taking the king, i.e., the “boss.”


  So I still held off, though the tension was frightful, particularly on poor Dunsany. In every subsequent report he begged me to strike, and take our chance of getting our man through the disclosures sure to be made in the general crash. There was more up on this game than cards were ever played for.


  In the meantime I was straining every nerve to pick up a clue to the “boss.” I knew that we must get him in the end if we could hold off long enough. I arranged a meeting with the boy Blondy, and cross-examined him for hours. The poor youngster was only too anxious to tell me what he knew, but he could not help me.


  He said that Lorina never sent any of the men to the boss. All communications between them were made without the aid of a third party. Some of the men, he said, affected to believe that the boss was a myth invented by Lorina to keep them in awe. I had, however, good reason in my reports to know that the boss was a real man.


  I put the most skilful woman operative I could procure on Lorina’s trail. It appeared, however, from her first report that Lorina was instantly aware of being watched, and fooled the operative at her pleasure. Thus she became a danger to me instead of a help, since Lorina with her infernal cleverness might very easily have found a way to intercept our communications. So I discharged the operative two days after I hired her.


  In justice to Mr. Dunsany, who hourly ran such a terrible risk, I now took the police into my confidence. The chief of the detective bureau at this time was Lanman, a man I had always respected for his contempt of spectacular methods and his strong sense. I went to see him.


  He did not know me, of course. He listened to my story with an incredulous grin. He has an aspect as grim and forbidding as a granite cliff. But as I piled up my evidence, and read from Mr. Dunsany’s report, I shook the cliff. I had the satisfaction of seeing the granite betray excitement.


  When I was done he was convinced. He was frankly envious of my luck in obtaining such a case, and of my success with it, but he showed a disposition to play absolutely fair. I had been afraid that he might try to rob me of the fruits of my success with the public.


  Lanman agreed that it was best to hold off for a day or two longer in the hope of getting the “boss.” In the meantime he secured a room at #—Fifth avenue on the same floor where Lorina had her offices, and there every day during the hours while Mr. Dunsany was at work, waited six men within call. We next secured quarters in the little hotel three doors from Lorina’s house, and every night ten of Lanman’s men were domiciled there. Signals were agreed on in case of need.


  Matters stood thus at the end of the week whose beginning had witnessed the Newport robbery. On Friday morning Irma Hamerton came to town again. I witnessed her arrival in the lobby of the Rotterdam, which you will remember was her hotel before it had been mine. Every one sat up and stared. She was as lovely as only herself, but I thought, looked harassed. Mount was attending her like a shadow, smoother, more elegant and more complacent than ever.


  With a fanciful, sentimental feeling I had engaged rooms on the same floor of the hotel as Irma’s. Her suite was rented by the year. During the morning as I went to and fro in the corridor of the eleventh floor, I could not help but notice an unusual stir in the neighbourhood of Irma’s rooms. Messengers were flying, packages arriving, and the switchboard busy.


  There is a telephone switchboard on each floor of the Rotterdam, opposite the elevators. In addition to answering the calls, the operator is supposed to keep an eye on things generally. While I was waiting for the elevator I asked the girl on our floor what was the cause of the excitement. She said she didn’t know, but said it with a simper and a toss of the head that added to my uneasiness. Downstairs I asked the clerk with whom I was on friendly terms, but with no better success.


  While I was hanging around the lobby, Irma and Mount came down. They took a taxi at the door. Following a sudden impulse I engaged the next in line, and ordered the driver to follow them. They led me through the maze of downtown traffic direct to the Municipal Building. They disappeared in the bureau of Marriage Licenses, and my worst fears were confirmed.


  This time I determined to act without consulting my passionate, headstrong friend. I hastened back to the hotel. I had evidence that the ceremony was to be performed there, most likely the same afternoon. I wrote Irma a note begging her to see me privately on a matter of the greatest importance. I signed it with my assumed name Boardman, but I had worded it in such a way that she would know it was from me. Moreover she knew my handwriting. I sent it to her room in advance of her return. There was a chance of course that some one else might open it, but I knew she made a general practice of opening her own letters.


  A little before two o’clock, I got a summons and hastened to her suite. She started back dubiously at the sight of me, but I soon identified myself. She was alone. The room was filled with orange blossoms. The scent sickened me.


  “Where is Mr. Mount?” I asked.


  “I sent him away for an hour,” she answered, blushing.


  “Are we quite alone?”


  “Bella and Marie are in my bedroom. That is two rooms away.”


  Bella was Mrs. Bleecker; Marie her maid.


  “Laying out your wedding-dress, I suppose,” said I.


  She started and blushed deeply. “You know?” she murmured.


  “Is it a secret?”


  “Not from you. I didn’t know where to reach you by phone.”


  There was a somewhat painful silence. I did not feel inclined to make things easy for her.


  “Aren’t you—aren’t you going to congratulate me?” she murmured at last.


  “No,” I said bluntly.


  She looked at me full of surprise and pain, like a hurt child, but I was hurt, too, and impenitent.


  “Oh, Irma, how could you?” I cried at last. It was the first time I had ever addressed her so. At the moment neither of us noticed it.


  My question confused her. “I—I don’t know,” was her strange answer.


  Presently she recovered herself somewhat. “Why shouldn’t I?” she demanded, showing fight.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. I have no reasons. You should be guided by your instinct.”


  “He is good to me,” she said defiantly.


  “Naturally, he sees his interest.”


  I can’t remember all that was said on both sides. The conversation was sufficiently painful. She was no match for me. Finally she began to tremble.


  “Why did you leave me?” she faltered. “I asked you to help me. You have avoided me all these weeks. I needed you. It’s cruel and useless for you to come now, when it is too late and—and—”


  “I have been working for you!” I cried. “I thought I could trust your instinct.”


  “I had no intention of marrying at first,” she said. “You saw a while ago what was coming. Why didn’t you speak then if you had anything to say. It’s too late now.”


  “It’s never too late if you have a doubt,” I cried.


  “But he—Alfred will be here at four,” she stammered, “and the clergyman—and my friends—”


  “Let Alfred go away again,” I said coolly.


  Her eyes widened like a frightened child’s. “I dare not!” she whispered.


  “You don’t know! He is a terrible man!”


  “I’ll back you up,” I said.


  “No! No!” she cried. “I will not! I cannot! Please go!”


  I took a new tack.


  “Why don’t you ask me the result of my work the last few weeks?” I asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  I had brought for the purpose, that report of Mr. Dunsany’s in which Foxy had told how the theft of Irma’s pearls had been accomplished. I explained to Irma how this report had been secured, and then I read it to her. Joy and horror struggled together in her face.


  “You knew this long ago!” she cried accusingly. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”


  “Roland forbade it. I am breaking my word to him in telling you now.”


  “He no longer cares then what I think!”


  I shrugged.


  She walked up and down the room like one distraught.


  “Knowing that Roland is innocent would you dare to marry Mount?” I asked.


  “It is too late!” she cried.


  At this moment we were warned by a sound in the next room to pull ourselves together. The door opened and Mrs. Bleecker’s fawning countenance appeared in the opening.


  “Oh, I beg your pardon,” she said, cringing. “I didn’t know you were still engaged.” She did not withdraw, however, but favoured me with a good, long stare.


  I never saw the gentle Irma so angry. “Leave the room!” she commanded. “I told you I was not to be disturbed!”


  If she had always taken the same tone with that woman it would have been better for her. Mrs. Bleecker precipitately retired.


  Irma continued to pace the floor. “What shall I do?” she murmured, twisting her hands together. “I have not the strength to face him out.”


  “Don’t try,” I suggested.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Beat it,” I said in homely slang.


  A gleam of light, of mischief appeared in her tortured face. “But how?—where? Will you go with me?” she cried breathlessly. “What will I do about the women here? What explanation shall I make?”


  “One thing at a time!” I protested. “Make no explanation. You are your own mistress. If you like you can leave Alfred a note saying you have changed your mind. As to the women—”


  “I can trust Marie.”


  “Very well. Send Mrs. Bleecker out on an errand. No trouble to invent an errand at this juncture. You can be gone when she returns.”


  “Will you come with me?”


  I shook my head. “Matters are rapidly approaching a crisis,” I said. “I must stay on the job.”


  “But where will I go?”


  “That’s up to you. I can only offer a suggestion—”


  “Yes! Yes! Don’t tease me.”


  “You have a difficult time ahead of you. I think you need a man’s support.”


  A crimson tide swept up from her neck.


  “I would put on my oldest and plainest suit,” I went on wickedly, “and go register at some quiet little hotel, the last place they would think of looking for you. I will give you the name of such a place. At five-thirty this afternoon I would go to a certain horrible cheap little restaurant known as the American Café, which is on Third avenue near Sixteenth street. Half-past five, remember, and just see what happens.”


  “If you would only come with me—I mean as far as the door,” she murmured in confusion.


  “Too risky,” I said. “Mind I do not guarantee anything in any event. It’s up to you. A certain young friend of ours has the pride of Lucifer, and you have made a ghastly wound in it. You will have to humble yourself shockingly.”


  In her present mood I saw she was quite ready to do that.


  “This is what I’m counting on,” I went on. “Pride is pretty poor fare. Let him act as high and mighty as he likes, he’s really starving for all that makes life worth living. The unexpected sight of you ought to be like a feast to his eyes. I’m hoping he’ll fall to, before his damnable pride has a chance to bring up reserves. One thing more. If anything prevents him from supping there as usual, he lives at #—East Seventeenth street.”


  “Are you sure he loves me still?” she whispered.


  “Not at all sure,” I said coolly. “You’ll have to go and find out. If you’ve lost him, you’ve lost a lover that was worth a woman’s while.”


  Chapter 29


  After I had seen Irma safely out of the Rotterdam (I thought she looked more adorable in her plain black dress and modest hat than in all her finery), I went back to my own rooms in the hotel. I was expecting a telephone report from a man whom I had sent to pick up what he could at the garage where Lorina stored her car. Meanwhile I gave myself up to the joy of picturing Mrs. Bleecker’s dismay when she returned from her hypothetical errand, and Mount’s black rage when he dropped in at four to be married and found himself minus a bride. I had always suspected that Mount concealed tigerish tendencies under his too-smooth exterior.


  By and by my telephone did ring, but it was not the man I expected. An agitated young voice hailed me over the wire, which I had some difficulty in recognising as Blondy’s. He was so excited I could not make head or tail of his message. When I got him straightened out it ran something like this:


  “I have just been at Mrs. Mansfield’s office, I mean the downtown office. She told me last night to come to-day as she had a package to be taken to a man at the Hotel Madagascar. I was sitting beside her desk and she was writing a letter to go with the package, when the telephone bell rang. She knows how to talk over the telephone without giving anything away. All she said was ‘yes’ and ‘no’ and ‘repeat that,’ but I saw that it was important because her face changed and her eyes glittered. When she looks like that it means danger.


  “She was talking to a woman called Bella.


  “She made some notes on a pad. As soon as she rang off she jumped up. She said she was called out and told me I needn’t wait because she wouldn’t send the package until tomorrow. When she turned to get her hat I managed to catch a glimpse of the notes she had put down. She had written:


  
    “Elegantly-dressed man of fifty.


    Silvery toupee, waxed moustache, pale face.


    Brown suit, waistcoat edged with white.


    White spats, white gloves.


    Expensive Panama hat, fancy band green and red.


    Room 1104.”

  


  “This is your description, and this is the number of your room. I was scared when I saw the expression of her face. She sent me home. She left at the same time, and took a taxi at the door. She carries her gun in a kind of pocket in her skirt. Look out for her!”


  “I get you, old boy!” I cried. “You’ve done me a good turn and I shan’t forget it. Don’t you worry.”


  I hung up the receiver, and did a little thinking. I was struck by the name of the woman who had called Lorina up, Bella. It is not a very common name. It was Mrs. Bleecker’s name. Was this a new thread in my extraordinary tangle?


  It was decidedly awkward to have my disguise laid bare just at this moment. However, forewarned is forearmed. I set about putting my affairs in order. I did not know whether Lorina would visit the Rotterdam or not, but I was sure she would not do so without making her usual careful arrangements, and not probably, without disguising herself, all of which would take time. I gave myself an hour, anyway.


  I gathered my papers together, and despatched those of them I valued to Dr. –, who had been so good to me already. I wrote notes to Mr. Dunsany, Blondy and other agents instructing them to send their reports in the care of Oscar Nilson until they heard from me again. All the beautiful sartorial effects I had to leave behind me. Maybe I could redeem them later if they were not sold by the hotel to pay my bill.


  It was close upon four and I supposed the wedding-guests were gathering, when my telephone summoned me again.


  “Miss Sadie Farrell is calling,” said the voice at the other end.


  My heart jumped, but simultaneously Caution held up a warning finger.


  “One moment,” I answered.


  I did some rapid thinking. I did not keep the girl waiting an appreciable moment, but in that time I thought a whole chapter, as one may do in a crisis. Not Sadie! Better sense instantly told me she would never come to my hotel. She had a more exalted notion of what was due her. Lorina, of course. She had used the most obvious expedient of reaching my rooms. I had three alternatives:


  (a) To deny myself to her. But in that case I would virtually be besieged in the hotel.


  (b) To see her downstairs. She would hardly take a shot at me in the crowded lobby but she might very well have some half-crazed youth there to do it for her.


  (c) To have her upstairs, where she could not pass any signals outside. I had two rooms –


  “Please have Miss Farrell come upstairs,” I said over the phone.


  I had one of the best suites at the Rotterdam, a corner room which was my parlour, and a bedroom. I put the key to the parlour door in my pocket, retired into the bedroom, and locked the communicating door. Presently I heard the bell-boy’s knock on the parlour door.


  “Come in!” I sang out.


  Through the door I heard the sounds of two people entering my parlour.


  “Hello, Sadie!” I cried. “Make yourself at home. I’ll be dressed in a jiffy!”


  An indistinguishable murmur answered me. This was certainly not my Sadie.


  The bell-boy went out, and I heard him retiring down the hall. I gave him time to get out of the way, then I slipped out of the bedroom into the hall, key to the other room in hand. I inserted it ever so softly in the parlour door, and turned it. But she heard! She rushed to the door and shook it. By that time I was around the corner of the corridor.


  The telephone girl looked at me somewhat curiously as I pressed the elevator button, but did not quite like to question me. She knew, of course, that a caller had just been shown into my room.


  “I’ll be back in a minute,” I said carelessly.


  Just then I saw the number of my room-1104-displayed on the switchboard. Lorina had rushed to the phone.


  “Is there a drugstore in the hotel?” I asked the girl at random, to distract her attention.


  “No, sir. There is one opposite the Thirty-fourth street entrance.”


  The elevator was approaching my floor. I needed one more second to make my getaway. “Is it a reliable place?” I asked.


  “Conway’s,” she said, holding the plug ready in her hand, “one of the largest in town.”


  The elevator door was now open, and I stepped aboard. The operator shoved the plug in, and answered the call. I was carried down.


  I could not tell, of course, what form Lorina’s appeal for help would take. In case she might telephone to have me intercepted in the lobby, I took the precaution to get off at the mezzanine floor. I passed around the gallery to the other side of the building, and gained the street without interference.


  So there I was safe, but once more homeless.


  A gaily-dressed couple left the hotel immediately in front of me. The woman was talking rather excitedly. Reaching the pavement I saw that the talker was Miss Beulah Maddox, late of Irma’s company. Of course! No difficulty in guessing what she was excited about. They turned West on Thirty-fourth street. I was bound in the same direction. I heard her say:


  “Of course nobody believes she’s sick. What can be the matter?”


  “They’ve had a row I suppose,” replied her companion.


  Half a dozen steps farther along, they met another couple likewise gloriously arrayed. I did not know these two, but it required little perspicacity to guess that they too belonged to the profession. Miss Maddox greeted them with a squeal of excitement.


  “Oh, my dears!”


  It was risky, but I could not forbear stopping a moment to listen. I made out to be looking for a taxi.


  “What do you think?” cried Miss Maddox. “There’s no use your going any farther! There isn’t going to be any wedding!”


  “Why?”


  “Nobody knows. Another extraordinary caprice of Irma’s! Everybody is told at the desk that she is ill, and the ceremony postponed, but of course that’s only an excuse. I had a glimpse of Mr. Mount and he looked simply furious, my dear!”


  And so on! And so on! A taxi drew up and I jumped in.


  I had myself taken to Oscar’s shop, and in one of the little cubicles, the distinguishing marks of the elegant Mr. Boardman, late of the Rotterdam, were removed. It would have been fun to adopt another swell makeup and go back to the Rotterdam to see what was happening, but it was too risky. It was safer for me to play an humble character now.


  Oscar provided me with a longish mop of black hair, and a pair of heavy black eyebrows. He went out himself to get me the rough clothes I needed. An hour after I had gone into his shop I came out again, a typical representative of tough young New York. The Hudson Dusters would not have rejected me.


  It was now nearly half-past five. The hands of the clock reminded me of the meeting that I had arranged to bring about at that hour. My heart was very keen for the success of this meeting, yet I was full of uncomfortable doubts. Now that I had changed my character I felt that I might safely go and see how things turned out, so I turned my steps in the direction of the American Café on Third avenue.


  When I got there Roland was already eating his supper. No sign of Irma yet. The American is one of those older lunch rooms where they have long mahogany tables each decorated with a row of sugar bowls and sauce bottles with squirt tops. In such places one of the squirt tops still gives “pepper sauce” though I never saw anybody use it. There was a double row of long tables with a lane between. Roland had the wall seat of the first table on the right. His shorthand book was propped against a vinegar bottle, and he studied it while he fed himself.


  I took a seat two removes from him on the same side of the table. He paid no attention to me. I took this distance, because if Irma came I didn’t want to hear too much. No one was likely to sit between us, so long as there were whole tables vacant. It was a little early for the supper hour, and there were few in the place.


  I ordered the pièce de resistance of such places, viz.: a plate of beef stew. Roland was almost through his supper, and I wondered apprehensively if Irma meant to exercise her woman’s prerogative of being late. Perhaps her nerve had failed her, and she would not come. She had burned her bridges though. What else could she do but come? From time to time I glanced in my young friend’s face. It was pale and drawn. Verily, I thought, his infernal pride was sapping his youth.


  Then I saw Irma and my heart set up a great beating. It’s a risky thing to presume to play Providence to a pair of young souls, one of whom is as explosive as gun-cotton. What was going to happen? Irma was hovering about outside. She glanced in the place nervously. Unfortunately there was no other woman eating there at the moment, though women did come to the place. Irma walked on. Had she given up? My heart sunk. No, presently she came strolling back. She meant to wait for him outside. I approved her good sense. Plainly dressed though she was, her entrance into that place would have created a sensation.


  Roland, all unconscious of what was in store, got up, slipped the book in his pocket, paid his score with an abstracted air, and went out. He never looked at me. His brain was full of shorthand symbols.


  I followed him at once, though I had but started my supper. Nobody cared so long as I paid.


  I was just in time to see them come face to face on the pavement outside.


  “Roland!” she whispered with the loveliest smile surely that ever bedecked the human countenance; wistful, supplicating and tender.


  He started back as if he had been shot, and gazed at her with a kind of horror. He did not speak. I expect he could not. Passersby stared at them curiously. Irma lowered her head, and slipping her hand inside his arm with affecting confidence, drew him forward away from the stares. Still he did not speak. He was oblivious to the passersby, and to everything else but her. He gazed at her like a man in a trance, his dark eyes full of a passionate hunger. She only spoke once more. Raising her eyes to his she moved her lips. I could read them.


  “I love you,” she whispered.


  His lips began to tremble. Where were all his proud vows then?


  She drew him around the corner into the quieter side street. She was weeping now. When she looked at him I could see the bright drops. They were more potent than any words she could have spoken. Roland suddenly came to life. He stopped short, flung an arm around her, turned up her face and kissed her mouth, careless if all New York saw.


  So that was all right.


  The sight induced me to take the first train out to Amityville where I might dine and spend the evening with my dear girl. We were much mystified upon receiving a telegram during the evening signed by my name. To my astonishment I saw English and Freer on the train returning from Amityville. The explanation of all this was forthcoming in the morning.


  Chapter 30


  Next morning as soon as Oscar opened his shop, I was on hand to get my mail. I found that big things had happened during the night.


  Report of J. M. No. 23


  Lorina’s House


  Saturday, July 9th, 3 A.M.


  It is unfortunate that this should be the first night of our association that we are out of touch with each other. I sent home an hour ago to see if there was any word from you. I got your letter, but that only gives me the address of the wig-maker’s shop which is, of course, closed until morning. I have to remain on watch here, and I cannot make the hours pass better than by writing you an account of all that has happened. It will save time when we meet.


  I have done the best I could. I followed your instructions to the letter. I do not see how I could have acted differently. I hope you will not blame me.


  As soon as I was through work at Dunsany’s this afternoon, I went down to No.—Fifth avenue as usual, to continue my inventory of the gang’s diamonds. Freer is always there when I am, of course. He’s not a bad sort of fellow. There’s something sorrowful about him. I think he would prefer on the whole to lead an honest life. He speaks of having an expensive family to keep.


  As soon as Lorina’s stenographer and office boy went home, she came into our room as she usually does. This evening she was in a state of excitement. She had evidently been holding herself in some time. The air was lurid with the fire and brimstone she used in apostrophising you. If hate could be sent by wireless you’d be dead this minute, my friend.


  I gathered she had learned during the day that you were at the Rotterdam. But when she went around there with her silencer, you turned the tables on her somehow and not only got away again, but left her in a very humiliating position. Bully for you!


  “He’s slipped through my fingers for the moment!” she went on, “but I’ve got a line on his girl again. I’ll fix her to-night.”


  My heart went down at this piece of news.


  “She’s at a sanatorium at Amityville,” Lorina went on. “I got a servant into the house, and I know her habits. I won’t take any chances this time. This is a job for you, English.”


  Fancy my feelings! I had no time to think. Yet I had to say something, and quickly, too. I said the natural thing.


  “I won’t do it!” I cried. “I am working for you night and day as it is, good work, too! I didn’t engage for murder—a woman too. I won’t do it! I’m done with you all!”


  And I flung down my tools.


  Lorina took this outburst calmly. She is accustomed to it no doubt. She merely looked at Freer, and he got between me and the door.


  “Don’t be simple-minded, English,” she said contemptuously. “This is no child’s game, that you can refuse to play if you don’t like the rules. You’re in it for bad or for worse, like the rest of us. And I have the means of enforcing my orders!”


  “Not that!” I begged.


  “It was agreed long ago that this woman and this man have got to be put out of the way. You’re the only one of the crowd that hasn’t been tested out, and the other boys are complaining. Here’s your chance to make good. You understand there’s no alternative. You’re a valuable man to us, but—!”


  I can give you no idea of the effect with which she said this. She is a terrible woman. Her eyes were like points of ice. Meanwhile I was thinking hard. If I did not go, she would undoubtedly find some one else. I might be prevented from warning you. I could not warn Sadie direct, because you had never given me her address. In the end I agreed.


  Lorina smiled on me.


  “What are my instructions?” I asked.


  “The girl is at Dr.—’s sanatorium,” said Lorina. “You should not get out there before dark, so the seven-thirty train will be the best. There is a train back from Amityville a little after ten which will land you in town before midnight.”


  She then told me how to reach the sanatorium, and described the layout of the grounds.


  “My report says that the Farrell girl keeps close to the house during the day,” she went on, “and walks out at night. Her favourite spot is a pool at the bottom of the lawn, which is surrounded by juniper trees. There is a bench at the southerly side of the pool that she always visits. It is near the public road, and will be no trouble for you to reach. The thick growth of young trees makes plenty of cover.”


  “What am I to do when she comes?” I asked.


  Lorina turned her back on me a moment. When she faced around she handed me an automatic pistol with a curious cylinder affixed to the end of the barrel.


  “Use this,” she said. “It makes no sound.”


  I slipped it in my pocket.


  “Freer will go with you,” said Lorina.


  This seemed fatal to my hopes—I had to keep command of my face though. I made believe it was a matter of indifference. To give Freer credit, he did not appear to relish the assignment, but he dared not object either.


  “As soon as you get back you will both come direct to my house,” said Lorina.


  Such were our instructions.


  We went to take the seven-thirty train as ordered. As Freer never left my side I had no opportunity to call you up. I know now that you weren’t at the hotel anyway. In the station Freer went to buy the tickets. I waited on a bench in plain sight of him. Next to me sat a nice, sensible looking girl, and I had an inspiration.


  “Will you send a telegram for me?” I asked smiling at her.


  Naturally she was somewhat taken aback. “What do you mean?” she asked.


  “Don’t look so surprised,” I said, smiling still. “There’s a man watching me. He mustn’t know. It’s terribly important—a question of a life, maybe.”


  I was lucky in my girl. She had an adventurous spirit. She smiled back.


  “Who to?” she asked.


  “Have you got a good memory?”


  “First-rate.”


  “Miss Farrell, care Doctor—’s Sanatorium, Amityville.”


  “I have it.”


  “Just say: ‘Do not leave the house to-night.’”


  “Right. Signature?”


  “B. Enderby. You’ll find the money to pay for it on the seat when I get up.”


  Freer, having secured the tickets, now came towards us. I met him half way. He looked at me hard.


  “I made a friend,” I said, grinning as men do.


  “Humph!” he said sourly. “I shouldn’t think you’d be in the humour now.”


  I went out to the train with him, giving an amorous backward glance towards the girl.


  An hour and a half later we were crouching among the young juniper trees at the edge of Dr.—’s pond. I was reminded of that other night in Newport. Certainly I have led a full life this past week. Once more I waited with my heart in my throat fancying that I heard her approach in all the little sounds of night. Freer was no happier than I, I believe. While we waited in the dark I quietly unloaded the magazine of the pistol to guard against accidents.


  Once we did hear steps approaching along one of the paths, and held our breaths. But they passed in another direction. If she had come, my plan was to secure Freer with her assistance, if she were not too frightened. But she did not come.


  Freer had a tiny electric flash with which he consulted his watch from time to time. He said at last: “We can just make the train. It’s the only train to-night.”


  “Come on,” I said. “It isn’t our fault if she didn’t come.”


  “Thank God she didn’t!” he said involuntarily.


  I shook hands with him. He was a traitor to me, and a thief, but I forgot it at the moment.


  The trip home was without incident. We got up to Lorina’s shortly after midnight. The whole gang was there: Foxy, Jumbo, Jim, Blondy, several of the young fellows, a dozen in all besides Freer and me. They were all gambling in the dining-room. Lorina jumped up at the sight of us.


  “Well?” she demanded.


  “No good,” I said. “The girl never came.”


  “Hm!” said Lorina. That was all.


  It struck me that she must have known already that we had failed.


  Lorina asked for her pistol, and I handed it over.


  “Boys,” said Lorina, “we’ll go up to the office and have a council. I was just waiting for these two to come in. We’ve got to decide what we’re going to do about this bull Enderby. He’s active again.”


  There was something in the tone of this speech, or in the look which accompanied it, that caused the scalp behind my ears to draw and tingle. I began to wonder if I had not risked too much in venturing back into the lion’s den this night. However, it was too late for regrets. I put the best face on it I could.


  We trooped upstairs. Some of the boys had been drinking. There was a good bit of noise. The office as I have already explained is the front room on the second floor. It extends the width of the house, and it has three windows. That on the left is over the portico and stoop.


  At the right of the room is a large flat-topped desk. Lorina sat at it with her back to the fireplace. She motioned me to a seat at her right. The men lounged in chairs about, some of them with their elbows on the desk. Lorina ordered the door closed. I was wondering if I’d ever leave that room alive.


  Lorina rapped on the desk for attention.


  “Boys,” she said bluntly, “we’ve got a spy among us.”


  Instantly every pair of eyes turned on me. I jumped up. My back was in the corner. I bluffed them as best I could.


  “What’s the matter with you?” I cried. “I didn’t ask you to take me in. You came after me. You gave me your work to do. Haven’t I done it? Didn’t I deliver the goods at Newport? Didn’t I undertake a nasty bit of work tonight? Ask Freer there. And now you turn on me!”


  “Keep quiet!” commanded Lorina. “You’ll have your hearing.”


  To the men she said: “For a week I’ve known there was a leak somewhere, and I wanted to test him. I gave him a job out at Amityville, and I sent Freer with him. I had an agent in the house out there. Well, he didn’t pull the job off.”


  “Was that my fault?” I cried. “Ask Freer.”


  She turned to Freer. “How about it?”


  “I—I didn’t see anything,” he stammered.


  “Were you with him all the time?”


  “He was never out of my sight.”


  “Be careful how you answer,” she said, “or I’ll believe you’re in with him.”


  Freer’s face was pale and sweaty. “Well—well—he flirted with a girl in the station. I couldn’t hear what he said because I was buying the tickets. It looked all right.”


  “Looked all right!” snarled Lorina. “You fool! One of Enderby’s spies tracked you!”


  “I swear we weren’t trailed!” cried Freer. “I watched particularly.”


  “What time was that?”


  “About quarter past seven.”


  “At eight o’clock a telegram was delivered at the Sanatorium,” said Lorina. “My agent called me up. It said: ‘Do not leave the house to-night,’ and was signed ‘B. Enderby.’”


  The gang looked at me with a new hatred.


  Lorina laughed harshly. “Oh, this isn’t Enderby,” she said. “Enderby was at the Sanatorium tonight seeing his girl. We had the two of them together, and this traitor double-crossed us!”


  They began to move threateningly towards my corner.


  “Keep back!” cried Lorina. “Let’s hear what he has to say first.”


  I licked my dry lips and did the best I could for myself. “You’ve got no proof!” I cried. “How could I have sent a telegram. I was never out of Freer’s sight. Why should I have signed it Enderby if Enderby was out there? You all know I’m no bull, but a workman at Dunsany’s. I can account for every minute of my time since Jumbo first picked me up!”


  Lorina was nearer me than any of the men. She took a step forward. I guarded my face. But that was not her point of attack. Her hand shot out, and the wig was snatched from my head. There I stood with my bare poll. The jig was up.


  A loud laugh broke from the men-jackals’ laughter, before tearing their prey. A different kind of sound came from Freer.


  “My God! it’s Mr. Dunsany!” he gasped.


  “Eh?” said Lorina.


  “Walter Dunsany,” he repeated, staring as if he saw a ghost.


  “Is this true?” she demanded of me.


  I felt as if the worst were over now. A sudden calmness descended on me.


  It was a sort of relief to be able to be myself. “Quite true,” I said.


  “What’s your game?” she demanded scowling.


  “Do you need to ask?”


  There was a commotion among the men. I heard different exclamations and demands. Some were for despatching me on the spot; one suggested I be held for a million dollars’ ransom.


  Lorina turned on the last speaker. “You fool!” she cried. “Ten millions wouldn’t save him! He gets a perpetual lodging in my cellar!”


  Cries of approval, more laughter greeted this.


  From her dress Lorina drew the gun I had given her a little while before.


  “Hands up!” she commanded.


  Now I knew it was not loaded, and I had a loaded gun in my pocket. But so had every other man there, and all had more practice in drawing their weapons than I. So I thought it best to obey. Up went my hands.


  “Foxy, Jim, frisk him!” said Lorina.


  They found the gun, and flung it on the desk. Lorina dropped it in the middle drawer. There was nothing else incriminating upon me.


  “Down on the floor with him!” cried somebody.


  “Wait!” said Lorina. “We’ll see what we can find out first.”


  I caught at the little straw of hope that showed. “Send them out and I’ll talk freely,” I muttered. “I’ve no mind to be shot when I’m not looking.”


  Overconfidence betrayed her. With a gun in her hand she felt herself more than a match for any unarmed man. By a fatal oversight she never looked to see if her weapon was loaded. She didn’t trust that mob very far, as I knew, and perhaps she thought I might have something to say which it was better they shouldn’t hear. They grumbled, but she was absolute mistress there. She ordered them out of the room.


  “Shut the door,” she said. “Wait outside. Do not come in unless I call you.”


  If I could get that door locked, and get my gun back! I crept along the wall opposite the windows a little at a time. Lorina made no serious attempt to stop me, because there was no possible escape on that side of the room.


  “What have you got to tell me?” she said.


  “What do you want to know?” I parried. Every second I could gain was precious.


  “Stand still!” she commanded. “Where is Enderby tonight?”


  “At the Sanatorium, you said.”


  “He returned on the same train you did.”


  “I didn’t know it. I wish I had.”


  “Well, where is he now?”


  “At the Rotterdam, I suppose.”


  “He has not come back there. I have the place watched.”


  “Then I don’t know where he is.”


  “You lie! Where do you have your meetings?”


  “We have never met but once since I’ve been on the case.”


  “Do you expect me to believe that? Stand still!”


  “I don’t care whether you believe it or not. It’s the truth.”


  Meanwhile I was moving a few inches at a time around the wall towards the door the men had gone out by. Since Lorina knew the dozen of them were just outside the door, indeed we could hear them, she cared little. My hands were still elevated of course.


  “How do you communicate with him?” she asked.


  “By letter or telephone.”


  “Where?”


  “At the Rotterdam.”


  Her eyes glittered. “I’ve had enough of this fooling,” she said. “If you’ve got anything that’s worth my while you’d better say it. My finger’s impatient.”


  I needed a few seconds yet. I adopted a whining tone. “Why should I split on Enderby? You’re going to croak me anyway. What’ll you do for me if I tell?”


  “For the last time, tell me what you know, or I’ll hand you over to the boys!” said Lorina.


  I had reached the door now. The key was in it. I had calculated every move in advance. Down came my hands, I turned the key, and flung it out of the open window. Lorina began to shoot. The gun makes so little noise at any time that she had pulled the trigger several times before she realised it was not loaded. By that time I was half way back to the desk. I got the drawer open and my hand on my gun, as she leaped on my back. I flung her off.


  She was crying for help by this time. The men outside tried the door, then flung themselves against it. It could not hold long against that weight. But I needed only a few seconds. I reached the window over the portico. Somehow or other I slid down a pillar to the steps. As soon as my feet touched something solid I fired three shots in the air. This was the prearranged signal to the men in the hotel.


  I vaulted over the balustrade, and crouched in the area way of the adjoining house out of range of any shots from the windows. Foxy undertook to follow me. As he dropped to the stoop I shot him in the legs. He fell in a heap. The others looking out, thought better of imitating him.


  Almost immediately the men came running out of the hotel, and Lorina’s gang disappeared like magic from the windows. But as it had been arranged that some of the detectives were to approach over the back fences, and others by the roof, I had no fear they would escape us.


  The rest is soon told. When we broke in the door we heard Lorina commanding the men not to shoot. As the police crowded into the hall, she came towards us head up, and with superb insolence demanded to know the meaning of the outrage. I’m afraid I indulged in rude laughter.


  The police were amply provided with handcuffs. We secured the prisoners two by two, searched them, and carted them off in the patrol wagon that was summoned by telephone. The bag was Lorina, Jumbo, Foxy (not seriously wounded), Jim, Freer, seven other men and the three negroes. Blondy escaped in safety according to your instructions. There was much mystification expressed, since the house was guarded front, rear and roof, and every corner of the interior was searched. Of course, I made a great fuss about it.


  The lieutenant of police reported the haul to Inspector Lanman, who arrived bye and bye with other high police officials in an automobile. You ought to have been there too. I was wild at my inability to get hold of you. I used all the eloquence at my command appealing to Lanman not to disturb anything in the house, and not to have the prisoners questioned until we could get hold of you. He agreed.


  I am remaining here in the house to see that his orders in that connection are obeyed, and also on the chance that other members of the gang may come in. We have all of them that matter though—except the grand boss. Unfortunately the noise of this capture will give him warning, but I have done the best I could. Lorina’s other establishment is well-guarded, but will not be broken into until morning. Come quickly when you get this.


  Walter Dunsany.


  (J. M. no longer.)


  Chapter 31


  The tremendous popular excitement that followed on the capture of Lorina and her gang does not help on my story, so I will pass over it quickly. The haul we made in the modern cave of Aladdin staggered the public imagination. Much against Mr. Dunsany’s advice, the jewels were publicly exhibited in police headquarters for three days.


  Mr. Dunsany and I were elevated into the position of newspaper heroes. He at least deserved it, but I doubt if he enjoyed his honours. I know I didn’t enjoy what fell to me. I couldn’t help but think if we had only been able to hush up this noise for twenty-four hours, maybe the grand boss of the outfit might have walked into our welcoming arms.


  I will simply say that a thorough combing of Lorina’s house, and of her offices, revealed not the slightest bit of evidence leading to the man we sought. She was a wonder at covering her tracks. In the midst of all the popular praises I was discouraged. There was nothing as far as I could see to prevent the organiser of the gang from presently organising another. Meanwhile I was in hourly expectation of receiving his compliments in the shape of a bullet.


  I had one small hope left, and that was in Blondy. The fact of his escape had been duly published, and I was praying that Lorina, deprived now of any better instrument might be led to use him. I carefully stayed away from the boy, keeping in touch with him by letter and phone. I would not, of course, put him up to communicating with Lorina. That would instantly have aroused her suspicions. Any move must come from her. I append some of Blondy’s letters.


  
    July 10th.


    Dear Mr. Enderby:


    The house was pinched last night, as you know by this time. I had gone to the back room on the third floor by myself because I thought they were going to murder a man in the office, and I was sickened by it. I don’t know if he got away or not. I suppose the whole story will be in the evening papers. Anyhow I heard the three shots outside, which you told me would be the signal, so I beat it up the ladder to the scuttle. You told me if any one else tried to get out that way, I was to let them go on ahead of me and hide in the hall closet, but I was all alone. There was a deuce of a racket downstairs. The servants in the front room were hollering, but they didn’t come out. I got out on the roof and met the detectives coming over from the hotel. They grabbed me and threw a light in my face. Seeing who it was they let me go. I was glad. I was afraid maybe you had forgotten to give them instructions. I went down to the street through the hotel, and chased home as quick as I could. According to your instructions I shall go on living here as usual until I hear from you.


    Yours respectfully,


    Ralph Andrus.

  


  For nearly a week nothing of any importance happened. Then I received this:


  
    July 16th.


    Dear Mr. Enderby:


    I called you up this morning to tell you about the lawyer coming to the association rooms to see me. This afternoon I went down to his office as you told me I should. The fellow said he was one of the lawyers hired by Mrs. Mansfield to defend her, and she had given him my name to see if I would make a witness on her side at the trial. Then he put me through a cross-examination that lasted a couple of hours. I was kind of flustered by it, because I didn’t know how you would have wanted me to answer his questions. But you told me if I didn’t know what to say to tell the truth. So I did. The only time I lied was when he asked me how I got out of the house that night. I said when I got out on the roof I saw the officers coming, and hid behind a chimney till they passed. It seems I didn’t know enough about the gang one way or another to make any difference. The lawyer told me to keep my mouth shut if I wanted to stay out of trouble, gave me a couple of dollars and sent me home. I hope I handled this matter right.


    Yours respectfully,


    R. A.

  


  The lawyer Blondy referred to was a junior partner in one of the best-known firms engaged in criminal cases. It had been announced that this firm had been retained by Lorina. Since the lawyer had approached the boy openly there could be no doubt but that he himself was acting in good faith. I could not but feel though that there was something behind this visit, because, of course, Lorina knew that Blondy could tell next to nothing about her affairs, and that little not to her credit.


  I finally decided that she must have used the young lawyer as a kind of cat’s-paw to discover Blondy’s situation and present disposition towards herself. If I was right there would no doubt be developments presently. I awaited the event in no little anxiety.


  Sure enough, three days later Blondy called me up to tell me he had just received a long letter from Lorina that I ought to read at once. I arranged to meet him in an hour at the office of the doctor who had first brought us together. He was instructed to make sure that he was not followed there. Lorina’s letter enclosed a second letter. The enclosure was not sealed. The friendly tone of the first so different from Lorina’s attitude towards him out of jail, excited the boy’s derision. It read:


  
    DEAR BLONDY:


    I am so glad you made your getaway. The lawyer told me about it. You certainly were lucky. He tells me you are broke. I have been worrying about this. He will take this letter out to post, but he doesn’t know what I am going to say to you. That’s between ourselves. I know I can count on you not to split on a pal. Burn this as soon as you get the contents fixed in your mind.


    I can’t send you anything from here, because these devils have stripped me. They have even taken my keys, so I can’t send and get into my safety deposit box for funds. But if you will help me, I’ll be in a position to do something handsome for you. I have a duplicate set of keys that nobody knows about, and I want you to get them for me.


    I enclose a letter to Mrs. Bradford who is the janitress of the house at No.—East Fifty-Ninth street. I kept a room there that I could go to when I wanted to be quiet. Read the enclosed letter then seal it so she will think you don’t know what’s in it. Do everything just as the letter says. Don’t forget that my name is Mrs. Watkins to this woman. You will find fifty dollars in my pocketbook there. Give her thirty for the rent and ten for herself. You keep the other ten. Get a receipt for the rent.


    The keys are in the pocketbook. Be very careful of them. In a few days a man will call you up and ask you if you have them. You ask him his name, and he will say Thomas Wilkinson. Then he will tell you what to do, and you must obey him exactly. As soon as he gets the keys and can open my box he will send you five thousand dollars in bills, which will set you up in business or give you a good time, whichever you like.


    If this turns out all right there will be a chance for you to make other good things out of the crowd.


    I enclose the combination to the safe on a separate slip.


    Take care of yourself,


    With love,


    Lorina.


    P.S. You mustn’t think from my letter to Mrs. B. that I do not trust you. That’s just to stall her off.


    L.

  


  The enclosure was a masterpiece.


  
    DEAR MRS. BRADFORD:


    I have been taken real sick, threatened with nervous prostration they say. I have had to go to Dr.—’s sanatorium at Amityville. Don’t know how long I’ll be here. Now Mrs. Bradford, I’m in a fix because I’ve lost my keys. I keep duplicates in my safe, and so I’m sending my nephew to you with this to get them. He has wavy, blond hair and blue eyes, and nice white teeth. He slurs his rs a little when he talks like a child. So he will call you Mrs. B’adfo’d. These details will identify him to you.


    Please let him into my room with your passkey, and remain with him while he is there. Not but what he is a good boy, but boys will be boys you know. Don’t let him see this. I have given him the combination of my safe. Inside is an old handbag with fifty dollars in it and a bunch of keys. He will give you thirty dollars of it for the rent, and ten for your trouble. Nothing else in the safe must be touched. Thanking you for your trouble,


    Yours sincerely,


    (MRS.) ELIZABETH WATKINS


    P.S. I hope your rheumatism is better.

  


  I made copies of the letters and the safe combination, and told Blondy to go ahead and do exactly as he had been told. I suspected from Lorina’s care that the little safe would make interesting disclosures. However, I could get into it some other time. I was inclined to believe her story about the safety deposit box. Like all first-class liars she wove truth into her lies when she could. I was hoping, while scarcely daring to hope, that in a matter of such vital importance she would not dare trust any one short of the “boss” himself. If he would only come after the keys!


  Next day I got the following letter from Blondy.


  
    DEAR MR. ENDERBY:


    I did everything just as the letter said. Mrs. Bradford was a suspicious kind of woman. She lived in a cellar kind of place below the street level. She asked me about a thousand questions before she would let me in. But I wasn’t afraid of her. Suspicious people are generally easy to fool.*


    (*Pretty good observation for eighteen years old!—BE)


    No.—East Fifty-Ninth street is an old building that is let out in stores and studios. Mrs. Mansfield’s room was second floor rear. I couldn’t look around much the old woman watched me so close. It was just an ordinary furnished room, nothing rich like the Lexington avenue house. There was an alcove with a bed in it. The only thing funny was the number of trunks standing around. I counted seven of them. They had covers and cushions on them.


    The safe was a little one. I opened it all right. There was nothing in the main part but a lot of papers and the little satchel. There was an inside locked compartment. After I locked the safe again the old woman made me destroy the combination before her eyes. I paid her the money, put the keys in my pocket, and she hustled me out. That’s all.


    Yours respectfully,


    R. A.

  


  After this followed a period of strained anxiety for me. I could not stay near Blondy, of course, and I was afraid the man we hoped to get might circumvent him in some way. Maybe instead of telephoning him he would call on him in person. Blondy was instructed of course in that event to hang on to him like grim death, but how could I expect a boy of his age to get the better of an astute crook?


  However, this fear proved groundless. On Thursday morning about eleven Blondy called me up. I instantly knew by his breathlessness that something had happened.


  “’Guy just called up,’” said Blondy. “’He said: ‘Have you got the keys?’ I came back: ‘Who are you?’” “’Thomas Wilkinson.’” “’O.K.,’ said I. Then he started in quick to give me my instructions.”


  “I must take the twelve noon train from the Long Island Terminal for Greenwood City. I get off at Greenwood City and walk one block North to Suffolk avenue which is the main street of the village. I turn to the right on Suffolk which is to say turn East or away from New York, and keep straight on right out of town to the wide, empty stretch of land that they call Ringstead Plains. I have to walk about two miles out this road. Half a mile beyond the last house there’s a locust tree beside the road. He said I couldn’t miss it because it was the only tree standing by itself as far as you could see. Motor cars pass up and down the road frequently. But I must not accept a ride if it’s offered to me. I must sit down under this tree as if I was tired and stay there ten minutes or so, until anybody who may have seen me stop there will have passed out of sight. Then I am to leave the keys on the ground behind the tree and walk back to Greenwood City, and take the first train for New York. If he gets the keys all right, he said he would send the money in a package by mail tomorrow.”


  I made notes of all this while the boy was speaking.


  “Is it all right?” he asked anxiously.


  “Fine!” I said.


  “But the twelve o’clock train! It’s quarter past eleven now. I wanted to put him off to give you more time, but you said do exactly what he said.”


  “Quite right,” I said. “Run along and get your train. Follow your instructions exactly and leave the rest to me.”


  Chapter 32


  Time was very precious, but I allowed myself a few minutes for hard, concentrated thought. I believed that Blondy would be under surveillance from the time he left the Association rooms until he reached the appointed spot. Evidently my man was aware of the advantage to himself of rushing the thing through, and it was likely the keys would be picked up within a few minutes of the time they were dropped. At any rate he would surely come after them by daylight, for night would make an ambush easy. Therefore it was up to me to make my preparations before the boy got there. Not very easy when he was already about to start.


  My man had had several days in which to find the spot near New York best suited to his purpose. From Blondy’s description the place he had chosen must be bare of cover in miles. “Thomas Wilkinson” would come in an automobile, naturally, and if anything in the vicinity aroused his suspicions he would not stop. I could not hope to pick him out among all who passed. It was a tough problem.


  I called up Lanman the chief of the detective bureau. Nowadays I commanded the respect of these people.


  “Look here,” I said, “we have a chance to take the boss of the thief trust this afternoon, if we strike like lightning.”


  “Shoot!” said he.


  “First, send me quick a high-powered automobile with a nervy chauffeur and two operatives. Have them pick me up at the Southwest corner of Second avenue and 59th street, Queensboro bridge plaza.”


  “Right!”


  “Next get together five other good cars without any distinctive marks. Come yourself in one of them, and bring a dozen good men. Meet me—let me see—What town is there near Greenwood City, Long Island, but not on the same road?”


  “Ringstead, two miles South.”


  “Know a hotel there?”


  “Mitchell’s a road house.”


  “Good. Have your five cars proceed to Mitchell’s by different roads as quickly as possible. I may not be able to come there to you, but wait there for further instructions by telephone.”


  “O.K.,” he said. “We’ll be on the way in ten minutes.”


  “One thing more. Bring a good pair of field glasses.”


  


  I took my own binoculars and a gun. On the way to the meeting-place I bought a road map of Long Island. The car was already waiting for me at the spot named. Lanman was a man after my own heart.


  We made quick time. I was provided with a police badge in case any of the local constables should object to our rate of travel. On the road I studied my map and got the lay of the land in my head.


  It was twelve-five when we reached Greenwood City, or fifty minutes before the train was due. As we passed the railway station I saw a car already waiting there, and I wondered idly if that would have anything to do with my case. It was a very distinguished-looking car of a foreign make with a dark green body of the style the French call coupé de ville. It seemed a little odd that any one should choose to ride in a closed car in such hot weather. An irreproachable chauffeur and footman waited near.


  We turned into Suffolk street, and hastened on out of town out to Ringstead Plains. It was all just as Blondy had given it to me over the phone. There was the last house at the edge of the plain, and half a mile ahead stood the lonely locust tree beside the road. The house looked as if it might belong to a small farmer or market gardener. There was a small barn behind it. Ahead of us there was no other habitation visible as far as we could see.


  We kept on. It is a well-known motor road, and we passed cars from time to time. Earlier and later it would be quite crowded I expect, but this was one of the quietest hours. About three-quarters of a mile beyond the locust tree there was a wood that I had my eye on. It was not of very great extent, but showed a dense growth of young trees.


  Reaching it, I found to my great satisfaction that there was a rough wagon track leading away among the trees, I had the chauffeur turn in there. There was no other car in view at the moment. Within a few yards the wagon track curved a little, and we were lost to view from the road. I got out and made my way to the edge of the trees. From this point I found I could overlook the locust tree with the aid of my binoculars.


  This was all I wanted. I gave the order to return to Greenwood City. A little further in the wood there was a clearing sufficient to enable us to turn. One gets over the ground quickly in a car, and when we got back to Greenwood we still had twenty-five minutes before the train was due. This place, by the way, is not a city at all, but merely a village embowered in trees. The handsome green car was still waiting at the station. I went to a hotel to telephone.


  To my joy I got Lanman on the phone without delay.


  “I am here at Mitchell’s with three of the cars,” he said. “The other two were sent by a slightly longer route. They will be here directly.”


  “Take three cars and proceed by the shortest route to Greenwood City,” I said. “Make haste because I expect my man on the train from town in twenty minutes, and you must get through the village before he arrives.”


  “We can be there in five,” said Lanman.


  “Turn to the right on Suffolk street and proceed out on the plains. A mile and a half out of town you come to the last house. It is a grey house without any trees around it; there is a small barn behind it. Stop there and put up your cars in the barn in such a way that you can run them out quickly. I don’t know the people in the house. I have no reason to believe that they have any connection with the man we want, but you’ll have to use your judgment.”


  I went on to explain to him just what Blondy was going to do, and how I expected our man to turn up shortly afterwards.


  “The East windows of the house overlook the locust tree,” I went on. “Station yourself at one of them with your glasses, and you will be able to see whatever happens at the tree.”


  “I get you,” he said. “What about the other two cars? One of them is just turning into the yard now.”


  “Let them leave Ringstead by Merton Street,” I said, consulting my map, “and proceed East to the Joppa Pike; thence North to the Suffolk pike and turn back towards Greenwood City. About two miles and a half before reaching the village, more than a mile beyond the house where you will be, there is a small wood on the left hand side of the road. There is a wagon track leading into it. They are to turn in there and they will find me a little way inside.”


  “All right,” said Lanman. “The last car is coming now.”


  “Listen,” I said. “Our man without doubt will come in a car. After he picks up the keys I expect he will keep on in the road. In which case he falls into my hands. But if he should turn around and go back it’s up to you.”


  “I understand,” said Lanman grimly.


  


  Ten minutes later I was back at my observation post at the edge of the wood. I had not been there long when through my glasses I saw a car turn into the farmer’s place. A second and a third car followed at short intervals. In a quarter of an hour the first police car joined me, and a few minutes afterward the second. Each contained two men in addition to the chauffeur.


  We turned the cars around and stationed them in line where, though they were invisible from the high road, they could run out upon it in a few seconds. The other side of the highway was fenced. Having completed our arrangements, there was nothing to do for a while, and I told the men to take it easy.


  According to my calculations Blondy would appear in view about one-thirty. It was a long walk from the station and a hot day. Exactly on schedule I saw a speck in the distance which presently resolved itself through the glasses into the figure of a solitary pedestrian. As he neared the tree I saw that it was Blondy. So far so good.


  I was lying on the ground at the edge of the little wood with the glasses steadied on a fallen trunk. The whole flat plain was spread before me. The cars were about thirty yards behind me, each chauffeur at his wheel. Between me and them I had the four men stationed at intervals so I could pass a whispered order back.


  While Blondy was covering the space between the house and the locust tree a green car hove in view behind him, which I presently recognised from the irreproachable chauffeur and footman as the coupé de ville. It overtook the walking figure, and came on up the road, past the wood, and past us. I wondered if our man was now inside.


  Blondy reached the tree at last. I suspected that he welcomed the shade. It seemed perfectly natural for him to sit down under it. He remained there ten minutes. Several cars passed to and fro and one of them stopped. This puzzled me for a moment, but I supposed that it was merely some good Samaritan who offered the perspiring boy a lit. While Blondy was sitting there the green car went back. I was pretty sure now that it contained our quarry.


  At last Blondy got up and started back. These periods of waiting try a man’s nerves. Mine were pretty well on edge by this time. It seemed to take an age for the boy to retrace his steps over the visible part of the road. About two hundred yards beyond the farmhouse there was a bend in it which concealed the rest from my view. A minute or two after Blondy disappeared from my sight, the big green car again hove into view around the bend. My heart hit up a few extra beats.


  “Get ready,” I sent word along the line.


  To my great disappointment it did not stop at the tree. It came on, and passed the wood again with the loud purr of new tires. However, I explained it to myself by the fact that there was another car in view at the moment. I set myself to wait in the expectation of his return.


  In five minutes return he did, but this time there was a car close behind, and once more he passed out of sight without stopping. I hoped that Lanman had marked the passing and repassing of the fashionable car.


  It was now past two o’clock, and the hottest part of the day was coming on. A haze of heat undulated shimmeringly over the plain. Our tempers suffered. There in the little wood we were in the shade, it is true, but there was not a breath of air stirring, and the mosquitoes were busily plying their trade. The men breathed hard, and wiped their faces. At first they had taken their coats off, but finding the insects could bite through their shirt-sleeves they had put them on again. I had thrown off my hot wig. A disguise was unnecessary now.


  Once more the green car turned into sight beyond the farmhouse. This time the road was empty and my heart beat hopefully. Sure enough it stopped opposite the locust tree.


  “Start your engines,” I whispered along the line.


  A man alighted from the coupé and walked to the tree. A Panama hat shaded his face and I could not get a good look at it. He walked around the tree and seemed to be gazing up in its branches, as well as looking down at the roots. I could not understand this evolution, still I was pretty sure that I saw him stoop and pick something up.


  He returned to his car, and it started forward.


  “Go ahead,” I said to my men.


  They knew what they had to do. I lingered a moment to see whether he was going to turn around or come on. He came straight, faster than he had been travelling. I ran after my cars.


  According to instructions they moved out in line across the road, completely blocking it. I timed it as closely as I could, but unfortunately the road was perfectly straight. With the appearance of the first car out of the wood, the green car took the alarm. We heard the screech of the brakes. They came to a stop in a cloud of dust. Those town cars can turn almost in their own length. Around they went and back with the exhaust opened wide.


  We jumped aboard our cars and as soon as we could disentangle ourselves took after them. They were half a mile away when we got straightened out. Now if only Lanman did not fail me!


  To my joy, away ahead I saw the police cars slowly move one, two, three across the road. We had him trapped! Once more the green car stopped in a cloud of dust.


  Lanman and I approaching from opposite directions, reached it simultaneously. We had our guns out.


  “What’s the matter with you?” the angry, frightened chauffeur cried.


  We paid small attention to him. I and my gun looked into the coupe together. Lanman ran around to the other door. In the corner of the seat I saw, exquisite, immaculate Alfred Mount!


  “You!” he gasped.


  “You!” I cried.


  Of the two I was the more surprised. For the moment I was incapable of moving.


  He did not speak again, nor attempt to get up. Through the front window of the coupe he saw the small crowd of detectives gathering. The light died out of those bright, black eyes. He clapped the back of his hand to his mouth as you have seen women do in moments of despair. The hand dropped nervelessly in his lap. Before my eyes his face turned livid. His body stiffened out in a horrible brief spasm, and he fell over sideways on the seat—dead!


  


  My eyes and Lanman’s were glued alike in horror to the corpse. The left hand, a hand too elegant for a man’s, had now dropped to the floor. A glance at it explained the tragedy. An immense flat emerald on the ring finger was sprung back revealing a tiny cup beneath. The chief and I looked at each other in understanding


  We were recalled to practical matters by the imperious tooting of a horn up the road. One oncoming chauffeur naturally objected to the barricade of automobiles. Lanman and I alike dreaded the irruption of foolish curiosity-seekers. At a word from me he hustled the detectives into their respective cars, and got them straightened out. They were all ordered back to headquarters. All this happened within a few moments. I don’t believe any of the detectives realised that the man was dead.


  None of the engines had stopped, and we quickly had the road clear. Lanman and I thought so much alike in this crisis that it was hardly necessary to talk. We got into the coupe with its ghastly burden and without touching it, sat down on the two little seats facing it. A glance at the police badge was sufficient for the chauffeur.


  “Your master has had a stroke,” I said to him. “Take us to his home as soon as possible.”


  Lanman nodded his approval.


  When we got Mount’s body to his rooms, we sent for his doctor, one of the most famous practitioners in town, also for the commissioner of police and for Mr. Walter Dunsany.


  When the five of us were gathered together, we consulted, and finally put it up to the commissioner to decide what ought to be done in the interests of good citizenship. After listening to me, to Mr. Dunsany and to the doctor, all of whom felt the same, though for different reasons, he voted with us. We agreed that Mount had taken the best way out under the circumstances. None of us wanted to drag his dead body through the mire. As much of the loot as could be recovered was already recovered. None of us wanted to see any more scandal aired in the newspapers. Therefore it was given out that Mr. Mount had committed suicide while motoring in the country, and no cause for the act was assigned.


  Of course I told Roland and Irma the truth, so that no shadow might dim their future happiness.


  Chapter 33


  Little more remains to be told. For weeks afterwards the case was threshed out in the newspapers, but nothing was brought out that you do not already know. No suspicion attached to Mount’s chauffeur and footman. They had met him at the Greenwood City station according to orders. He had exclaimed at the beauty of Ringstead Plains, and they thought that was why he had himself carried back and forth so many times. On the last journey he had remarked the locust tree, speaking of the rarity of the species, and had ordered them to stop so that he could examine it. They knew nothing about trees, of course. They had not seen him pick up the keys.


  The news of Mount’s death took all the fight out of Lorina. Whatever human feeling there was in that woman was all for him. It appeared that her devotion to him was so abject, that she was even willing to help him in his plotting to secure Irma for his wife.


  The thieves were sent up for terms more or less corresponding to the degrees of their guilt. Lorina and Foxy are still there. Jumbo is out now, and professes to have reformed. He seems to bear me no malice, and occasionally braces me for a small loan. One of the gang, Bella Bleecker, escaped for lack of evidence. I knew that she was one of Lorina’s creatures, whom Mount had placed near Irma as a spy, but there was nothing to connect her with the thefts.


  There was one mysterious feature of the case which the trial did not clear up, i.e., the source of Roland’s handsome legacy. I had my suspicions but no proof. Mount’s doctor was one of his executors and I was permitted to examine the dead man’s papers. I found that on the last day of March previous he had drawn $40,000 in cash.


  This was pretty conclusive, but there was a link of evidence still missing. Continuing a search of Mount’s effects I found a receipted bill from an obscure lawyer for legal services rendered about this time. I looked the man up. He proved to be a seedy, servile little creature, one of the desperate hangers-on of the outer fringe of a respectable profession. Mount being dead and no longer a possible employer it was easy to make the lawyer talk.


  Whether or not he knew what he was doing, I can’t say. He claimed that Mount had told him he wished to do something for a worthy young fellow who was too proud to accept anything from him direct. He then laid out the scheme of the mysterious, unhappy lady who was supposed to have died leaving Roland Quarles her fortune. Mount, the lawyer said, supplied the ingenious letter that was sent to Roland. The lawyer carried the money to the trust company.


  This information dissipated the last bit of mystery. The more I thought over it the more I marvelled at Mount. Certainly there was something magnificent in his villainies. Fancy giving your rival forty thousand dollars in order to ruin him! It was clear now why the order had come down from above to Jumbo to sell Irma’s pearls to Roland at a reduced price. I wonder if ever a more devilish plot was hatched by one man to ruin another. And how nearly it had succeeded. Mount had shown the devil’s own cunning in playing on the weak spots in Irma and in Roland.


  The period of the trial was a hateful time for all of us. Our own happiness was not to be thought of until that ordeal was over. A blessed peace descended on us when the last verdict was rendered.


  The blissful event occurred in October. Irma and Roland insisted that Sadie and I must be married at the same time they were.


  The double event took place in the Little Church Around the Corner. Only Mr. Dunsany, Blondy, the Doctor and a few others were present. We all felt as if we had had enough publicity to last us the rest of our lives.


  Roland insisted on returning the balance of his legacy to the Mount estate. I thought he had the best reason in the world for hanging on to it, but that was Roland. He actually wanted Irma to turn over her pearls to the executors, less what she had paid for them, but we all fought him on that. She had purchased them fairly, I insisted, and if Mount had named too low a price that was his affair. He gave in when I pointed out that was the cause of her giving up a lucrative profession, and he had no right to deprive her of her property also.


  The famous blue pearls were sold. Part of the proceeds was devoted to the purchase of a fine old manor and a farm on the Eastern shore of Maryland. Roland and Irma have forsaken the footlights forever. Farming is their true vocation, they say, and nothing could ever tempt them back.


  Mr. Dunsany has ever remained my firm friend. He insisted on rewarding me very handsomely for my work on the great case, though I considered the reputation it brought me enough. The honour seems likely to last me as long as I am able to work. With the money Sadie and I decided to buy a smaller place adjoining our friends. Sadie has turned farmer, too.


  I can’t be there as much as I would like. After the dust and danger of my work it is like Heaven to run down home. At first Sadie objected strenuously to this arrangement. She said she expected to continue to help me with my work. That was what she married me for, she said. But the one fright was enough for me. I don’t hear so much about her desire now. Sadie has other things to occupy her mind. Yes, three of them.


  THE END
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  Chapter 1


  On a certain morning, just as on six mornings in the week (barring holidays) and fifty weeks in the year, Jack Norman wormed his way into a crowded subway local at Fiftieth street, and, propping himself against the end of a cross seat, opened his paper. But this morning, like everybody else in the train, he approached the headlines with an unusual thrill of interest, for an immense sensation was in process of being unrolled in the press.


  Two days before, Silas Gyde, the millionaire miser and usurer, had been blown to pieces in the street by a bomb. The assassin, arrested, proved to be not one of those who had a grievance against the old money lender (there were supposed to be many such) but a maniac of anarchistic proclivities. His name was Emil Jansen. He was already on the way to an asylum for the criminal insane. The main facts of the case having been given in previous issues, space in the paper to-day was largely devoted to anecdotes illustrating the extraordinary eccentricities of the dead man. It was said that with an income of perhaps six millions a year, he spent no more than six hundred. He bought his clothes at an immigrant outfitters’ on Washington street, and even so had not had a new suit in two years. To keep himself from spending money it was his habit to go about with empty pockets, and borrow what few cents he needed from bootblacks, newsboys and applewomen to whom he was well known. But he was scrupulous in repaying these debts. Every day, even when he had become old and feeble, he turned up at the office of a certain corporation for the sake of a free lunch provided to the directors, though he had to walk a mile from the Wall street district where all his business was transacted. It was at the door of this office that he had met his end. And so on. And so on.


  Silas Gyde died a bachelor, and had left no kin so far as was known. His wealth was said to be well in excess of a hundred million dollars. The paper gave a tempting list of the gilt-edge securities he was supposed to own; but nothing was known for sure, for though continually engaged in litigation, he had left no personal attorney; he had not sufficiently trusted any man. No one could say, now, where he had kept his wealth or how he had intended to dispose of it.


  Young Jack Norman read of the millions with the kind of aching gusto that a hungry man pictures a good dinner. Jack’s earnings were twelve dollars a week. He knew little about sociology or economics, but he could not but feel a dim dissatisfaction with the scheme of things that restricted him, with all a youth’s capacity for living largely, to twelve dollars weekly, while it provided the old man with the tastes of a hermit crab, with a hundred thousand.


  Twelve dollars a week meant that Jack’s still boyish appetite daily had to be less than satisfied by the fare of a second rate boarding house; it meant that he had to wear cheap clothes when the instinct of his years was to array himself like Solomon; it meant that his lip must curl with envy as the pleasures of the town passed him by; hardest of all to bear, it meant that the joys of honorable courtship were denied him. A fellow must have money to take a girl out in town.


  Jack’s case was not peculiar. The same expression of sullen wistfulness might have been read in many a young face on the same train. What distinguished this face from the others was a latent fire in the eyes which suggested that, given the opportunity, the possessor had the capacity to play a larger part in life than twelve dollars a week permitted.


  He got off at Worth street and made his way East to Centre where he worked as bookkeeper in Fisher’s sash and blind factory. Walking the street, like many another young head that morning, his was light with dreams.


  “If I had Silas Gyde’s money I wouldn’t be pounding the concrete like this. I’d be fluffing down to Wall street in my Rolls-Royce. Or my yacht would be putting me ashore at the Battery. Or a special train up from Lakewood. First thing I’d do would be to tell Fisher to go to Hell. Oh, that would be worth a million!


  “I’d say to Fisher: ‘Who do you think you are, you little two-spot bankrupt carpenter with your business in your wife’s name! One would think you were William K. Astorbilt, the airs you’ve yourself. Why I could buy you out for the price of what I spend for a meal!’”


  As he turned in at the door of Fisher’s place Jack’s eyes involuntarily sought a window in the establishment of the hardware jobber opposite. As present the window was tenantless; later it would be sanctified by a chestnut head bending over a typewriter. Jack’s dreams were diverted into another channel.


  “If I had Silas Gyde’s money she wouldn’t have to pay for her own lunch when she eats with me. And I could take her out nights. Oh! Automobile, dress-suit, box seats at the Opera, supper at the Bienvenu and a dance! Lord! And they say old Gyde lived on my salary!”


  The offices of the Fisher factory were on the second floor. As Jack turned in from the hall, Fisher himself was standing at the door of his private office; hands in pockets, cigar rolling between thick lips, hat on the back of his head, on his face the customary brutal sneer.


  “You’re late!” he rasped. “Can’t you get out of bed in the mornings?”


  This was a regular performance at Fisher’s. The boss took his pleasure that way, and the office employees were hardened to it. But at the moment Jack was exalted. In his imagination he was still the master of millions.


  “The clock’s fast,” he said curtly, meeting Fisher square in the eye.


  “You lie!” said that gentleman.


  By way of answer Jack pulled out his watch and compared it with the wall clock. The glance was not complimentary to Fisher’s battered time-piece. Fisher purpled with rage.


  “You——! Don’t give me any of your lip!”


  “Who do you think you are?” said Jack coolly. The words were fatally ready to his tongue. “You little two-by-four sash and blind maker with your business in your wife’s name! Better pay your bills before you talk that way to honest men!”


  Behind the fright in the eyes of the thin office-boy and the pale typist, gleamed a wondering delight. Never had such words been heard in that place!


  “Get out of here! Get out of here!” roared Fisher on the verge of apoplexy. “Get out before I throw you out!”


  “As to that,” said Jack, “you’re not man enough,” and he took a step nearer the boss.


  Fisher precipitately retired into his private office, slamming the door behind him. The office boy tittered, and clapped a scared hand over his mouth. Jack turned on his heel, and coolly lit a, cigarette—lit it and blew a whole cloud of smoke, there in those sacred precincts! The eyes of the other two regarded him with a kind of adoration.


  From behind the partition Fisher was still shouting: “Get out! You’re fired!”


  “Much obliged,” said Jack. “It was worth it.”


  But even while he spake the brave words his heart was sinking like a stone in deep water. It was Wednesday, and his salary was always spent in advance of course. All he possessed in the world was a dollar twenty and his watch—fortunately out of hock for the time being. By this time, he thought Fisher was probably sorry too, and would take him back at a word of contrition—but with those admiring eyes on him, he could not speak it.


  “So long, Kids,” he said airily, and started for the door.


  “Oh, wait a minute,” said the boy. “Here’s a letter for you this morning.”


  Jack thrust it carelessly into his pocket and went on downstairs. At the street door he stopped at a loss. Turned loose on the street at nine o’clock of a working morning, which way was one to turn? He glanced across the street again, the window was still vacant. Anyway, he couldn’t very well see her, jobless as he was. Better just drop of sight. This thought cost him a shrewd pang. He started walking quickly in the direction opposite to that whence she would presently come.


  He remembered the letter and took it out. Letters were not so frequent in his life that he could afford to disdain them. This was a business envelope, large, square, and made of thick, fine paper. “National New York Bank” was neatly embossed on the flap. It was addressed in long-hand, an untidy but powerful scrawl.


  “Some high-class ad,” thought Jack. “Want to sell me bonds, I suppose.” He chuckled with bitter humor.


  Inside he found this communication in the same hand:


  
    “Dear Mr. Norman:


    “Will you please call me up at my office to-morrow morning. I shall arrive there about nine-thirty. The number of my private phone is—Broad. You will not find it in the book.


    “Very truly yours,


    “Walter Delamare.”

  


  Jack, being a true American youth, regarded this skeptically. “What kind of a con is he handing me?” he thought. “Who the deuce is Walter Delamare?”


  The name rang familiarly in his ears. He glanced at the note head again. Under the name of the bank was printed: “Office of the President.” Of course! Walter Delamare, President of the National New York Bank. His name was in the papers every day. It wielded a magic influence in the nation.


  Jack still suspected a hoax of some kind, though the expensive note paper and the scrawly, characteristic hand were impressive. He examined the latter with fresh care. It was surely real handwriting, not process work.


  “Oh well, it’s worth a nickel for a telephone call,” he thought. “I have nothing to lose.”


  He had nearly half an hour to kill before nine-thirty, and no twenty-five minutes ever passed more slowly. He walked down to Wall street and had a look at the outside of the National New York Bank, an imposing colonnade a whole block long. He circumnavigated it three times, and at nine thirty-one, precisely, went into a cigar store and called up the number that had been given him.


  After a due interval he heard a voice at the other end of the wire that certainly sounded like that of a man of mark—crisp, serene, potent; humorous and kindly, too.


  “Mr. Norman?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “This is Delamare. You are prompt. Can you come down to see me this morning?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Can you come right away? Later I shall be very busy.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good! Better taxi down. And by the way, it would be better if you sent in an assumed name. I will explain why when I see you. Call yourself—let me see—call yourself Mr. Robinson.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Very well. I shall be expecting you. Good-by.”


  Jack issued from the telephone booth a little dazed. A great captain of finance asking him, the humble bookkeeper, to call! Putting Jack on an equal footing by referring to himself as “Delamare”! A mystery suggested by the use of an assumed name! What could it all mean! On the one hand the skeptic in Jack whispered: “Someone is putting up a game on you!” On the other hand the dear hidden ego in us all that only needs a little appreciation to show its head said: “Why shouldn’t Walter Delamare have private business with you as well as anybody?”


  Jack had only to walk across the street to the bank. The argument within him showed itself in a kind of defiant sheepishness as he passed the great portal and found himself under the far-flung vaulted ceiling. It bad been designed to impress, and impressive it was. With its rare marbles and mural paintings it was more like a palace than a place of sober business. It was not yet the opening hour, but many elegant clerks were already starting to work behind the brass grills. Shabby Jack eyed their cravats and fine linen wistfully.


  He asked one of the uniformed attendants the way to Mr. Delamare’s office, half expecting a roar of laughter to go up. But nothing of the sort occurred. He next found himself opposed by a silvery-haired old gentleman whose exquisite courtesy was the same to all.


  “Whom do you wish to see?”


  “Mr. Delamare.”


  “Mr. Delamare can be seen only by appointment.”


  “I have an appointment.”


  The courteous old gentleman permitted himself a glance of surprise. “What name shall I say?”


  “Mr. Robinson.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  He returned with an air of slightly heightened respect. “Please step this way, sir.”


  “It is all right,” thought Jack. “Nobody is hoaxing me.”


  He followed his conductor down a mahogany and plate glass corridor.


  Chapter 2


  Jack was introduced to a room of truly noble proportions, vast and high, with a row of tall windows with round tops, looking down a narrow street to the harbor. In the center was a flat-topped desk as big as a banquet board and behind it sat a man, dwarfed in size by the vastness of his surroundings—but immeasurably increased in significance. The whole place focused in him.


  Jack’s silken-tongued conductor announced him, and softly withdrew. The man at the desk raised his head and bent a look of strong interest and quizzical amusement on Jack. It was the face of a man well-assured of his place in the world; serene and careless; a man who consorted on equal terms with labor leaders and kings.


  “So this is what you’re like!” he said.


  The unexpected look of interest and the strange words instead of heartening Jack had the contrary effect. His knees shook under him a little, his mouth went dry.


  “Sit down,” said Mr. Delamare, indicating a chair opposite him.


  Jack obeyed, walking jerkily like an automaton.


  “I suppose you’re wondering why I sent for you?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You have no idea?”


  “No, sir.”


  “I will tell you as soon as you have answered a few questions. I must make sure first that I have got hold of the right man.”


  He pulled out a drawer, and taking from it a typewritten sheet, read his question from it.


  “Your full name?”


  “John Farrow Norman.”


  “Parents living?”


  “Both dead, sir.”


  “Father’s name?”


  “John Goadby Norman.”


  “Mother’s name?”


  “Phoebe Farrow.”


  “Pace of your birth?”


  “Cartonsville, New York.”


  There were other questions of a similar tenor, and Jack’s answers were apparently satisfactory to Mr. Delamare. He folded the paper, and searched in the drawer for something else. His next question was an odd one.


  “Are you wearing your father’s watch?”


  “Why, yes,” stammered Jack.


  It was the one article of value that he possessed.


  He unhooked it from its chain and passed it over. The banker opened the back of the case as if aware of what was to be found there, and the smiling face of Jack’s mother as a bride was revealed. From the drawer he took an old-fashioned cabinet photograph, and compared it with the picture in the watch case.


  Jack catching sight of the second picture was startled out of his diffidence. “My mother’s picture! Where did you get that?”


  Mr. Delamare showed him the two faces side by side. “Not the same photograph, but unquestionably the same woman. You may have both now.”


  He handed them over. The picture he had taken from the drawer showed Jack’s mother at an earlier period, just graduating into womanhood with all the touching innocence of youth about her. Jack’s eyes filled.


  “What does it mean?” he murmured.


  “One more question,” said Mr. Delamare. “Give me a brief account of yourself as far back as you can remember.”


  Jack did so, wonderingly, and the banker checked his story with another typewritten sheet that he held.


  “That will do,” he said at last. “I’m satisfied.”


  “How did you learn all this?” asked Jack. “I didn’t think anybody in the world was interested what jobs I had or where I lived.”


  “One never knows,” was the smiling answer. “Write your name and I’ll tell you.”


  Jack obeyed. The banker compared it with a signature he had.


  “Now then,” he said. “How would you like to be rich?”


  Jack stared at him in a daze.


  Delamare laughed. “Rich beyond the dreams of avarice! Worth eighty million dollars in fact.”


  “Eighty million!” muttered Jack stupidly.


  “As you sit there this minute you are worth eighty million—perhaps more.”


  “Where—did I get it?” stammered Jack helplessly.


  “Silas Gyde bequeathed you all he possessed.”


  Jack’s face was a study in amazement, incredulity—not to say downright alarm. At the sight Mr. Delamare threw back his head and laughed a peal.


  “Don’t take it so hard! You’ll live it down!”


  “What was I to Silas Gyde?” murmured Jack.


  “I don’t know the whole story. Mr. Gyde took no man on earth into his confidence. I judge, though, that he was an unsuccessful suitor for your mother. The affair must have cut deep, for he never married.”


  “Eighty million!” murmured Jack, unable to grasp the idea of such a sum.


  “Nearly five million a year; four hundred thousand a month; say thirteen thousand a day.”


  The figures had a convincing ring. The color stole back into Jack’s cheeks, and a delicious warmth crept around. his heart. He had no great difficulty in believing his good fortune, because he had already pictured it to himself in fancy. His first thought was of Kate.


  “I can buy her anything now!”


  For a moment or two he found nothing to say.


  Delamare seeing his eyes become dreamy, smiled again.


  “Spending it already, I see!”


  Jack blushed and descended to earth. “Please tell me all about it,” he said.


  “I’ll tell you what I know. As I said, I was not in Mr. Gyde’s full confidence—no man was. Indeed I knew him but slightly. He was a good customer of the bank, but he did everything in his own peculiar way. He rented a large vault from us, and had the locks changed under his own supervision. I believe he kept the major part of his securities there, but he may have other vaults too.


  “Some five years or so ago, he came to me saying he wanted to rent a small lock box in our vaults, the kind that we get ten dollars a year for. He was so insistent upon the necessity for secrecy that we allowed him to have it under an assumed name. Another officer of the bank and myself were taken into the secret. Mr. Gyde left me a duplicate key to this box with instructions to open it if ever a day passed without my hearing from him. I believe he used to visit the box himself to make sure that I had not been tampering with it, but his peculiarities were so well known, one didn’t mind that in him.


  “Since then, every day of his life he dropped in here, or called me or my secretary on the phone, just to report, he said. In the beginning I often wondered why he had set himself such a task, but as time went on it became a mere form, and at last I forgot how the custom had started.


  “When word of his death was brought me day before yesterday, all recollection of the small box had passed from my mind. My secretary brought it back by remarking that the old gentleman’s daily report was now at an end. I found the keys and opened the box. The papers were sealed into the box itself, so that they could not be removed without breaking the wax. Very characteristic of Mr. Gyde.


  “The contents consisted of his will; detailed instructions to me how to find you and identify you, and several keys which I was directed to hand you. Here they are. And here is the will, a model of clearness and brevity you see.”


  Jack read : “I, Silas Gyde, being of sound mind and in the full possession of my senses, do hereby devise and bequeath all that I die possessed of to John Farrow Norman, son of John Goadby Norman and Phoebe Farrow, and do appoint the said John Farrow Norman and Walter Delamare, President of the National New York Bank, my executors.”


  “My instructions state,” Mr. Delamare resumed, “that the witnesses to the will were two clerks employed by Mr. Gyde at that time. You see he forgot nothing.


  “As to those keys, they are for the various doors in Mr. Gyde’s apartment at the Hotel Madagascar. I am told here not to deliver them into any hands but yours, and you are instructed to visit the apartment at once, and alone. Always mysterious, you see. By the way, Mr. Gyde was the sole owner of the Madagascar, and it is therefor now yours.”


  “I suppose there will be lawyers to see, and so on,” said Jack.


  “Mr. Gyde had no personal attorneys. He was always suing and being sued, but he retained a new man for every case. Obviously he has made these arrangements on his own initiative. I expect it will be up to you and me to ferret out his properties. I will have my attorney probate the will. You had better have a lawyer to advise you. Have you any one in mind?”


  Jack shook his head.


  “Very well, I will give you a note to a friend of mine for whose integrity and ability I will vouch. His name is Hugh Brome. He is young like yourself, and this matter will mean a big thing for him—that is if you have no objection to his youth?”


  “No indeed!” said Jack.


  Mr. Delamare wrote a note and handed it over.


  “Go and look him over before you commit yourself. If you approve of him the three of us can have a talk here later.”


  Jack rose.


  “Haven’t you forgotten something?” asked Mr. Delamare smiling.


  “What?” said Jack blankly.


  “Well—some money?”


  Jack blushed. “I didn’t think I could get any yet.”


  “Certainly! As much as you want. Mr. Gyde left a large balance here. Of course I can’t hand that over to you yet, but the bank is prepared to advance you whatever you require. The bank hopes that you will continue to favor it with your patronage.”


  More than anything Mr. Delamare had said, this last little sentence made Jack feel like a millionaire.


  “Here’s a pocket check book. Make out your check and I’ll send it to the teller with my O.K. You don’t want to go out there yourself for the reporters are lying in wait for you. That’s why I told you to send in an assumed name. They pester the life out of me. As soon as you’re safely out of the way I’ll give out the story and be rid of them.”


  Jack took the offered pen and wrote his check, the banker watching him with a smile. At the line for the Amount Jack stuck; he thought of a hundred dollars, five hundred, a thousand; higher than a thousand he dared not go.


  “Is that too much?” he asked, gasping a little.


  “Not at all!” said Mr. Delamare, laughing. “Merely your income for about half an hour!”


  Chapter 3


  So Jack Norman came out of the National New York Bank eighty millions richer than he went in. He left the building walking on air, and being unaccustomed to that form of exercise it is not surprising that he staggered a little, and collided with more than one matter-of-fact Wall Street figure. A delightful insane phantasmagoria whirled through his brain, blinding him to his earthly surroundings. He walked five blocks before he had the least idea where he was going. Here a wild taxi-cab almost ran him down, and he was brought back to earth with a bump.


  “Good Lord! suppose I’d been laid out before I had a chance to spend a dollar!” he thought with horror.


  He looked at his watch. It was only half-past ten. It had taken him less than an hour to acquire eighty millions. An hour and a half must still pass before he could satisfy his great need of telling Kate what had happened—that is unless he descended on her office and carried her off bodily in a taxi-cab, like young Lochinvar. But he was doubtful how Kate would take this. He was a little afraid of Kate.


  In the meantime he had to see his lawyer. But he couldn’t very well go and ask a man to take charge of an eighty million dollar estate while he looked like a tramp. Clothes!—enchanting thought; he was able to buy anything in New York that caught his fancy. It need not be supposed that the fair sex enjoys a monopoly of this passion; the young male, being more restricted in his choice, brings to it a deeper, more concentrated passion. The difference in shirt patterns! The design of a cravat of which only four square indies is shown!


  He retreated into the shelter of a doorway to consider this matter, watching the passers-by meanwhile for inspiration. But he did not see what he wanted. The young men looked either grubby or flash. Jack discovered that he had a definite taste in clothes that he had never been able to indulge.


  He was aware of course of the subtle differences between ready-made and made-to-order. But while he took the time to search out the best tailor in New York he had to have something. Dimly he remembered having heard of a fine old firm that outfitted men from top to toe. It was on Madison avenue. He looked about for the nearest subway station, and then remembered with a delightful start that there were such things as taxi-cabs in the world, and his pocket was full of money.


  He held up a negligent finger to a passing cab. He got in and, leaning back luxuriously, wondered how the people who looked at him would look if they knew!


  


  At a few minutes before noon, an elegantly dressed young fellow, conspicuous for his graceful figure and sparkling brown eyes, was walking nervously up and down Centre street; ten paces each way and back. A taxi-cab waited at the curb beside him. In one hand the young man carried a pair of yellow chamois gloves, and swung a yellow malacca stick in the other. He wore a boutonniere of corn-flowers.


  As he waited his nervousness increased. It suddenly occurred to him that to greet Kate with a flourish of the new Fedora, and hand her into the waiting taxi might create a scandal in the eyes of her fellow workers. Indeed he was not at all sure but that she might turn him down flat. At the same time he began to worry about the yellow gloves and the yellow stick—a thought too conspicuous for Centre street, perhaps.


  Finally he went to the cab and, unobtrusively dropping the stick inside, paid the man off and let him go. He then thrust the gloves and the boutonniere in his pocket, and felt much better.


  When Kate finally did come downstairs, her first glance overlooked the new clothes entirely, and went straight to his eyes. Seeing the beaming smile there, her eyes fell demurely. Then did she perceive the finery from the feet up, but was too well bred to make any comment. Jack was obliged to ask her very off- hand:


  “Notice any change?”


  “You look very nice to-day.”


  “Oh, I got tired going round like a rag-picker!”


  She made no further remark, and Jack who had counted on creating more of an effect than this, felt a little aggrieved. You never could get any change out of this girl, he reflected. But just let her wait! She was due to be surprised for once in her young life!


  At the corner he held her in talk for a moment, while he searched for a taxi out of the tail of his eye.


  “Let’s not go to Geiger’s to-day.”


  “Geiger’s is all right.”


  “I’m sick of the joint!”


  “It’s as good as any of the places around here.”


  “Let’s go downtown.”


  “But you know I only have an hour.”


  A taxi came bowling through from the Bowery with its little “vacant” flag raised. Jack held up a finger. It drew up beside them with squealing brakes, and the chauffeur opened the door. Kate who had not observed Jack’s signal, turned her back on it.


  “Get in,” said Jack.


  That was when she received her first shock. Her eyes opened very wide. “Why, Mr. Norman—!” she began.


  “Get in!” said Jack so peremptorily, that in her state of fluster she actually obeyed.


  “Cafe Savarin,” said Jack to the chauffeur.


  The cab started with a jerk, throwing them back on the cushions. “Let me out!” she said—but not very strongly.


  He affected not to hear There was a delicious satisfaction in seeing the self-possessed little lady overcome with confusion, if only for a moment.


  “To-morrow I’ll come for you in my own car,” he said, nonchalantly.


  “Are you crazy?” she murmured, really alarmed.


  He laughed. “Can’t I have a car as well as anybody?”


  “But I thought—that is—you always said—”


  “That I was as poor as Job’s turkey, eh? Only a stall. I just worked for Fisher for the sociological experience. I don’t have to work really.”


  She looked at him with troubled eyes.


  He couldn’t resist the temptation to tease her a little. “My old man’s a multi-millionaire,” he rattled on. “Of course I get sick of that life sometimes, and scout about a bit.”


  Her eyes became so reproachful his heart smote him.


  “Oh, that’s only a joke,” he said quickly. “Lord knows the poverty was real enough—but it’s over for good!” “For both of us,” he would have liked to add, but did not quite dare. “Look!” he cried, drawing his hand out of his pocket with the great roll of yellow-backed bills. “My income for half an hour!”


  “Where did you get it?” she said aghast.


  He laughed again. “Honest, I didn’t steal it.”


  “Please!”


  He told her at last. The story sounded strange in his own ears. When he came to the end he saw to his astonishment that there were tears in her eyes.


  “Why—why, what’s the matter?” he cried.


  “I don’t know,” she said smiling through the rain. “Am I not silly? But I suppose it means change. And I hate changes!”


  “A change for the better, only. If you knew how I hated poverty!”


  Her eyes dropped. “I, too,” that meant, but she did not care to tell him so, audibly.


  “If you knew how mean I felt every day when we went to that beanery together, and you had to pay for your own lunch!”


  “But what was the difference? We both work for our living.”


  “A man feels differently. Why I never would ask you if I could come to see you in the evenings, because I couldn’t take you out anywhere. I was afraid I couldn’t keep my end up with your gang.”


  “I haven’t any gang,” she murmured.


  “Well all that’s ended now! Now there’s no limit but the sky! And here we are. The lawyer guy told me this was the swellest place down-town.”


  A fresh panic seized her. “I can’t eat in a place like this! I’m not fit to be seen!”


  “Nonsense! You always look like a lady!”


  Circumstances were too strong for her. She found herself being wafted across the sidewalk, and was delivered into the hands of the maid in the lobby, before she could think of an effective resistance. Indeed they were seated at a snowy little board brightened by an electric candle, before she really got her breath. At Jack’s elbow stood a post-graduate waiter with a deferential bend in his back, and at just the right distance an orchestra was discussing the Meditation from Thais.


  A sigh escaped Kate, for after all she was a perfectly human girl. “Oh, this is heavenly!”


  Jack’s eyes sparkled. “Good! I was wondering when you’d begin to let yourself go.” He leaned forward. “You should worry! You’re the prettiest girl here—and the best dressed!”


  Which was true—on both counts. There was no doubt about her prettiness; Heaven had attended to that. Eyes of the deepest blue with a glance steady and deep; an adorable little nose, and a mouth at once firm and most kissable. As for her clothes, it may be they were of cheap materials, but the taste that had chosen redeemed them. The hat, most important item, was of Kate’s own manufacture, being copied from the window of a milliner whose name is a household word.


  “Don’t be silly,” said the wearer severely. “The waiter is waiting.”


  “That’s what he’s here for! Oh, dear! I wish we could stay all afternoon!”


  This was put forth really as a proposal rather than a wish. But Kate was relentless.


  “We’ll have to hurry” she said firmly.


  “Well, we’ve time for a cup of green turtle, a lobster paté and a coupe St. Jacques,” said Jack. A whispered order was added, and one of the yellow backs changed hands. The waiter departed.


  “One would think you had been coming here all your life,” said Kate demurely.


  This was delicious flattery. “I’ve planned it in dreams,” he said.


  Presently the waiter returned, smiling from ear to ear, and bearing a bunch of violets almost as big as a cart wheel. Their delicious fragrance filled all the air. With a flourish he placed them before Kate.


  She gasped. “Oh! How wonderful! For me!”


  “Who do you think?” said Jack.


  “But—but what shall I do with them?”


  “Put them on. Any woman can wear violets without hurting.”


  “But what will they think when I get back to the office.”


  “The worst!” said Jack solemnly.


  “Oh, Mr. Norman!”


  “Why go back to the office?” asked Jack very off-hand.


  “Oh, Mr. Norman!” she said again, with a scandalized air.


  “My name is Jack,” he said unabashed.


  She made believe not to hear.


  “I can’t bear to think of you working even for a day longer in that stuffy hole! Why, my first thought when I heard the news was I can take her out of that! What fun will it be for me to fluff around town spending money when you are still jailed there, punishing the alphabet.”


  “What do you mean?” she said, trying to look indignant.


  “You know what I mean. Or if you don’t, look at me and you’ll see!”


  She did not avail herself of the invitation. “You don’t seem to have thought much of me. What I might like. Am I nothing to you, but a sort of little follower, a hanger-on to help you spend money!”


  “Oh, Katy, that’s unjust. Look at me! Katy darling, I love you. Will you marry me?”


  “Somebody will hear you,” she murmured glancing nervously around.


  “That’s no answer.”


  “Why—I scarcely know you!”


  “Time will fix that.”


  ‘*You’re not in earnest.”


  “I am! Look at me! I know you well! For months I have thought of you night and day. Oh, I tried to cut you out at first; I thought I was only storing up trouble for myself. Poor devil of a stool-warmer like me. What chance did I have? But I couldn’t help myself! Every time I saw your face at the window I forgot my hard-headed resolutions. You see you had me at a disadvantage. I had an ideal of what a lady was, that I got from my mother—but knocking round in cheap boarding houses, well you don’t meet that kind. It was just plumb luck my meeting you. First time I heard your voice you just knocked me out. That was what I had wanted—all my life. Look at me! Don’t you think I’m in earnest now?”


  “Please, not here!” she murmured.


  He suddenly realized that a girl is entitled to a certain degree of privacy in receiving a proposal. “Oh! I clean forgot where we were!” he said contritely. “I’m sorry. The two things are so mixed up in my mind, I felt I couldn’t tell you quick enough.”


  A silence fell between them. He studied her face wistfully, but could read nothing in the closed lips and downcast eyes.


  “Katy, dear, can’t you give me one word to go on?”


  She shook her head.


  “Nothing definite, Katy—but just a hint I can’t stand the suspense.”


  She murmured softly: “My answer is no.”


  “Oh, Katy!” he said brokenly. “Sometimes I thought you looked at me as if—my mistake, I suppose. Don’t you like me, Katy?”


  “One doesn’t marry on liking. I used to like you as a poor boy. But money changes people’s characters. I’ll have to wait and see.”


  Chapter 4


  Having left Kate at the office to which she most unreasonably insisted on returning, Jack bethought himself of the charge laid upon him to visit Silas Gyde’s rooms alone. Kate’s last words had not been too discouraging, and there was a pleasant suggestion of mystery in this new errand. Jack’s spirits were good.


  Another taxi-cab whirled him up-town to the Madagascar. Even now, occasionally the feeling came over him that he was living in a dream. He fingered the roll of bills in his pocket for reassurance.


  “This is certainly me. Jack Norman,” he thought.


  “And this is my money! The roll’s not much smaller either. It must be real money because I have eaten it, drunk it, smoked it and am wearing it!”


  He entered the hotel, one of Manhattan’s greatest, with an odd little thrill in his breast. “This is mine,” he told himself, “all this marble and onyx and plate glass; these tapestries, these Oriental rugs, these tropical plants, all mine! These good-looking bell-hops work for me; the Duke himself yonder at the desk will have to bend his haughty head when he finds out who I am!”


  Jack was a little shy of asking to be shown to the late Mr. Gyde’s rooms. Having no credentials, he suspected that his story might very well be laughed at, and he himself be shown the door. Anyway, he felt an instinctive repugnance to telling his story to all and sundry. If he could only find out where the rooms were he needn’t apply at the desk, since he had the keys.


  An attractive young woman at the news counter caught his attention. He bought a magazine from her, and while she made change sought to engage her in conversation.


  “They say Mr. Silas Gyde used to live here.”


  “Yes, he owned this hotel.”


  “He must have been a queer Dick if you can believe what you read.”


  “Oh, the half of his queerness hasn’t been printed.”


  “Was he a customer of yours?”


  “No indeed. He never bought anything in the hotel. Said he could get it cheaper outside. Got his meals over on Eighth avenue and around.”


  “I wonder he lived here at all. Did he have a fine suite?”


  “No, the cheapest rooms in the house.”


  “Where were they?”


  “On the second floor at the back on the Forty –th street side.”


  “He must have been a funny sight here in the lobby with his old hand-me-downs.”


  “He seldom showed himself here. He went in and out by his private entrance on Forty –th street.”


  “So he had a private entrance, eh?”


  “Yes, it was a regular thing to see him going in and out carrying his little oil-can.”


  “Oil-can!”


  “Well, you see, when he rented the hotel to the management, he saved out his rooms rent free, but there wasn’t anything said about steam heat or electric current, and when the management sent him a bill for heat and light, he made them take out the radiators and the fixtures, and he burned an oil lamp and a little oil heater.”


  “Here, in the Madagascar! Well, that beats all!”


  “It sure does!”


  In this little colloquy Jack had learned all that he desired. It was a simple matter to leave the hotel, turn the corner into Forty –th street and proceed to the private entrance. It was at the extreme end of the hotel building, a modest door with the street numeral painted on it. Adjoining the hotel on this side was a deserted dwelling with boarded up windows below, and blinds pulled down above, the whole bearing the signs of long neglect.


  One of Jack’s keys fitted the door. Inside he found a single flight of stairs ending on a dark landing with another door. This door was not locked. Opening it he found himself in the sitting-room of the suite, a small room with two windows looking out on the street he had just left.


  It was a typical hotel room, furnished by contract expensively but without taste. An amusingly incongruous note was furnished by the oil heater in the center of the rug, and the cheap lamp on the table. The naked ugliness of the latter object was not even mitigated by a shade. There was nothing to suggest that the room had been a man’s home for several years, no personal belongings of any description.


  Yet it was neat enough, and Jack guessed that Silas Gyde’s arrangement with the hotel must have included maid service. From the bedroom there was a door to the hotel corridor, through which servants might have entered. This bedroom and a bathroom, both almost entirely without light or air, completed the suite. Jack had no difficulty in believing that it was one of the least desirable apartments in the hotel.


  Jack’s first glance around revealed nothing out of the common. The only signs of human occupancy were a few cheap toilet articles on the bureau. But there were several closets. That in the bedroom was locked. Opening it with one of his keys, Jack was faced by his first surprise—a modem and highly efficient steel vault door.


  An alluring picture of heaped coin, greenbacks, securities, stored inside, arose before him, but the door was locked of course, and he had no instructions as to the combination. He wondered, not without chagrin, if Silas Gyde had been a practical joker. Why had he been instructed to proceed there alone merely for the pleasure of looking at a locked vault.


  He went through the rooms more carefully. In the sitting-room there was a little fancy desk. He had a key to this, and upon its being opened, one of the pigeon-holes yielded up a packet of dusty, faded papers. He went over them one by one; advertisements, unimportant business letters, receipts for small Amounts; not until he reached the last envelope of all was he rewarded.


  This was sealed, and on it was written in an old man’s cramped and tremulous hand:


  “For my heir.”


  It was like a voice from beyond the grave.


  But the contents were matter-of-fact enough: no more than this:


  “You are to go to James Renfrew, 120 Broadway, who will hand you a communication from me.”


  This simple sentence revived the lure of mystery, and another taxi-cab was soon bearing Jack downtown. Since the old man’s note had been written, the famous office building at 120 Broadway had burned down, and had risen again to five times its former height. The firm of Renfrew, Bates and Meldrum, the eminent lawyers, still had their offices there, and Jack succeeded in seeing the senior member without too much delay.


  This testy old gentleman with a snort of scorn for what he termed “Gyde’s foolishness” put Jack through a cross-examination similar to that he had undergone from Delamare earlier in the day. Jack’s answers being satisfactory, he received another note in Silas Gyde’s cramped hand.


  This contained a row of cabalistic figures, and further instructions for him to go to Nathan Harris, the well-known banker. At this office the performance was exactly repeated, with the exception that Mr. Harris evinced a good deal of curiosity on his own account. But since it was no part of Jack’s instructions to take him into his confidence, he confined himself to polite and non-committal answers.


  The note he received here, besides giving him more figures, sent him to the office of Sanford Gair, another eminent lawyer. At this stage Jack was brought to a stand by the information that Mr. Gair had been dead for a year. But Jack’s blood was up now: persistent questioning finally elicited the fact that Mr. Gair’s son and executor did indeed have a note for him.


  This contained another line of figures followed by the word: “Complete.” Underneath was written: “You are to enter alone.”


  “Complete?” thought Jack with knitted brows.


  “What is complete? What am I to enter alone?”


  Then a light broke upon him. “The Vault of course! This is the combination!”


  He lost no time in returning to the Madagascar.


  It may be remarked here, that when Jack afterwards told Mr. Delamare about these visits the banker laughed heartily. “Isn’t that like old Gyde! Renfrew, Nathan Harris and Gair, bitter enemies! He wasn’t going to take any chances of their getting together!”


  It was about five o’clock when Jack entered Silas Gyde’s rooms the second time. He double-locked the door leading to the hotel corridor, and set to work on the combination with a burglarious feeling, which all his assurances to himself that it was his own property could not quite dissipate.


  Jack had had no experience with such elaborate locks as this, but after all the principle was the same as that of Fisher’s safe where he had been accustomed to keeping his books at night. After a number of false starts and misses, the steel bolts finally rang back, and the great door swung noiselessly outward.


  Alas for Jack’s expectations! The vault inside was as bare as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard. There was not so much as a scrap of paper to be seen, let alone the dazzling stores he had pictured. The wall down each side were lined with shelves on which lay a thick, undisturbed coating of dust. Apparently there never had been anything kept there; at least not for a long time.


  Jack was thoroughly disgusted. All that chasing around town for nothing! Was his benefactor’s only purpose in taking those elaborate precautions to make a fool of his heir? Perhaps the old man had been really insane.


  But having taken all that trouble Jack did not mean to give up until he had made very sure there was nothing to be gained from it. He examined the vault anew, and presently made a curious discovery in the steel door. Differing from any safe he had ever seen, the handle which operated the bolt ran right through to the inside of the door, also the dial and knob of the combination were reproduced inside.


  “What did he want that for?” thought Jack, with perplexed brow. “Almost looks as if he wanted to lock himself up inside.”


  It was dark within the vault, and Jack lit the oil lamp and carried it in. He had not paid much attention to the back of the vault, for his eye had told him it was flush with the outer wall of the building, but he was now struck by the fact that whereas the sides of the vault were of concrete the back wall was of steel, and there were no shelves covering it.


  In short, the lamp revealed the outline of a door in the back wall, a steel door so beautifully fitted that only the tiniest of lines marked its boundaries. In it was a tiny slit that Jack’s fourth and last key exactly fitted. When it was pressed home, the door swung towards him on a spring.


  Here he received another surprise. Instead of the shallow wall cupboard he expected, for he knew he was against the outer wall of the hotel, the beams of the lamp illuminated a large cupboard heaped with rubbish in the comers. At the same moment he was greatly startled to hear an electric bell start ringing somewhere further within.


  He realized of course that he had stumbled on a secret way into the house adjoining the hotel. He remembered the aspect of that house from the street, shuttered, neglected, dirty. What would the inside reveal? The feeble, fretful alarm of the electric bell perturbed him. He closed the steel door and it stopped: he let it swing open and the sound recommenced. For whom was it a warning? Inside the closet on his right there was an ordinary wooden door. It did not help to compose his nerves to hear a soft urgent whining and scratching on the other side of it. The lamp trembled a little in his hand.


  However there was nothing for it but to advance. Jack was boy enough to refuse to take a dare. He had been instructed to enter alone, and he was not sufficiently frightened to disobey. There was a kind of fascination in entering upon this voyage of discovery alone. Moreover he had no reason to suppose that a trap had been prepared for him.


  Before venturing in, he took a careful survey of the closet. The litter in the corners consisted of old clothes, old boots, newspapers. A musty smell arose from it. His attention was caught by a broad black belt painted on the floor at his feet. Stooping, be touched it, and the black came off on his finger.


  “Soot,” he thought. He took care to step over it when he entered.


  The scratching still continued on the other side of the inner door, but Jack was reassured by the sound of an anxious little bark. “That’s not a very formidable animal,” he thought, smiling, and opening the door.


  His first impression was of a little black and tan terrier, who waited just inside the door with an expression of anxiety, human in its intensity. At the sight of Jack the dog snarled and attempted to retreat, but weakness overcame it and it fell.


  “Poor beastie!” murmured Jack.


  The little animal, whether reassured by Jack’s voice or prompted by his own great need, attempted to make friends. He approached wagging a feeble tail. He dragged himself towards the fireplace, and with piteous, speaking glances, directed Jack’s attention to a tin box upon the mantel. A human voice could scarcely have been plainer.


  “Is that where they keep it, old man?” said Jack.


  In the box were some crusts. He made haste to toss them to the little dog, and filled his dish with water.


  Jack found himself in a good-sized room to which no ray of daylight penetrated. His sense of direction told him it must be the second floor rear of the dwelling house. There was no lack of character here. The place was both sordid and piteous, and very eloquent of Silas Gyde’s strange life.


  “This was his real home,” thought Jack, looking around. “The hotel apartment was simply a blind. . . Poor old fellow!”


  Chapter 5


  Jack as an instinctive precaution returned to close the vault door, and the inner steel door. The latter was provided with a handle on the closet side to draw it to. When Jack closed it the irritating little bell stopped ringing.


  “That was to warn him if any one opened it while he was inside,” thought Jack. “And the band of soot on the floor was to inform him if his stronghold had been entered during his absence. What a queer old boy to take so much trouble to hide himself!”


  Silas Gyde’s room in its architectural features was exactly like thousands of second floor backs in the endless rows of houses built from forty to fifty years ago. As Jack stood inside the closet door by which he had entered, two windows faced him, looking out on the back yards he knew, though they were closely curtained. At his right was a fireplace with a composition mantel, at his left was the door leading to the stair hall. The bed was below the hall door: it is always there. And adjoining the room on that side would be the bath room. Jack had lived in many such houses.


  The air in the room was heavy, but less foul than might have been expected. Jack found behind the curtains that ventilators had been ingeniously contrived, which could be opened and shut without one’s showing oneself at the window. For that matter the glass of the windows was well-nigh opaque with the accumulation of years of dust. The bed was tumbled but clean. Jack suspected that the old man had changed linen with the bed in the hotel. There was a similar oil lamp and oil heater in here.


  “Those outside were a plant while these got the oil he carried in,” thought Jack.


  The room was hideously cheerless. Rubbish was piled everywhere. There was an old flat-topped desk with its back to the windows, and a sort of path had been cleared from the desk to the closet door with a branch to the bed midway. Elsewhere the litter had swamped everything. It was principally newspapers. Jack had never seen so many old newspapers in his life. One corner of the room was filled by a small mountain of scrap books containing faded clippings. When Jack came to examine them he found that all the items related to Silas Gyde, and most of them were abusive.


  Yet from the walls of this unlovely room looked down a few rarely beautiful old pictures, and, as Jack was to learn later, they were of almost priceless value. Evidently at some period of his career the old miser had had generous stirrings. One of these pictures caused Jack a great start. It occupied the space next to the closet door, hence he did not see it until he had come into the room and had turned around.


  It was his mother. An enlargement by a talented hand of the wistful girlhood picture Delamare had given him that morning. She looked down on the fusty disarray with pitying eyes: she was startlingly young and alive in that dark place. The tears welled up in Jack’s eyes again.


  “Think of her presiding over a den like this! I’ll give her a sunnier prospect. But he must have loved her well! I’ll credit him with that.”


  A tour of the rest of the house from cellar to garret revealed only emptiness, darkness and a smell of must.


  Returning to Silas Gyde’s room, Jack went to his desk. This spot alone of all the room was in good order. On it lay a book open and face down at the page where the dead man had left off reading. It was the Ordeal of Richard Feveril, and it was open at the page describing the first meeting of Richard and Lucy. Jack read a few lines and wondered that Silas Gyde could have cared for that sort of thing. It didn’t seem to go with the rest of him. Jack slipped the book in his pocket, against an opportunity to make its better acquaintance.


  There was also a fat red leather note book, a sort of journal, in which Silas Gyde had entered the details of his financial transactions. Jack saved that for his lawyer. Finally there was a manuscript which Death had interrupted in the middle of a sheet. Turning back to the first page Jack was not a little astonished to find that it was a sort of letter addressed to himself. From the dates upon it, it had been started five years before and added to from time to time.


  Jack sat down to read it. The little dog, making it clear that he had adopted a new master, lay at his feet.


  
    “To John Farrow Norman:


    “Dear Jack:


    “Everybody knows old Silas Gyde—or thinks he does. Miser, usurer, skinflint, champion tightwad—I quote from the collection of clippings I have made. What everybody says must be true, I suppose, but it is not the “whole truth. There is another Silas Gyde—or there was once, and it is he who writes to you.


    “Little did you guess that I have been keeping track of you since you were quite a small boy. I have always from that time intended to make you my heir. I suppose you wonder why I never made myself known to you. There were several reasons. For one thing I have noticed that the relations between a rich man and his heir are seldom happy. I didn’t care to read in your eyes that you wished the old fool would hurry up and die and be done with it.


    “Another thing, and this is the real reason: as the years pass it becomes more and more difficult for me to make overtures to anybody. It sounds silly for an old fellow of near sixty to confess that he is shy, but such is the fact. And shyness in the old is a torturing thing. They call me queer, cranky, crazy, and the truth is simply that I am shy. I never could run with the herd.


    “It is true what they say, that I have not a friend in the world, and now I would not know how to set about making one. Especially a young one. I am afraid of you, my boy; afraid of your terrible, pitiless youthfulness. And so I just imagine you are my friend. I have long talks with you, and give you quantities of good advice, to which you give dutiful heed.


    “At the same time I have always kept a sort of watch over you. And if actual misfortune had overtaken you I would have found a way to come to your assistance. A little poverty and hard work will enable you to appreciate riches later.


    “By this time you have learned that I was once your mother’s suitor. She refused me for the first Jack Norman, your father. I wonder if your mother ever talked to you about me. Probably not. She was never a talker. Well, I hope you will never have such a blow as that was to me. I don’t think you will. You have a certain grace (I have seen you), Phoebe’s grace, that will endear you to your chosen maiden. As for me, even as a youth I was a dry stick.


    “What made it harder for me was that I despised your father as a weaker man than myself. When I let this out to your mother in my anger and bitterness, she retorted that if he was less strong he was certainly more lovable.


    “I left Cartonsville in my bitterness. My one idea, like so many galled young men before me, was to do something that would force Phoebe Farrow to acknowledge to herself that she had chosen the wrong man. I resolved to make myself a rich man, the richest in America. To gain this end I was prepared to deny myself everything above the barest necessities of life. Every cent was to be set to work to earn five.


    “I succeeded, as every man must, who is bent on a thing so determinedly as I was. I did not return to Cartonsville for fifteen years. Fifteen years of slavery they were. Those were the years that formed me for life—deformed me I should say. I was already a rich man when I went back.


    “I found the situation much as I had imagined it. Your mother was the hard-working wife of a poor man—a man destined to die poor. She lived in a small inconvenient house without any servant, and her pretty hands were red and rough. And I was a millionaire. You were five years old at that time and your parents’ only child. Both your elder brothers had died in an epidemic.


    “But my triumph did not come off as I had pictured. Phoebe pitied me.


    “‘No wife nor chick?’ she said, with her rare soft smile. ‘Poor Silas! How useless your wealth must seem to you!’


    “Then I saw as in a great white light that I had only been a fool for my pains. I returned to New York and automatically resumed the business of making money. I could not stop. It was all I knew. It filled my days and kept me from thinking.


    “I often wished to change my way of life, but it was too late then. I was already known as Silas Gyde the usurer, and men had hardened their hearts against me. My diffident attempts to make friends were rebuffed. I was forced back into the rut I had worn for myself. There was nothing for me to do but earn the reputation the world had given me.


    “I have told you that in fancy I often gave you advice. But it is not as a good example that I desire to hold myself up to you. I urge you to avoid my example. Never let money get the upper hand of you. Old Silas Gyde the miser tells you money is no good except to spend. I have succeeded in creating the incubus of wealth, and in so doing lost my soul. I leave you the harder task of ridding yourself of it, without losing yours.


    “Your well-wisher,


    “Silas Gyde.”

  


  Under a date two years later the letter was resumed:


  
    “I have opened this to add a warning. When you inherit my money, you are bound to inherit my cares also. Ever since I became rich enough to be notorious, I have been a target for men’s envy and hate. I expected it. Indeed, I enjoyed it in a way. I gloated over my books of clippings. Their hatred gave me a sense of being somebody in the world.


    “In my daily mail I received, and still receive, hundreds of letters, appealing, threatening, abusive; letters from every kind of crank. I ignore them. But lately a real danger has begun to threaten me in the spread of anarchistic doctrines Among the people. And there are not lacking those to turn the justifiable discontent of the people to their own blackguardly advantage. My threatening missives now have an organized hatred behind them.


    “The culmination was reached a month ago in the shocking death of Ames Benton, the first tragedy of the kind that has occurred in America—but not the last I fear. I knew the man; I did business with him; I had talked to him the day before his death. What brought it closer home to me was the fact that Benton was what you’d call a popular man ; openhanded, affable, of a kindly nature. If they did this to him what will my fate be!


    “The affair may be forgotten by the time you read this, so I will say Benton was a prominent and wealthy man—though not so rich as I—president and director in many corporations. He was blown to pieces in his bed at night by an anarchist’s bomb. The man that threw it likewise lost his life in the explosion. How he succeeded in reaching Mr. Benton’s bedroom will always remain a mystery. Among Mr. Benton’s effects were found threatening letters similar to those I have received. The assassin’s accomplices—it is believed that he must have had accomplices—have never been found.


    “This affair has not helped me to sleep better of nights. My courage is of the daylight variety. So long as I can have my eyes open and my wits about me, I am willing to take my chances, but at the thought of being attacked in my bed I confess my heart turns to water. So I have taken my measures.


    “The Madagascar Hotel which I was building was all but complete. To secure light and air on the West I had already bought the adjoining dwelling on Forty –th street. I got it cheap because it had been a private insane asylum and was in bad odor in the neighborhood. The transaction had been effected through agents, and it was not known that I was the owner.


    “I had an opening cut between the hotel and this dwelling. By distributing the work Among many hands I was able to conceal my eventual purpose from all. The people who put in the steel doors thought that the rear door was to give on a shallow cupboard In the wall. When the doors were in I knocked out this cupboard myself and had a dear way through. Nobody who knew thought it at all out of the way that Silas Gyde should put in a steel vault in connection with his suite in the hotel.


    “I have installed myself in a rear room of the old dwelling. The front of the house which has been boarded up for years I was careful not to disturb. Here I can sleep in peace. If the ghosts of the poor insane patients stalk through the halls, they do not trouble me.


    “But they may get me yet, of course, and I am writing to put you in possession of all the particulars. I am sure now, that there is a devilishly able brain using the anarchistic agitation to further a blackmailing scheme on a gigantic scale.


    “For instance, immediately after poor Benton’s death I received a letter threatening me with the same fate, and I have reason to believe that many other rich men received similar letters. I promptly put mine in the hands of the police, as did others, with what result? None, except that I instantly received another letter apprising me that my act was known, and that if I did not immediately cease all dealings with the police I would be shot down in the street.


    “I ignored this letter, and three days later I got a bullet through my hat in City Hall Square. The newspapers seemed to take the attitude that it was no more than my due. But the other rich men appreciated the significance of the act, and I have no doubt the blackmailing business was much stimulated thereby. Still the police did nothing, and I resolved to have no more to do with those gentry, but to protect myself.


    “Now observe. A week after the attack on me I was called upon in my office by a polite young man who handed me the card of the ‘Eureka Protective Association.’ His proposition in brief was, that for a stated sum paid every month (four hundred dollars was the Amount named) his organization would guarantee to protect me against all threats from Anarchists, and would warn me in advance of any plans that were laid to attempt my life. Since the police had failed to suppress the Reds, he said, his people had succeeded in placing their agents in every circle of anarchists, to take note of and report on all their activities.


    “Ingenious, was it not? I could well imagine that many of my timorous wealthy acquaintances would fall for it eagerly after all the agitations of the past few weeks. But to me it smelled rank of blackmail. It seemed to me that if I once submitted, the impost would promptly be doubled, trebled, quadrupled, and instead of securing peace I would be letting myself in for a life of continuous alarms. I might as well die at once. Anyhow, I thought, it wasn’t possible that every rich man would submit, and they couldn’t very well assassinate us all. My chance was as good as another’s.


    “So I turned the polite young man down, and took my own measures. I closed my office downtown, and carried my business under my hat, as they say. I traded impartially through every broker in town. I have moved into my retreat in the old house, and venture out only by daylight, keeping to the crowded streets. The secret of my sleeping-place is still a secret I am sure. I have had no more threatening letters, and I hope they have crossed me off their lists as a hopeless prospect. But if they do get me, you will know all the circumstances.”

  


  The next entry had been made nine months later.


  
    “My dear boy:


    “The long evenings are hard to get through. My eyes tire with reading, and my thoughts are not cheering. I have tried playing solitaire, but it seems like the last resource of the feeble-minded. I have got me a little dog for company, picked him up half-starved, but he’s a great sleepyhead.


    “I think of you more and more. I wish I dared go to you and make myself known. But I have put it off too long. I know now that I shall never go. This is the only medium I can use to communicate with you. You will know me after I am gone. Who knows, perhaps I shall have left a friend here after all.”

  


  Several pages of good advice followed here; cynical, humorous, friendly, out of the old millionaire’s store of experience. A very different Silas Gyde was revealed from him the world knew. But for the moment Jack skimmed over this part hastily in his anxiety to learn more of the facts bearing on his benefactor’s end.


  The last entry was only three days old.


  
    “Three years have now elapsed since I told you of the first threats against my life. The threats have been renewed from time to time. That I am still above ground is due to no lack of effort on the part of my enemy, I am sure. More and more I feel that one man is behind it all. One attempt has been made on my life that I know of, and no doubt others. My supposed room in the Madagascar has been entered. But my real abiding-place is still my secret, I believe.


    “Now I want to tell you of a new direction their activities have taken.


    “About three weeks ago in the flock of begging letters that assail me every day there was one which caught my attention. It purported to be from a young girl struggling to make her way in New York as a visiting stenographer, and asked me if I could give her occasional work. An affecting note of simplicity seemed to distinguish it from the usual type of such letters. ‘Why shouldn’t even Silas Gyde do a good act?’ I asked myself, and sent for her to come to the public writing room of the hotel.


    “Previous to that I had been dictating to public stenographers wherever I happened to drop in. They didn’t know me of course, and thus my business secrets were safeguarded. So you see it was at somewhat of a sacrifice that I engaged my pretty petitioner.


    “She was extremely pretty, and seemingly well-bred. Her modest manner carried out the promise of her letter. Perhaps I am not sufficiently experienced with the sex. No man ever fooled me for long. For two weeks she came every day that I needed her. She was not a very expert stenographer but filled my simple demands. I noticed on her part a willingness to enter into more personal relations with her employer, but I didn’t blame her for that, poor girl. A hundred millions I supposed was enough to sugar even such an old pill as Silas Gyde.


    “But a week ago in Amongst the bundle of completed letters she left with me, had been slipped by chance the page of a letter she had been writing on her own account. The beginning was missing, but the piece I had was sufficiently significant. I will paste it below.”

  


  The inserted typewritten page read as follows:


  
    “—where the old man sleeps. You say you are sure he doesn’t occupy his bed in the Madagascar, but I haven’t been able to find out anything to the contrary. Apparently he comes down from his room to give me dictation. He never has me up there, though I have complained about the noise downstairs, etc. I got in touch with the chambermaid that does up his room, as you suggested. She doesn’t suspect that the bed is not slept in every night. I understood that she has to make it up in the mornings, like all the other beds. So I think you are mistaken in saying that suite is a blind. Give me a little more time and I will make sure through one of the clerks (with whom I am friendly) if S.G. has another suite somewhere in the hotel.


    M.C.

  


  Silas Gyde’s ms. resumed:


  “When my young lady came the following day I observed a certain anxiety in her glance. Evidently she was not sure where she had lost that tell-tale paper. She sounded me discreetly. I was careful to show her an unchanged front, and she finally made up her mind that I had not seen it. I continued to give her work just as before, and after several days quietly dropped her. That was yesterday.


  “This incident has made me thoughtful of course, showing how close they had come to my secret. They may get me at any time. If they do, they will most assuredly transfer their attentions to you as soon as it is published that you are my heir. Therefore I wish you to be armed with all the information possible.


  “The name this precious young lady gave me was Beatrice Blackstone. That means nothing of course. But her good looks were really notable, even to my dim old eyes, and I will try to give you a description that will put you on your guard, should she ever bring her fascinations to bear on you.


  “She said she was twenty-three, but seemed in unguarded moments to be a good five or six years older. She was a brunette with lustrous, wavy chestnut hair and hazel eyes of extraordinary size and brilliancy. By hazel I mean gray eyes with a rim of brown around the iris. With me she played a demure part, but there were moments when I saw that she could do the haughty and imperious too. She was tall for a woman, about five feet seven I should say, and of a very elegant figure which seemed slimmer than it was. Weight about a hundred and thirty-five. She walked with a peculiar undulating motion, bobbing her head slightly with each step. When she was taking dictation I noticed on the index finger of her right hand a large pale mole, round in shape and of the bigness of a button on a woman’s glove. So much for Beatrice Blackstone.


  “I find that the pleasure of writing to you is growing on me and I mean to make a regular thing of it here-after.”


  


  Those were the last words.


  Chapter 6


  Jack sat staring at the letter he had just read, deeply stirred by feelings new to him. Youth generally is profoundly unaware of the hearts of the aged. The feeling is that the old have had their day, have cooled off and hardened, and practically ceased to exist. It came with a shock of surprise to Jack to learn that an old man might be misunderstood, bitter, hungry for affection—just the same as a young one.


  “Poor old fellow!” he murmured. “He thought of me a lot! He was good to me. And I never knew. If I had known him I might have made his last days easier. I might have prevented what happened.”


  Hard on these softer feelings rose a slow tide of anger. “Oh, the devils! To think up such a fiend’s game! And then to get away with it! It’s too much for an honest man to stand! I wish I could pay them off! . . . I will pay them off. I have power now. That shall be my job. If I live I’ll square this account!”


  He registered his vow with an involuntary glance upward at his mother’s portrait. It seemed to him that the wistful face softened on him in approval.


  The impulse to action brought Jack to his feet. Peeping through the curtains he saw that darkness had fallen outside.


  “Good Lord!” he thought astonished. “How long have I been here!”


  His watch informed him that it was eight o’clock. He picked up the lamp, and with a last look around the strange room turned to leave. He had a feeling that that place marked a turning point in his life. He would never again be quite the light-hearted boy that had entered it.


  He had forgotten the dog. The little beast seeing his purpose, and terrified of being left alone again, threw himself against Jack’s legs in a desperate appeal to be taken along.


  Jack stooped to caress him. “Poor old fellow!” he said. “I wonder how long it is since you saw the light of the sun. I can’t take you now, honest I can’t. But you be patient. I’ll be back to-morrow.”


  But the tiny animal thrust himself into Jack’s embrace and would not be denied. Jack finally picked him up and thrust him in his coat pocket. He settled down quite contentedly, only his nozzle and his bright eyes showing.


  “Well I guess you must be accustomed to this mode of travel,” said Jack. “I’m going to call you Jumbo because that’s not your name.”


  Carefully locking all the doors behind him, he left the lamp in the hotel sitting-room, and made his way out by the private entrance. His impulse was to seek his own hall bedroom, the nearest thing to home that he knew, and there alone, amidst familiar surroundings, to try to bring some order out of his whirling thoughts.


  Jack’s boarding house was in the West Forties near Eighth avenue, in the center of that vast colony of boarders. His way from the Madagascar lay up Broadway for three short blocks, then westward for a long one. He passed through the throng hurrying theaterward without seeing anybody; he forgot that he had had no dinner; he forgot that his pocket was full of money and was tempted by none of the alluring show-windows.


  The burden of his thoughts was: “It’s a big job! A big job! I can’t afford to make any mistake at the start!”


  In front of a comer newsstand he was brought up all standing by a glimpse of the staring headlines of the night editions.


  HEIR TO THE GYDE MILLIONS


  FOUND IN A HALL BEDROOM


  a poor boy is enriched beyond the dreams of avarice


  Old Romance in the Dead Millionaire’s Life Revealed


  Jack bought several papers, and standing in a doorway out of the press of the crowd, experienced the first wonderful thrill of finding himself famous. There is nothing else quite like it. How you became famous is a secondary matter. To find yourself on the first page is enough: to see the shape of your name in print. Many a good head has been turned for life by it.


  All the papers offered sensational versions of Jack’s story, more or less accurate. It had apparently been given out at Delamare’s office in the first place, and so far they had it pretty straight. But they went on to embroider it. The more reckless sheets even printed interviews which caused Jack to grind his teeth, they made him out such a fool. One paper printed an alleged photograph, but it was a safely fuzzy photograph that might have been taken for almost anybody. They had discovered the address of his boarding-house, but in his absence his landlady, Mrs. Regan, had refused to be drawn out.


  “Good old girl!” thought Jack.


  The soberer sheets promised an interview in later editions.


  “They’re looking for me now!” thought Jack.


  Being human, Jack could not but feel a pleasurable thrill, but his head was not quite turned. He glanced at the hurrying passers-by whimsically.


  “They wouldn’t rush by so fast if they knew this was he,” he thought. But he had no intention of calling their attention to the fact. Silas Gyde’s reference to the danger of too much publicity was present in his mind.


  He turned into his own street keeping a wary eye ahead. Mrs. Regan’s boarding house was three-quarters of the way down the block, one of a long row of dwellings with little grass plots in front and iron railings. Sure enough by the light of a street lamp Jack made out the figures of a group of men at her gate. As he came closer he saw that several of them carried cameras with flash light attachments.


  His first impulse was to flee, but recollecting that they could not possibly know yet what he looked like, he walked boldly up to the group, and asked the New Yorker’s stock question of a street crowd:


  “Somepin the matter here?”


  One replied: “This where Jack Norman lives. We’re waitin’ for him to come home.”


  He was already so famous no further explanation was deemed necessary.


  “Gee!” said Jack with a glance at the shabby facade.


  “I guess he’ll soon be moving.”


  A laugh greeted this witty sally.


  “Oh boy!” groaned one youth. “Think of having a hundred millions handed you, just like that. It’s too much!”


  A photographer said : “Well, I’m gonna ast him for one million. He’d never miss it.”


  “What like fellow is he?” asked Jack.


  “Same aged guy as us.”


  “Worked for twelve per until this morning. Say his old boss was sore as a pup when he heard what he come in for.”


  “They say he’s a bad actor all right.”


  “Sure, a whale! They say he’s already burned up Broadway from Herald Square to the Circle.”


  “You’re wrong, fellow! I heard his roll’s as adhesive as rubber tape. Same as the old man’s before him. Wouldn’t even pry off a nickel to give the poor boy who told him the news.”


  “Say, when a guy once gets in the papers, scandal begins!” said Jack disgustedly. Seeing Mrs. Regan at her parlor window, and fearful that she might give him away, he walked on.


  From a drug-store on Eighth avenue he telephoned back to Mrs. Regan, asking her to come to him there.


  “Don’t let anything on to those guys at the gate,” he warned her. “I want to keep out of sight for a few days.”


  She came Into the store in a breathless state of fluster. She was a good-hearted Irishwoman of considerable energy of character and a racy style of speech. But at present she was considerably overcome.


  “Oh, Mr. Norman! Oh, Mr. Norman!” she gasped.


  “Easy with my name!” warned Jack. “I’m going to be Mr. Robinson for awhile now.”


  “Is it true what they say in the papers?”


  “More or less.”


  “Oh law! To think of anything like this happening in my house! And the third floor rear hall at that! But that’s always the way ain’t it, like a story like? The telephone’s been going like a Big Ben ever since twelve o’clock, asking for you. And you such a pleasant ordinary young fellow—not to say ordinary-like, but not stuck up at all, just like one of us!” She paused for breath.


  “Easy, Mrs. Regan,” whispered Jack. “That clerk’s got ears like a water pitcher.”


  “I’ll be careful. What did you want of me, Mr. Nor—Robinson?”


  “First, I want you to know my friend Jumbo,” said Jack, handing him over. “Let him have my eats while I’m away.”


  “Laws! Ain’t he cute!”


  “I’ll telephone in every little while for news. Please pack up my things for me. I’ll tell you later where to send them.”


  “You’re going to leave!” cried Mrs. Regan. “But of course it’s natural,” she added quickly.


  “Don’t you make any mistake,” said Jack. “I’m not going to forget any of the friends who knew me when I was poor.”


  “I done my best for you! But with prices the way they is!—”


  “I know. Now I want you to promise not to give out a thing about me, no descriptions of me, no information of any kind. I know it will be hard to resist those taking young reporters, but I ask it as a favor.”


  “Oh, Mr. N—Robinson! Go on! At my age!—It’s little they’ll get out of me, I can tell you!”


  “I knew I could bank on you. I’ll tell you all about it someday. I’ve got to beat it now.”


  “Good-by. Oh—wait! I almost forgot. I’m that excited! A messenger boy left a note for you at the door this evening. I brought it along.”


  Jack took the note and left. Mrs. Regan, a little disappointed at not being taken further into his confidence, turned in the other direction. When she was out of sight. Jack stopped under a street lamp and examined what she had given him.


  It was a cheap, flimsy envelope much soiled. The address was scrawled in an illiterate hand. He opened it, and this was what he read:


  
    “Jack Norman :


    “We don’t call you dear sir, because this ain’t no friendly letter. We know all about you. We’re the gang what croaked old Silas Gyde, and we’re going to get you next, see? You needn’t think you’re going to be let to blow in his tainted money. You millionaires are a dirty disgrace, and we’re going to rid the country of you. You can’t hide away from us. We are everywhere. Gun, knife, bomb or dope: it’s all the same to us. And if you show this to the police you’ll only get yours quicker.


    “The Red Gang.”

  


  Jack’s young face turned grim. “So it’s begun!” he thought. “Well, I’m just as glad they didn’t keep me in suspense. I’m ready to start. We’ll see who’s got the best set of wits!”


  Chapter 7


  Jack, forbidden the refuge of his own little room, continued to walk the streets, while he debated how best to meet the complicated situation that faced him. Stumbling at last on Bryant Park in his wanderings, he dropped on a bench. His eyes moved sightlessly over the scene before him.


  “Once the newspaper guys get hold of me, and print my picture on the front page, I’m a marked man,” he was thinking. “I couldn’t walk down the street then, without a crowd following. It would be a cinch for this gang to keep tab on me, and a fat chance I’d have of getting anything on them. So I’ve got to keep out of the papers if I can. That’s decided.


  “But it’s not going to be so easy. For the more of a mystery I make of myself the hotter they’ll get on my trail. A paper like the Sphere, I suppose, would spend a hundred thousand to run me down. What I ought to do is to get some harmless young fellow to take the part of Jack Norman, while I lie low and do my work.”


  “Who could I get in our gang? There’s Bill Endicott; good fellow, but too much of a talker, specially with a girl. He’d never do. There’s Joe Welland, he’s close enough—but too thick. He couldn’t take a part any more than a bronze statue. They say Stan Larkin and I look alike. He might do. No! He’s too hard-headed. He wouldn’t do what I wanted. It’s too risky anyhow to let one of the gang in on this. The others would have to know. I’d better keep away from them for the present.”


  Jack’s reflections were interrupted by an appeal from alongside: “Say, fella, can you help a fella to a meal?”


  He became aware for the first that he shared the bench with another. It was a fat youth of about his own age with an expression at once piteous and absurd. There is bound to be something ludicrous in the spectacle of a fat beggar. Chubby cheeks were designed to wear a good-natured smile. The shame-faced look that accompanied the appeal did not suggest the professional beggar in this case.


  Jack had reached the point where he was glad of a diversion. His thoughts had begun to chase themselves in circles. “What’s the trouble, ’Bo?” he asked in friendly fashion.


  “Down on my luck, that’s all. I’m an actor. Got a job to walk on in a big show called ‘Ulysses.’ Rehearsed three weeks and then they flivved. I had borrowed every cent I could on the job, and now I dassent be seen where my friends are. I’m done! Ain’t eaten since yesterday. Say, it’s Hell for a fat man to be hungry!”


  Jack laughed. Moreover the word “hunger” started something insistent in his own internals. He dropped a further consideration of his problems until that should be satisfied.


  “By Gad! That reminds me I haven’t had any dinner myself! Come on, let’s see what we can find.”


  “You mean it!”


  “Where’ll we go.”


  “There’s Little’s over here on Sixth.”


  “To Hell with Little’s! I’m fed up on beaneries. It would take a hundred of Little’s little portions to fill me. No, I got money ’Bo! Us for the big eats. Let’s try that swell French café on the south side of the square. The French know how to eat.”


  “Ahh! They wouldn’t serve a guy like me in there!”


  “Well, the clothing stores over on Broadway are open yet. Let’s go and get you an outfit. An actor’s got to show his Tuppenheimers they say, before he can pull down a salary.”


  “Ahh! You’re stringin’ me!”


  “Come along! I got a wad that’s burning a hole in my jeans! I might as well blow it on you!”


  The fat youth made up his mind that Jack had been drinking. He had an open countenance, and upon it was clearly visible his thankfulness to Heaven for sending such a one his way. As Jack started off he took his arm, either with the idea of guiding his footsteps, or in fear that he might escape. His anxious glance, prepared for any sudden, unfavorable change in the weather, never left Jack’s face. He even pretended for the sake of camaraderie to be a little spiffed himself.


  Jack was vastly tickled by the whole incident. It gave him a new luxurious sensation of opulence. Besides, he had reached the point where he felt he had to blow off a little steam.


  “What a fool I was to worry myself to a standstill! Too much thinking is worse than none at all. If you mull over a thing too long, your thoughts begin to go round like a squirrel in a revolving cage. Here’s the whole town open to us! We’ll have us a time and forget our troubles!”


  The fat youth who had no idea of the nature of these troubles made haste to agree. “You’re dead right, fellow! Eat, drink and be merry, as the poet says, for to-morrow the rent falls due!”


  “What’s your name?” asked Jack.


  “Private or professional?”


  “Oh, anything you like.”


  “Well, I’m generally known as Guy Harmsworth.”


  “Some name, ’Bo!”


  However, the really significant names seem to come out of the air. Jack started calling his friend ’Bo. From that it was but a little step to Bobo. In the sound of Bobo there was something subtly descriptive. It stuck. He is Bobo still.


  As they entered the big clothing store Jack said: “Get the best. I’ll stand for it.”


  Bobo thus encouraged, proved to have a very nice taste in wearing apparel. They bought hurriedly, for the pangs of hunger were pressing. But when the main articles, suit, hat, shoes, were out of the way both young men plunged in the smaller and more luxurious articles; shirts of heavy silk that crinkled richly between thumb and finger; wonderful cravats that would almost stand alone. Few youngsters attain their desires in this direction, and Bobo and Jack, long denied, fairly wallowed. They each bought a valise to carry away their surplus purchases.


  In half an hour Bobo was transformed. To call Bobo fat was merely to indicate his type. He was not all over the place, but a well set-up youngster of a rather melting style of beauty, which promised obesity later perhaps, but in youth was not unpleasing. At least not in his new clothes.


  When finally Jack produced the roll of yellow backs to pay for what they had bought, Bobo’s look of anxiety disappeared and was not seen again. A little sigh escaped him. It was as if he had said : “It is not a dream.”


  Bobo leaving the outfitters was metamorphosed in more than his apparel. He stuck his chest out now, and looked passers-by in the eye. A stage-English accent crept into his unadorned Manhattanese. Jack seeing him cast sheep’s-eyes at a stand of walking-sticks, purchased him a yellow malacca, such as his own soul had hankered after earlier in the day. It was the finishing touch. Bobo swung it with a delightful arrogance. He even adopted a certain condescension of tone towards Jack who had no stick.


  “I say, old chap, these togs are really not half bad for ready-made, what! Not what a London tailor would turn out of course. But they fit, because I happen to have a normal figure.”


  “Perfect forty-six,” murmured Jack.


  They returned for their dinner to the famous café on Bryant Square. It was the first eating-place in New York that dared to veil its interior from the vulgar gaze. Those alluring, closely-drawn pink curtains cause the envious poor to suspect the delightful worst. It is not so well known in the provinces as flashier resorts, but it is certainly the place where most New Yorkers go first when they get money.


  When they finally penetrated the mystery the plainness of the interior was rather disappointing, and the place was almost empty for it was half way between the dinner and the supper hours. But the food when it came justified the café’s great reputation.


  Jack had ordered blindly from the French carte-de-jour, choosing the most expensive dish from each sub-division; Petite Marmite; Cotelotte des Ecrivisses au diable; Filet Mignon au Moelle: pommes de terre Florizel; Choux-fleur hollandaise; plombière, etc. The result was eminently satisfactory. Bobo groaned with delight. It appeared that Bobo had a special and particular talent for eating.


  “Don’t wake me! Don’t wake me!” he prayed.


  “Many’s the time I’ve dreamed of this, but it was always snatched away just as I sat down. Say, are we going to have coffee and cigars ?”


  “Sure thing. Fifty centers.”


  “O Lord, let me sleep till then and afterwards You can do what You like to me!”


  “You seem to have a nice taste in fancy eats,” said Jack.


  “A nice taste! I was born with the tongue of an epicure, a delicate tongue, a high-toned tongue! For me to be obliged to eat in lunch wagons and beaneries was a crime against nature!”


  “Well, how would you like to keep this up for awhile?” said Jack with an offhand air.


  “Hey?” said Bobo opening his eyes.


  Jack studied him. “He’s something of a fool,” he thought. “But maybe that’s what I need. I couldn’t control a hard-headed guy. And he’s an actor. He ought to be able to play a part. And he’d be grateful for his meals, I could do what I wanted with him. Anyhow I have to take a chance, and I might do worse.”


  “What d’ye mean, keep it up?” demanded Bobo.


  “This is only a sample,” said Jack. “How would you like the real thing for a while; a suite of rooms at the Madagascar; a yacht, a motor car—Oh, half a dozen motors; all the clothes you wanted from the best tailor in America; as for the eats—all you’d have to do would be press a button and give your order.”


  Bobo turned a little pale. “What are you getting at?”


  “Supposing a man offered you this, would you be willing to put yourself in his hands?”


  “Say, if it was on the level, he could do what he wanted with me!” said Bobo fervently.


  “All right!” said Jack. “It’s a go!”


  Bobo stared. “Say, fellow, what kind of a pipe are you giving me? Do you mean you are offering me—Are you crazy?”


  “Did you read the afternoon papers?” asked Jack.


  Bobo nodded. “Fellow left his on a bench beside me.


  “You’ve never asked me my name.”


  “What is it?”


  “Jack Norman.”


  Bobo stared speechless. “On the level?” he gasped.


  Jack took a couple of letters from his pocket and showed him the superscriptions.


  “Jack Norman!” said Bobo. “Then what were you loafing in the park by yourself for?”


  “Trying to get accustomed to the idea.”


  Bobo had no more to say. He had lost the condescending air.


  “Here’s the situation,” said Jack. “For certain reasons which I will explain to you, I want to keep under cover for a while. I want to keep my picture out of the papers. I don’t want to be pointed out and followed wherever I go. Well, the easiest way to escape notice is for me to get some fellow to take my place, see?”


  “But everybody who knows you will know I’m not the real guy.”


  “That’s all right. We won’t be moving in the same circles as I used to. Want to do it?”


  “Do I want to do it!—”


  “Wait a minute. It’s only fair to warn you that old Silas Gyde was croaked by a gang of blackmailers, and they’re after me now.”


  Bobo paled and hesitated.


  “But I mean to meet all their demands until we nail them, so there’s not much danger.”


  Bobo’s face cleared. “Will I do it—” he began again.


  “Hold on! There are two conditions. You must promise to do everything I tell you. And second, you are not to marry any woman under false pretences.”


  “I promise,” said Bobo.


  “Good! It’s a bargain. From this moment you are John Farrow Norman, the newly-made millionaire, and I am plain Jack Robinson, your secretary.”


  They shook hands across the table.


  Chapter 8


  As the two young men left the café Bobo said: “Where are we going now?”


  “First we must find quarters,” said Jack. “We don’t want to carry these valises around all night.”


  To the chauffeur who opened the taxi door for them Jack said: “Hotel Madagascar.”


  “My God!” murmured the still dazed Bobo.


  As they entered the gorgeous lobby of the famous hotel Bobo was overcome with self-consciousness. Bobo had always thought of the Madagascar as the abiding place of remote and exalted aristocrats. He slunk at Jack’s heels with the yellow stick trailing limply.


  “Buck up! Buck up!” whispered Jack. “Remember you are the cheese, and I’m only the mite that lives off it.”


  “Sure! Sure!” murmured Bobo, moistening his lips.


  He made an effort, but quailed again before the sharp-eyed bell-boys. Jack reflected that since he was only supposed to be the millionaire of a day, this would appear natural enough.


  “Sign the register,” he whispered. “Remember you are John Farrow Norman, and I am John Robinson.”


  Bobo accomplished this all right. As the clerk nonchalantly spun the card around and read the name, he caught his breath slightly, and a wonderful silkiness crept into his voice.


  “Very pleased to have you with us, sir. In a way I hope it’s like coming home.”


  The other men behind the desk, arrested by the note of exceeding deference, made excuses to sidle past and glance at the register. Instantly a kind of electric current charged the office, and was presently communicated to the bell-boys’ bench, whence it spread throughout the lobby. “It’s Jack Norman,” the busy whisper went around.


  “I hope you’re going to remain with us permanently, Mr. Norman,” added the clerk. “What accommodations will you require?”


  Bobo, child of nature, rebounded like a rubber ball, feeling the immense respect conveyed by the whole surrounding atmosphere. Once more the chest went out, and the yellow stick was elevated to the ceiling.


  “—Er—my secretary will arrange the details with you,” he drawled, turning away languidly. One could see his fingers absently feeling for the monocle which ought to have been dangling against his waist-coat button.


  Jack stepped forward, modest and business-like. “Mr. Norman wishes to know if the suite occupied by the late Mr. Gyde is available.”


  “It’s empty, I suppose,” was the deprecating reply, “but that is outside my province. I assure you the rooms are very undesirable. Mr. Gyde, you know, was most eccentric.”


  “But Mr. Norman has been told there was a steel vault in connection, which he thought might be useful.”


  “Naturally. Naturally. Yes, Mr. Gyde had it installed when the hotel was built. But there are only two rooms in the suite, and it does not communicate directly with any other. Moreover the bedroom is quite dark. It wouldn’t do at all.”


  “Hm!” said Jack. “I suppose not.”


  “But on the same floor, practically adjoining you might say, there is a magnificent corner-suite of six rooms—the finest in the house. People call it the State suite. Prince Boris occupied it on his recent visit, and the President of Managuay always reserves it.”


  The apparently indifferent Bobo’s ears stretched at this.


  “The famous Louis Quinze salon with ceilings by Guglielmetti is included in this suite, and the Dutch dining-room decorated by Troward Handler Misty. Each of the bedrooms is done in a different period. I assure you there is nothing like it in New York. It extends all the way down the south side of the building, and it is only a matter of cutting diagonally across the corridor to reach the late Mr. Gyde’s suite, which occupies the back corner of that floor. Those rooms belong to Mr. Norman anyway since they were exempted from our lease. Together with the state suite they would make—but let me have the pleasure of showing them to you.”


  “What do you think, Mr. Norman?” asked Jack respectfully.


  “Oh, take them,” said Bobo. “We can change later, if we’re not suited.” He gave the yellow stick a twirl.


  “Certainly, sir.”


  Having been shown up to their magnificent quarters, Jack firmly dismissed the train of admiring clerks, bell boys and maids who overwhelmed them with attentions. Bobo was bearing himself with admirable nonchalance, but Jack thought he saw signs of a coming crack under the strain. There was something comically disproportionate in the relation of their two little selves and their two little valises to that endless suite.


  “Our baggage will come to-morrow,” Jack casually remarked.


  When they were left alone in the Louis Quinze salon panelled in blue brocade, they looked around, and they looked at each other.


  “Some li’l sittin’-room,” said Jack.


  “My God!” cried Bobo. “An hour ago I was sitting on a bench in Bryant Square with my stomach deflated like a punctured tube!”


  “Some rapid rise.”


  Bobo gravely butted his head against the blue satin brocade. “Sure if I was asleep, that would wake me up.”


  “Oh, cheer up! We couldn’t both be having the same dream together.”


  “That’s true!” said Bobo, looking wonderfully relieved.


  “Let’s go into the next room,” said Jack. “Louis Quinze isn’t homelike.”


  Entering the Dutch room, he said : “This is rather classy. We can have some nice little parties in here.”


  “I wish it was time to eat again,” said Bobo with sudden recollection. “What a lot of time we waste digesting!”


  They were presently informed over the telephone that Mr. Pope of the Sphere and Mr. Wallis of the Constellation requested a word or two with Mr. Norman.


  “The news of our arrival wasted no time in leaking out,” remarked Jack.


  Looking Bobo over thoughtfully, he decided that further coaching was necessary before the pseudo-millionaire could safely be thrown to the reporters. So he sent down word that Mr. Norman was out, and to avoid possible encounters in the lobby, he and Bobo made their way out by the rear door of the state suite and thence by Silas Gyde’s private stair to the entrance on the side street.


  At the Broadway corner they paused. The sight of the double procession of automobiles started a new train of desires.


  “They ought to keep the automobile showrooms open all night,” said Jack. “A fellow wants to buy a car most after dinner. I shan’t really believe I am a millionaire—I mean that you are, until we have a snaky red roadster with twelve cylinders and a searchlight.”


  “I’d rather have a limousine with blue upholstery and a chauffeur in blue livery to take the responsibility,” said Bobo.


  “Oh, go as far as you like! Where will we go now?”


  “How about the Alpine Heights?”


  “Lead me to it!”


  This place of entertainment was on the roof of one of the theaters. A discreet privacy shrouded the street entrance. They were whirled aloft in an elevator, and a small army of silver-buttoned boys and lace-capped maids relieved them of their outer wear. The restaurant opened before them like a dream, warm with perfume and color and softened light. It was arranged like a shallow bowl. The bottom of it was a velvety dancing-floor, and all around were low terraces of tables. Overhead was a balcony, and one end of the place was closed by a great curtain. When this was lifted a sheet of glittering ice was revealed. The whole place exhaled luxury like the palace of a satrap.


  “What a background for the lovely girls!” said Jack.


  “But the black coats and pants are out of place here.”


  “Oh, I don’t know!” said Bobo, strutting a little.


  Jack’s sharp eyes perceived that the first and lowest row of tables was by a process of judicious selection on the part of the headwaiter, filled with the elite of the “Broadway crowd,” the women exquisite with their bare shoulders and jewels, the men looking bored and superior as is expected of super-men. These people, as the cunning management of the restaurant well knew, formed the real attraction to the soberer folk from out of town, who sat further back drinking it all in with innocent big eyes. They thought these fine folk must be Astorbilts or Vandergelds, whereas they were more likely Pollies of the Circus and Handsome Harries in funds.


  The headwaiter with a shrewd glance at the two young men started to lead them to an obscure corner (young men unaccompanied do not spend much) but Jack with a cough attracted his attention and with discreet motion effected a transfer to his ready hand. Whereupon after heavy study, the majordomo affected to discover a vacant table in the second row. The rail of the balcony was over their heads.


  Bobo seized on the bill-of-fare. “I’m hungry again!” he cried in the tone of one making an unexpected and delightful discovery. “Can I order anything I want?”


  “Go to it, son!”


  “How about champagne? I never tasted it,” he added naively.


  “What! Never tasted champagne!”


  Bobo blushed painfully.


  “Well, I never did either,” said Jack, grinning. “One bottle because this is a party. But mind you, the limit is always one bottle. We’ve got head work to do.”


  “Sure, that’s right,” said Bobo, but without any great conviction, and Jack reflected that along with his other pre-occupations he would have to keep an eye on his partner’s potations.


  Bobo went into conference with the waiter, and in due course a little Lucullan feast was spread before them. It may be remarked in passing, that where his stomach was concerned Bobo proved to be an astonishingly apt scholar. Within a week he was a menu-card-sharp, and within a month the intimate friend of every head-waiter on Broadway.


  Meanwhile the great curtain was lifted, and enchanting slender-legged damsels, in chiffons and furs, performed amazing and graceful evolutions on the ice. Between times, the diners danced on the waxed floor. The teasing music made Jack think of Kate. He looked across the table with distaste.


  “What wouldn’t I give to have her there instead of that greedy Bobo,” he thought. “Lord! I suppose I’m saddled with him now, by day and by night!”


  During a pause in the music a small object dropped on their table, bounced and lay still. It was a piece of paper folded into a pellet.


  “A note!” said Bobo excitedly. “We’ve made a hit with somebody. Is it for you or me do you think?”


  “You can have my share,” said Jack indifferently.


  Bobo eagerly opened the paper, while Jack’s attention strayed over the crowd. He wasn’t going to allow the writer of the note to see that the receipt of it excited him at all, like the foolish Bobo, whose hands actually were trembling.


  Jack’s glance was sharply recalled by an odd little sound from his partner. Bobo’s ruddy cheeks had paled, and his mouth was hanging open stupidly.


  “Read it,” he gasped, handing the note over.


  It was not what Jack expected. There was no salutation.


  
    “We have picked up your trail now, and don’t you think we’ll ever let it go. When one of us drops it, there will be another handy to pick it up. When the time comes we’ll strike, and there will be another rotten millionaire the less to sweat the poor. You will offer a good-size mark. You needn’t think your skinny secretary will be any protection. A hundred like him wouldn’t save you.


    “The Red Gang.”

  


  While the tone of the note was the same as the other, this had been written by an educated hand. Jack looked sharply around the nearby tables. No face betrayed any self-consciousness. Behind them sat an honest couple from the suburbs; in front was a party of eight in evening dress, the men silly from too much champagne, the women bored and listless; at their right was a young couple, wholly and completely absorbed in each other; at their left, across an aisle, a gay old gentleman and a languid lady of the chorus—it seemed hard to credit that the note could have come from any of these.


  “What shall we do?” murmured Bobo tremulously.


  “Laugh at it, and let the sender see us laughing,” said Jack, suiting the action to the word.


  “It seemed to drop straight down,” thought Bobo.


  “The balcony!” thought Jack. He rose without any appearance of haste and made his way upstairs. He had no difficulty in picking out the table that was just over their heads. It was now empty. The napkins lay where they had been dropped He summoned the waiter.


  “Who sat at that table?”


  The man cringed to the authoritative air. “An elderly couple, sir. Never saw them before.”


  “Describe them.”


  “Plain people, sir. Quietly dressed. But very genteel and liberal.”


  This seemed to be about the best the waiter could do, even with the stimulous of a generous tip. He did add that the old gentleman wore a heavy gray mustache and small imperial.


  “They have just gone?” said Jack.


  “Just took the elevator, sir.”


  Jack returned to Bobo.


  “What shall we do?” said the fat youth again.


  “Oh, cheer up! Everything’s going fine! Don’t you see they’ve swallowed my bait whole. They think you’re the millionaire!”


  “That’s fine for you,” said Bobo, looking around nervously, “but where do I get off at?”


  Chapter 9


  Next morning the delights of purchasing automobiles had to be put off a while longer to allow of some necessary business to be transacted. Jack wanted to secure Mr. Delamare’s approval for his new plans. For obvious reasons he did not care to take Bobo to the bank, so he called up the financier, and asked him respectfully if he would mind coming to the hotel.


  A laugh answered him over the wire. “Would I mind! My dear boy! A banker would go to Tallapoosa to oblige a customer with an account like yours!”


  While they waited for him they breakfasted in the Dutch room. Bobo’s appetite showed no evil effects resulting from his scare of the night before. During the meal the card of a visitor was brought them.


  H. J. WHIGHAM


  The Eureka Protective Association


  “Ha!” cried Jack. “Exactly according to schedule!”


  “What’s that?” asked Bobo.


  “Last night we got the rough stuff, to-day the smooth.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Keep your ears open, and you’ll see. Just let your little secretary deal with this gent for you.”


  Jack asked that Mr. Whigham be sent up. A old young man was shown into them, a starched and ironed little fellow with an air of self-importance like a cock- sparrow’s.


  “If this is a dangerous crook,” thought Jack, “he’s got a damn clever line of comedy. Looks like a necktie clerk.”


  “Mr. Norman?” inquired the newcomer with a bird-like quirk of the head from one to another.


  Jack waved his hand in Bobo’s direction.


  “Mr. Norman, I have a proposition to make to you.”


  “My secretary will talk to you,” said Bobo with the drawl he now affected.


  He went on with his breakfast and the reading of the newspaper—but missed nothing of what was said. Jack had been well-advised in keeping from him that there was any connection between Mr. Whigham and the Red Gang. Bobo could scarcely have maintained that air of nonchalance, had he known it.


  “What can we do for you?” asked Jack politely “Excuse me if I go on with my breakfast. We were up late last night.”


  “Don’t mention it,” said Mr. Whigham. “I am early. I came early on purpose, because I thought later you would be besieged by cranks and triflers of all kinds. I have a genuine proposition to make Mr. Norman. It is one I felt ought to get to him without a moment’s delay.”


  “Open it.”


  Mr. Whigham talked smoothly, and at considerable length. It had the effect of something well-rehearsed. Jack, as we know, had it all beforehand. Only the essential parts of his spiel need be given.


  “Both of you gentlemen are no doubt aware of the great increase of anarchistic activity in this country of recent years.”


  At the word “anarchistic” Bobo started, and let the newspaper sink to the table.


  “The police of this and other cities have worked hard to check this evil. They watch the Reds as well as they are able; close up their meeting-places—when they find them; arrest them on the least shadow of evidence. This is all right as far as it goes—understand, gentlemen, I am not knocking the police; but the fact remains that the horrible outrages continue. I need not speak of the latest one which concerns Mr. Norman so closely.”


  “The police method is like treating an ulcer with external applications only. You may heal it up, but it will only break out in another place. Now the Eureka Association was formed three years ago to deal with the matter from another angle. Not in opposition to the police, nor in alliance with them, but quite independently. We never inform on the Reds nor prosecute them.”


  “You make friends with them?” suggested Jack.


  “In a way, yes. Our agents become Reds; join their circles, watch them, and report to the main office as to the plots they hatch. Our organization has now been brought to such a point of perfection that we are in a position to guarantee our subscribers absolute immunity from the attacks of anarchists.”


  “Was the late Mr. Gyde a member?” Jack asked slyly.


  “He was not,” said Mr. Whigham significantly. “He had rejected our respectful solicitations from time to time. Nevertheless out of pure humanity we warned him of what was about to occur. With characteristic obstinacy he ignored the warning—well, you know what happened.”


  “But they say that Emil Jansen, his assailant, was not a member of any regular circle.”


  “‘They say!’” said Mr. Whigham sarcastically. “What do ‘they’ know!”


  “What’s the damage?” asked Jack.


  “Hey?” said Mr. Whigham.


  “What does the service cost?”


  “Five hundred dollars a month.”


  Jack whistled. “There’s nothing small about you.”


  Mr. Whigham earnestly pointed out the tremendous expenses attached to the association, including enormous salaries paid to the special agents to recompense them for the risks they ran.


  “Why did you say you wanted to get to us without loss of time?”


  “We are informed that a plot is already hatching against Mr. Norman. The Reds aim to make a spectacular double play by getting Mr. Gyde’s successor.”


  Bobo gasped and looked imploringly at Jack.


  “And if Mr. Norman pays up the five hundred you’ll give the plot away?” Jack suggested dryly.


  “No, sir,” was the instant reply. “My instructions are to give you what information we have in any case. The Eureka is something more than a sordid money-making concern. It supplies a real service to the community. For a reference I am instructed to give you the name of Mr. Walter Delamare, who is well-known to you.”


  “Hm!” thought Jack. “This scheme is even cleverer than I expected.” Aloud he asked: “What is the information you have?”


  “That a man will be waiting this morning to attack Mr. Norman on the steps of the New York National Bank. Mr. Norman is advised not to visit Mr. Delamare’s office for the time being.”


  “Good God!” said Bobo.


  “What is your pleasure in the matter?” Jack asked Bobo with a respectful air.


  “Oh, pay him! Pay him!” was the agitated reply.


  A pleased faraway look appeared in Mr. Whigham’s eye. He was evidently figuring on how he would spend his commission.


  “Will you sign a check?” asked Jack.


  Jack and Bobo went into the next room, and presently returned with a check, which was handed to Mr. Whigham. That little gentleman received it with thanks, and bowing, left with a promise to send “the contracts” around as soon as they could be made out.


  Jack fell into a study.


  “What do you make of it all?” Bobo asked helplessly.


  “I may be wrong,” said Jack slowly, “but my guess is that Whigham has a nice little wife and baby, and lives in a semi-detached with a neat back yard in Bayonne. I believe he is a member of the men’s bible class and the Y.M.C.A., and is in every way a decent little citizen without a suspicion of the real nature of the devilish business he is engaged in. We’ll have to look a long way past him for the principal.”


  “Devilish business!” repeated Bobo. “Don’t—don’t you believe what he said about the Reds being after you—I mean me, and all?”


  “Not a word! Though I think the worthy little man believed it himself.”


  “But all that—about the man waiting on the bank steps?”


  “Stage-stuff. Everybody read in the papers that Mr. Delamare was Silas Gyde’s executor. A safe guess that you’d be likely to go to his office today. It was just a stall. As a matter of fact, we weren’t going anyway. Mr. Delamare is coming here.”


  “Just the same, I wouldn’t go—not for all you’ve offered me!” said Bobo fervently.


  “Sure, that’s where the pull of the scheme comes in. Look at it reasonably. If the anarchists really meant to croak a millionaire for the good of humanity, as their letter suggested, would they warn him with a letter? Not on your life! Those letters were simply to pave the way for Whigham. But the beauty of the scheme, the novelty of it, lies in the fact that Whigham is not in the secret. They use an innocent little Sunday-school teacher to collect their tribute!”


  “Then you think there’s no danger?”


  “Oh, danger enough if we had refused to fork out. There was danger in it for Silas Gyde.”


  “Well, I’m mighty glad we paid!”


  “Sure! Now let me think. This matter will stand a lot of doping out.”


  They soon began to experience the full effects of newspaper publicity. A crowd of newspaper reporters, solicitors, cranks, high-toned beggars, besieged the hotel, and in every delivery arrived a stack of letters a foot high.


  The hotel management designated its most experienced bellboy to wait upon them exclusively. This youth, Ralph by name, was smart and good-looking, but he had too knowing an eye. His knowledge of life, particularly of the seamy side of life, was disconcerting. Jack felt impelled to warn Bobo to be guarded in Ralph’s presence. Jack decided they would have to forego the luxury of personal servants. The danger of the betrayal of their secret was too great.


  After schooling Bobo for the ordeal, Jack had the reporters upstairs, but excluded photographers. Bobo acquitted himself well enough in the interviews that followed. True he turned to Jack for aid at every other question, but there was nothing in itself suspicious that the newly-made millionaire seemed to be of a soft and dependent character. Jack could see the eyes of the reporters turn on himself enviously. They seemed to be saying:


  “Gee! This guy has fallen into a good thing! He runs the show!”


  Mr. Delamare arrived in company with Hugh Brome, Jack’s lawyer, and the reporters were politely ushered out. Bobo was introduced to the newcomers, and Jack explained the part he was to play. They stared—then they laughed.


  “Is it all right?” asked Jack anxiously. “Do you approve?”


  “You’ve keeping the check signing privilege in your own hands I assume,” said Mr. Delamare.


  “Certainly.”


  “Well, as your banker that’s all I’m concerned with. As your friend I may say I think it’s a good scheme. You will have a close, outside view of a millionaire’s life that will be of inestimable service to you when you have to take up that life.”


  Jack told him of the call of the Eureka Protective Association’s representative, and mentioned that his, Mr. Delamare’s name, had been offered as a reference.


  The banker smote his palm with his fist. “By Gad! it’s a fact!” he said. “I had forgotten all about it. I subscribed three years ago, after poor Ames Benton’s death when we were all scared, and I suppose the payments have been going on ever since by my orders. At the time I thought the scheme was on the square, and I have never thought about it since. But they didn’t tax me anything like as much as you. I suppose their ideas were more modest at the beginning. I must put a stop to my contributions.”


  “Wouldn’t it be better to wait until I have looked into the thing?” said Jack.


  Delamare shook his head decisively. “I can’t stand for anything like that.”


  Having obtained the approval of his banker and his lawyer for his plans, Jack felt encouraged to go ahead. As Delamare and Brome were leaving Jack said:


  “Can either of you put me in touch with a high police official, a man I can apply to in case of need?”


  “I know the third deputy commissioner,” said Delamare. “I’ll give you a note to him.”


  When Jack and Bobo started out on the automobile buying expedition they left the Madagascar by the front door.


  “The back door must be saved for emergencies,” said Jack. “Well have to get used to running the gauntlet.”


  However since no photographs had yet been published they were not generally recognized in the lobby. They only had one encounter. That was in that well-known cross corridor behind the lobby, where under the softly shaded lights amidst tropical verdure lovely ladies await their companions for luncheon and tea. As Bobo and Jack passed through one of these, a really dazzling creature in an ermine cape jumped up from her fauteuil.


  “Mr. Norman!” she cried, addressing Bobo. “I’m sure I can’t be mistaken!”


  Bobo fell back in dismay. Jack looked on with a twinkle. It was not up to him to rescue his partner. The lady was of that highly-finished type that defies time—for a long time. She might have been twenty- eight or thirty-eight. For furs, millinery and hairdressing one couldn’t see much of the woman God made, except a pair of big blue eyes, the whites slightly discolored from make-up. Her clothes outstyled style—but all was in good taste. It looked like the real thing.


  “I am Clara Birmingham that was,” she went on. “Don’t you remember me?”


  “I—I can’t say I do,” stammered Bobo ungallantly.


  She laughed charmingly. “Well, it’s not surprising, since we were both children when I used to visit Cartonsville. I recognized you from your likeness to your mother. You must come to see me. I am Mrs. Anson Cleaver now. You’ll find me in the ’phone book. By the way, I’m having some people in tonight for music Can’t you come?”


  “I’m afraid I—I—Mr. Robinson and I have an engagement.”


  Mrs. Cleaver turned inquiringly towards Jack.


  “Mr. Robinson, my secretary,” explained Bobo.


  “Bring him with you. I should be charmed!”


  With that she sailed away.


  As soon as she was out of sight Bobo became very bold and looked at Jack with a doggish air, as much as to say: “That’s the way to handle them!” But Jack laughed, and he wilted rather.


  “Can we go tonight?” he asked meekly.


  “Oh, you want to go now.”


  “It would be sport, wouldn’t it?”


  “Well, I’ll see.”


  Later he went into a booth and called up Mr. Delamare.


  “This is Robinson,” he said.


  “Robinson?” came the puzzled reply.


  “Mr. Norman’s secretary.”


  “Oh, of course!” with a laugh. “What can I do for you?”


  “I come to you in every difficulty.”


  “That’s as it should be. What now?”


  “Did you ever hear of a lady called Mrs. Anson Cleaver?”


  “Surely! Everybody has heard of Mrs. Cleaver. It’s easy to see you don’t read the society columns.”


  “She’s the real thing, then.”


  “Well—not quite. Owing to the publicity she gets, she passes in the mind of the public as one of our leaders. But they say she has rather a strangely assorted crowd at her house, and conservative ladies—like Mrs. Delamare, are a little, what shall I say, leery of her. Nothing against her reputation you understand, but she’s considered a little too spectacular in her methods.”


  “She made out to recognize Bobo from his likeness to my mother, and asked us to a musicale tonight. I thought she was a crook.”


  “Oh, hardly that! That was only a ladies’ lie. Perfectly justifiable under the circumstances.”


  “What circumstances?”


  “My dear fellow! You forget the éclat of a hundred millions! Think what a drawing card you—I mean Bobo—will be at her entertainments. She intends to be the first to exhibit him.”


  “Then you think it will be all right for us to go?”


  “Why not? It will be amusing—and it can’t very well do you any harm.”


  Just the same when Jack hung up the receiver a doubt remained in his mind. “How did it happen she picked on Bobo with such certainty?” he wondered. “No photograph has been published.”


  There followed a delightful orgy of spending during which Jack threw off all cares. The whole of automobile row from Fiftieth street to Seventy-second seemed to have been forewarned of their coming, and their progress was like a triumphal procession. The sleek, exquisite, expensive cars were put through their paces like willing slaves awaiting a master. Failing to agree on a type they bought both Jack’s dashing roadster and Bobo’s Imperial limousine.


  They spent several hours with a millionaire’s tailor, Bobo with ecstatic eyes like a dreamer, choosing suit after suit. Finally they purchased the best ready-made outfit obtainable for the party that night.


  Chapter 10


  Jack and Bobo dined in the main restaurant of the Madagascar. By this time they were pretty well known in the hotel, and curious envious glances followed them wherever they went. It was meat and drink to Bobo, though he affected to be much annoyed by it.


  “What do you suppose they’re staring at,” he drawled.


  “Your fatal beauty,” said Jack.


  Evening dress had gone to Bobo’s head somewhat.


  The big white shirt front puffed out alarmingly. Among his new possessions was a fine watch that he drew out to consult every three minutes or so. He could not contain his impatience to get to the party.


  “Hadn’t we better be moving?”


  “Good Lord! It isn’t eight o’clock. What do you think this is, an M.E. social?”


  “What time are you going, then?”


  “About ten, I should say. The later we come, the more effect it will have.”


  “How will we put in the time until then?”


  “I have another date. I’ll take you along with me.”


  Bobo, when he forgot himself, dropped into his usual Tenderloin slang. “Gee! I always wanted to go into society. I felt I was fitted for it. I like everything of the choicest. These common mutts gimme a pain. I’ll show the swell guys a thing or two to-night. They’ll have to hand it to me.”


  “You’d better cut out the guys and the gimmes,” suggested Jack.


  “Oh, I’ve got a line of classy talk all right when I need it. Wasn’t I dresser for Bill Calverly the matinee idol season before last. He used to show me all his mash notes. How’s this?”


  Bobo .screwed an imaginary monocle into his eye, and was suddenly prostrated with languor. “—Er—How- de-do, Mrs. Cleaver. So sorry we were late. But a lawyer fellow turned up just as I was leaving my hotel, and I couldn’t put him off. Business is such a bother, isn’t it?”


  “Great!” said Jack dryly, “but tip me a wink before you begin so I can beat it.”


  “Oh, you’ve got to back me up!” said Bobo, suddenly scared and natural. “For the love of Mike don’t leave me stranded on the grand stairway.”


  Bobo’s limousine, the perfection of luxury and elegance, was waiting for them in front of the hotel. Bobo in silk hat, evening overcoat, fluffy white scarf, and white kids, with the inevitable yellow stick crooked over his arm enjoyed a wonderful moment standing on the top step of the Madagascar waiting for his car to pull up. He flicked the ash from his cigarette, and the humble pedestrians looked up admiringly.


  It is not vouchsafed to many of us so completely to realize our dreams. Bobo’s dream was based on the cigarette advertisements in color on the back covers of popular magazines. Jack, similarly attired, watched him with a twinkle from a respectful stand to the rear. In his enjoyment of the situation he was perfectly content to play a secondary part. It was lots more fun, he thought, to pull the wires from behind the scenes.


  When they got in the car Jack gave the chauffeur an address on East 69th Street.


  “What are we going to Yorkville for?” asked Bobo.


  “To see an old friend.”


  “I hate to leave the white lights.”


  Bobo insisted on keeping the dome light burning. Jack suspected that the real reason his heart had been set on a limousine was that the wide windows afforded the populace every facility to see him pass in his glory.


  They drew up before a cheap apartment house, one of a long row in an untidy street.


  “Gee I what a crummy joint!” said Bobo fastidiously.


  “It would have seemed plenty good enough yesterday,” said Jack coldly.


  Jack had no desire to take Bobo up-stairs with him. “You stay here till I come down,” he said. “I may be an hour, but you’ve got plenty of cigars. Take a snooze. We’ll be up late.”


  In the vestibule Jack searched Among the double row of labels for the name that made his heart beat faster—Storer. Pressing the bell button, presently an answering click in the door latch informed him that the way in was open. He made his way up four flights of narrow ill-lighted stairs with a dirty carpet. Through the thin doors issued the sounds of incontinent domestic broils, and every landing offered the nose a different smell—but all unpleasant. Jack shuddered—not because he couldn’t endure the smells, but at the thought that his dear and dainty Kate was obliged to dwell Among them.


  Kate opened the door, a rare vision in that grimy frame. At the sight of Jack’s regalia she quailed a little, but quickly recovered herself. Jack would have kissed her if she had given him the least opening, but she did not. She invited him in with an air better than Mrs. Cleaver’s. Once the door closed the squalor was forgotten. It was a lady’s room, however small and poorly furnished.


  “How grand we are!” said Kate chaffingly.


  Jack explained where he was going later.


  “I’ll call Mother,” said Kate. “She has been anxious to meet you.”


  “Wait!” said Jack. “You must introduce me as Mr. Robinson.”


  Kate frowned. “Must? To Mother? I can’t do that.”


  “I’ll explain—” began Jack.


  But at that moment the old lady walked in.


  She was. a dear little old lady, the old-fashioned kind of mother, quite rare in a New York flat. She wore a black silk dress many times turned and white at the seams, and a little cap which was never quite straight, giving her a lovable, rakish expression.


  Jack looked appealingly at Kate, who hesitated and gulped. “Mother, this—this is Mr. Robinson,” she said.


  “How do you do, Mr. Robinson,” said Mrs. Storer in a voice like a little girl’s. She affected to take no notice of Jack’s grandeur though it must surely have been a notable sight in that poor little room. “I have not heard Katherine speak of you. Where did you meet Mr. Robinson, Katherine?”


  “Mr. Robinson was—was formerly in our office,” said poor Kate.


  The little old lady made polite conversation for five minutes, and then having established the proprieties, like a thoroughbred mother, she made a transparent excuse to disappear and was seen no more.


  “She’s a corker!” said Jack.


  Kate beamed on him.


  Through the open window came the sounds of a violent, vulgar altercation from the flat below. Kate closed the window with an oblivious air.


  “I expect you’ve had an exciting day,” she said. “What did the papers mean by saying that you were fat, and that you had a good-looking secretary to whom you turned for everything?”


  “I’m the good-looking one,” said Jack, grinning.


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I’ll explain in a minute, but first—”


  “Please!” she said with an admonishing gesture.


  “Kitty, I can’t help it! I can’t play up to you. If you knew how it hurt to find you living in such a place—”


  “We don’t have to live here,” she said with quick pride. “We’re saving our money so we can go abroad.”


  “That’s not true. I know how much they pay in the sort of place where you work, and how much it costs to live. I have been through the mill. It takes every cent you earn to keep up this place. And you’re always thinking, what would you do if you got sick or were without a job, even for a week. That’s what makes that little line between your dear eyes.”


  Kate laughed delicately. “Mercy, you’re quite a mind-reader!”


  Jack floundered on. “And me with all this rotten money! Every cent I spend shames me, thinking of you here—and your mother.”


  “You haven’t spent any since you met Mother, have you?” she suggested maliciously.


  “Don’t tease me! I’m in earnest. Why will you be so silly?”


  “Are you proposing that I accept a gift of some of your new riches?”


  “I’m proposing that you accept me.”


  “I would never marry a man that pitied me.”


  “Oh, Kate!” he said, graveled and reproachful. “How silly!”


  Then he got his wind again. “That’s only putting me off. What’s pity got to do with it or anything? I just want you!”


  “Why didn’t you ask me when you were poor?” she murmured.


  “How could I? I could scarcely keep myself.”


  “Then I am just a sort of luxury.”


  “Oh, Kitty! How unjust! You take a delight in putting me in the wrong!”


  “It’s no use,” she said with a firm shake of the head. “I haven’t changed since yesterday. If you insist on bringing this up every day, it will only have the effect of spoiling my naturally amiable temper. Let’s change the subject. Tell me all your adventures since yesterday.”


  He was no match for her. He had to obey.


  But If she was cruel In other respects, she made a rare listener. Her eyes sparkled and her soft cheeks glowed with excitement as his tale unfolded. When the devilish workings of the blackmailing scheme were made clear to her, her Indignation knew no bounds.


  “The wretches! The beasts!” she murmured. “Oh, they must not be allowed to go free. That poor, lonely old man! It is fine of you to pledge yourself to run them down. It’s a crusade In a way. Isn’t It—and a dangerous one!” She gave him an extraordinary look through her lashes. “Come to me after you have done your work,” she murmured, “and perhaps my answer will be different!”


  “Oh, Kate!” he said, reaching for her hand.


  She neatly evaded him. “Afterwards, I said. Now tell me what you mean to do.”


  He told her.


  “I wish I could help!” she said involuntarily.


  Jack had a dazzling Inspiration. It must have been his good fairy that sent him that lovely idea all complete and ready to work. “Why, you can help!” he cried.


  “How?”


  He made out, of course, that the idea had been in his head all the time. “Listen. As Jack Norman’s secretary I’m bound to become a pretty well-known figure around town, and it stands to reason I can’t do much sleuthing in that character. I’ve get to have a disguise. I’ve got to lead a double life. I’ll work while Bobo sleeps.”


  “Yes, but what has that got to do with me?”


  “Listen, I’m coming to that. I’ve told you about our suite at the Madagascar, and Silas Gyde’s two little rooms, and the secret way into the house next door. Now, you see, I’ll go to bed in the hotel as Jack Norman’s secretary, and in the morning I’ll come out of the house next door prepared for work in another character.”


  “But what am I to do?”


  “That house belongs to me, you know, though the deed has never been transferred. You must appear to rent it, furnish it and open it as a first-class boardinghouse—no, furnished apartments would be easier for you.”


  “But—”


  “Wait a minute. Then I can rent the second floor rear from you in my new character. I can pass back and forth through the vault as I like, and no one can possibly trace the connection between Jack Norman’s secretary and the sober little business man who lives in your house. See?”


  “Oh, I couldn’t!”


  “Why?”


  “Mother wouldn’t like it. And I—I’m not fitted for that sort of thing.”


  “You could make a bluff at it. You said you wanted to help.”


  “But would it be helping? I think you’re just trying to make an excuse to get us out of this place.”


  “Nonsense! I had it in mind before I ever came tonight. It’s absolutely necessary to the success of my plans!”


  “You’re just trying to get around me.”


  “I’m not! How could I trust anybody else with the secret of that vault?”


  Jack had struck the right line at last. She could not resist this subtle form of flattery, and in the end she gave in. “But I warn you I’ll make that house pay,” she said.


  “Oh, go as far as you like.”


  They discussed their arrangements in detail. Once she had consented, Kate entered into it with a will. In the midst of their talk a clock struck one.


  “Half -past nine!” said Jack, starting up. “I clean forgot Bobo downstairs!”


  “Why didn’t you bring him up?” said Kate. “I’m curious to see him.”


  “Thanks,” said Jack, “but for once I wanted to play first fiddle myself.”


  At the door he gave her her final instructions. “You will start in to-morrow?”


  “Yes,” she said promptly. “I know a girl that will be pleased to pieces to substitute for me at the typewriter.”


  “Oh, you’ll never go back there,” said Jack.


  “We’ll see,” she said demurely. As a matter of fact her heart was singing at the prospect of release from horrible monotony.


  “My lawyer will come here in the morning with the keys and the necessary funds,” said Jack.


  “Oh, don’t have him come here. I’ll go to his office.”


  “Very well, if you’d rather. I’ll write down the address. You and I mustn’t see each other again, until I come to you to apply for a room. Can you open up in three days?”


  “Three days!” she cried, aghast.


  “Oh, things are made easy for you, I find, when you have the coin.”


  “Well, I’ll try.”


  Jack went down the stairs two steps at a time, not at all displeased with himself. Had he not rescued Kate from her squalid surroundings, and made sure of being able to see her as often as he wanted? Let her fight him as she would, she was his partner already. She must come all the way some day soon. It was silly for her to make out she didn’t mind poverty. She had given it away, in spite of herself.


  The elegant limousine still rested at the curb, the chauffeur fast asleep in the comer of the front seat. The dome light was now out and Jack could not see into the body of the car. He was astonished when he opened the door to find it empty. The chauffeur woke up instinctively.


  “Where is Mr. Norman?” demanded Jack, staring at the spot where he ought to have been.


  “’Deed I don’t know, sir. He was inside, all right, when I dropped off. I heard you tell him to take a snooze, so I thought I—”


  “Sure, that’s all right,” said Jack. “He’s big enough to take care of himself.”


  He looked anxiously up and down the street, but there was no sign of his silk-hatted friend.


  Chapter 11


  Jack was at a loss which way to turn. Suddenly at a street level window of the apartment house he had just left, he saw a fat woman resting her folded arms on a pillow on the sill. She looked as if she had been there for hours. He approached, lifting his hat.


  “Excuse me, madam, but did you see my friend get out of the car?”


  “Sure, I see him,” she replied in scornful accents.


  “Didn’t he get out and walk up and down gapping and stretching like he was tired of waiting for you!”


  “I’m sorry,” murmured Jack. She seemed to expect it. Then: “Which way did he go?”


  “Well, a fellow come along from Lexington avenue way, and they got into talk like. The fellow said: ‘Fine night, friend.’ And your friend said: ‘Right you are!’ One thing led to another, and the fellow said: ‘That your car?’ And your friend says: ‘One of them.’”


  “Oh, the fool!” groaned Jack inwardly. Aloud he asked: “When was this?”


  “Half an hour ago, maybe. And. the fellow says: ‘What make is it?’ ‘Goodwin twelve, ninety horse,’ said the other fellow. And—”


  “Yes, I know, but which way did they go?”


  But the fat woman was not going to be cheated of the telling of her tale. “I’m coming to that. And the fellow said—I don’t mean your friend, but the other fellow, he said: ‘She’s new, ain’t she?’ And the other fellow said, that’s the swell guy I’m referrin’ to, the swell guy says: ‘Just out of the shop!’ Bye and bye the fellow said: ‘Will you drink with me?’ And your friend says: ‘Sure!’ And they went in the side door of the saloon on the comer yonder.”


  “Much obliged,” said Jack, darting across the road.


  His quarry had flown. There were half a dozen men lined up before the mahogany, but Bobo was not Among them. Neither was he in the small sitting-room behind. Jack applied himself to the white-jacketed bartender.


  “Did a friend of mine come in here about half an hour ago?”


  “Fellow dressed like yourself?”


  Jack nodded.


  “Sure, he come in here with a little guy with a bad eye.”


  “What d’ye mean, bad eye?”


  “Crooked. He had a face you could break rocks on. I thought at the time, it was a case of a come-on, but it weren’t my place to interfere. ‘Specially as your friend seemed sober enough. But he certainly was lappin’ ‘em up!”


  Jack began to get seriously anxious.


  “They downed four whiskeys in less’n ten minutes. Least your friend did. Little guy just tasted hisn. Then they left.”


  “Where did they go?”


  “Search me! Little guy says he knows a better place down the Avenue, but I didn’t hear the name of it. Swell guy says he can’t go because he’s waiting for his friend, but little fellow says: “Ahh, we’ll be back in fifteen minutes, and swell guy says: ‘He’s callin’ on a dame acrost the street, so I guess he’s good for another half hour.’ Then they went out the front door.”


  One of the regulars of the place who had heard Jack’s inquiry took up the story here. “They got in a taxi-cab,” he said. “I was watching out of the window. It was Gus Harris’ car, it was.”


  “Gus’ll tell you where he took ’em,” said the bartender soothingly.


  “He’ll be back in a minute if he don’t pick up another fare in the street,” the other speaker said. “Just stick around awhile.”


  By this time everybody present was interested in Jack’s quest. “Here he is! Here’s Gus!” half a dozen voices cried, as a battered taxi-cab came to a stand before the door. They all followed him out on the pavement.


  “Did you pick up a friend of mine here?” asked Jack of the driver.


  “You know, Gus. Swell guy with the tile and the wedding fixings,” someone added.


  “Sure!” said Gus.


  “Where did you take him?”


  “McGann’s, Third near Fifty-Eighth.”


  The name had an ominous ring. “McGann’s?” said Jack. “Hasn’t that place a bad name?”


  “The worst in town,” said Gus cheerfully. “Want me to take you there ?”


  “Thanks, my own car is around the corner,” said Jack.


  He hastened to it.


  Jack’s heart sank at the aspect of McGann’s. Never had he been in a place better suited to deeds of evil. In front there was an ordinary bar of the humbler kind. It was empty except for the bartenders busy pouring drinks, which were carried behind a screen at the rear by a waiter whose blotched face and furtive eyes suggested an unimagined degradation. Bartender and waiter stared at Jack with a sneer.


  ‘What, another!” the former said under his breath.


  Behind the screen Jack found himself in a big, low-ceiled room set with tables more than half filled with drinkers of both sexes. The walls were dark and greasy, the air thick with the smoke of unspeakable cigars. The strangest feature of the place was the silence that filled it. The drinkers for the most part sat huddled in their chairs with eyes cast down or caps pulled low. When they conversed it was in hoarse whispers. When one wanted more drink he held up a finger. It was a strange scene of merry-making.


  The presiding genius of the place was a head-waiter or “bouncer,” who did not soil his hands with serving, but lolled about the place watching his patrons with a hard, ironical eye like an animal-trainer. Jack, instinctively lowering his voice to suit the hushed air of the place, addressed his usual question to this individual.


  The man looked him over insolently before replying. A defiant sneer turned the corners of his lips. “He ain’t been here,” he said curtly. His look said: “Sure, I’m lying. What are you going to do about it?”


  Jack flushed, and clenched his teeth. Turning his back on the man, he addressed the room at large with raised voice.


  “I’m looking for a friend of mine. Young fellow about twenty-four, full habit, red cheeks, wearing a silk hat, white muffler, black overcoat. Have any of you seen him? I’ll pay for information.”


  Those huddled around the walls stirred in discomfort at the sound of a voice so boldly raised in that place of whispers. None answered Jack. None would look at him directly. The bouncer laughed unpleasantly.


  “Are you satisfied? Now you can get out!”


  It was galling to Jack’s pride, but he saw nothing for it but to obey. He walked out slowly with as much dignity as a man could muster under the circumstances. He was in horrid expectation of a cowardly kick from behind. But he would not turn around.


  He paused in front of the place, and looked up and down for a policeman. While he stood there one of the furtive figures slouched out of the doorway behind him, and without stopping, whispered: “Follow me a little way, and I’ll tell you.”


  The man led him into the shadow of a nearby doorway. There were plenty of people passing, and Jack’s own chauffeur was still within hail. He was not under any apprehension of an attack.


  “Is it worth a fiver to you?” the man whined. “McGann would half kill me if he knew I told.”


  Jack displayed a five-dollar bill. “It is worth a fiver,” he said, “but I’ll hang on to it, until I hear what you have to say.”


  “That’s fair enough. Your friend come into McGann’s about half an hour back. He was with a guy that’s well known there. Wouldn’t do you no good to know his name. He’s a friend of the boss and a bad egg. They had one or two and your friend got groggy.”


  “Doped?” said Jack.


  The man shrugged. “I didn’t name it. Pretty soon the fellow that brought him there says to Stinger—Stinger’s the big guy, the bouncer there—he says to Stinger: ‘Me friend’s real sick,’ he says. ‘We better put him to bed.’ We all knows what that means.”


  “What does that mean?” demanded Jack.


  “Oh, they was just going to roll him. But just as they was liftin’ him up, a stranger come in, old man short and stoutish with a big mustache and a little chin whisker, not to say a swell guy but dressed real decent and genteel-like. He was old, but My God! he had his nerve with him.


  “‘Put that man down!’ says he.


  “‘W’at the Hell is it to you?’ says Stinger.


  “‘He’s a friend of mine,’ the old feller says; ‘I’ll take him home.’


  “‘The Hell you will!’ says Stinger. ‘Get out of here before I throw you out!’


  “‘You won’t do that,’ the old man says, smiling real polite.


  “Then Stinger makes for him. The old guy pulled a police whistle. Stinger slung a chair at him, but he ducked the chair, and blew his whistle. The guy that brought your friend in, and some other guys that was wanted, beat it out the back way. The rest of us just sat there. Stinger rushed the old guy, but he pulled a gun and backed him off.


  “Well, a cop come running in, and here’s the funny part. The old guy didn’t make out to lay no charge against Stinger, but all of a sudden he made out to be friends with him. The old guy says:


  “‘Sorry to trouble you, officer, but I had a friend here fightin’ drunk, and he tried to make a rough-house when I wanted him to come home. But he’s all in now; he won’t give no more trouble. Just help me carry him out to my car, will you?’


  “Well, the cop on this beat didn’t want to get in wrong with McGann, and Stinger didn’t want no trouble with the police neither. So it all ended friendly like. The cop and Stinger carried your friend out between them, and put him in the old guy’s automobile. But say. Stinger cursed the old guy good when he was gone.”


  “You don’t know where they took my friend?” Jack asked.


  The man shrugged. “Headed downtown,” he said. “That’s all I know. But I took good note of the car, if it’s any good to you. It was one of these here, now, limousines, like yours yonder, but with a long body like a private ambulance, and painted black. It carried a Connecticut license.”


  “What number?”


  “Ahh! I didn’t have no pencil to take it down. I forget.”


  This was all the information Jack could extract. He handed over the bill, and the man scuttled away. Jack returned to his car, and stood with his foot on the running-board, trying to plan out some reasonable course of action.


  “Old man, short and thick-set,” he thought, “heavy mustache and a little chin whisker; sounds like our friend who dropped us the note last night. Looks like out of the frying-pan into the fire for Bobo. But why should the Red Gang kidnap him when we’ve paid up? Maybe my whole theory of the case is wrong.”


  He could think of nothing better to do than go to Police Headquarters and send out an alarm for a long black limousine with a Connecticut license. This would play havoc with his carefully laid plans. Nevertheless he was about to give the order to his chauffeur, when a boy of the street stopped beside him, and with inimitable grinning impudence said:


  “Say, fella, you’ll find what you’re lookin’ for at the Hotel Madagascar.”


  Jack, greatly startled, caught the boy by the arm. “Here, you, give an account of yourself!” he demanded.


  The boy wriggled in his grasp and whimpered: “Ahh! I ain’t done nottin’!”


  “Who told you to tell me that?”


  “Old guy in a big black limousine. Lemme go! I ain’t done nottin’!”


  “Where?”


  “At the next comer there. I was just standin’ there when the car come acrost Third and stopped beside me. Old guy stuck his head out and ast me did I want to make half a dollar. I says sure. And he gimme it. And he says tell that guy in the silk hat standin’ by the car in front of McGann’s that he’ll find what he’s lookin’ for at the Hotel Madagascar. Then he spoke to his shuffer and they went on towards the Bridge.”


  “Was he alone in the car?”


  “Sure. Except the shuffer.”


  Jack was at a loss how much of this to believe. As a matter of precaution, he decided to hang on to the boy for the present. “You come along with me,” he said.


  The boy obeyed with mixed feelings. He was still scared, but the prospect of such a ride cheered him. His attitude persuaded Jack that his tale was probably true. If he had had any connection with the Red Gang, he would scarcely have yielded himself up to Jack so willingly. Jack gave the word to return to the Madagascar. As they drove off the boy waved his hand to his envious companions in the street. At the hotel. Jack left him in charge of the chauffeur.


  He found Bobo safe on his own bed.


  Inquiry at the office revealed the fact that half an hour before he had been brought home very much the worse for wear by an elderly friend, who departed as soon as he had put him in his room. Jack dismissed the boy and sent the car to the garage.


  Returning to their suite, Jack gazed grimly at the recumbent Bobo, who appeared to have suffered no permanent harm. He lay sprawling on the bed, breathing stertorously. The big white shirt bosom was rumpled and stained. His overcoat lay in a heap beside the bed. Jack was greatly relieved, but indignant, and more puzzled than ever.


  “I didn’t suspect our friend with the imperial of being a philanthropist,” he thought. “His letters certainly didn’t read that way. Why the deuce did he take the risk of kidnapping Bobo from McGann’s if he only meant to bring him home? It beats the Dutch!”


  Suddenly Bobo sat up with a grunt. “Wassa matter?” he asked thickly.


  “That’s what I’d like to know,” said Jack.


  Recollection returned to Bobo in a flash, and he clapped his head between his hands. “Lord! But I’m sick!” he groaned hollowly.


  “Get up,” said Jack coldly. “Go into the bathroom, and stick your head in cold water. I’ll send for a pot of coffee for you.”


  Bobo put a hand to his waistcoat pocket, and seemed about to burst into tears. “My watch is gone!” he wailed.


  “You’re lucky to be here yourself! A nice chase you’ve led me!”


  “What time is it?”


  Jack consulted his watch. “Ten-fifteen. It’s been a busy forty-five minutes!”


  It was a much chastened Bobo that presently returned to the room. “What happened to me?” he asked.


  “I’ll tell you. You fell into the hands of the Red Gang, that’s all; the same little gentleman with the Imperial that dropped us a line last night. Why, after capturing you, he was content to give you up again, I don’t know.”


  Bobo turned pale, and his knees weakened under him. He dropped in a chair. “The Red Gang!” he murmured. “Oh, my God! Never again! Never again, s’elp me Bob! Never another drop unless you are right there to take care of me!”


  Jack grunted scornfully.


  Jack picked up the overcoat from the floor. As he did so, he discovered a piece of white paper pinned to the lapel.


  “Ha! Maybe this is the key to the mystery!” he cried, pouncing on it.


  It was written upon by the same hand that had indited the note of the night before.


  
    ”To the Secretary:


    “For Heaven’s sake try to teach this addle-pate the danger of drinking with strangers. His foolishness tonight almost wrecked all our plans. We have saved him from the worst den of thugs in New York, not from any love of him, you may be sure, but because when the right time comes we mean to get him ourselves.


    “The Red Gang.”

  


  “Oh, Lor’! Oh, Lor’! Oh, Lor’!” groaned Bobo.


  “What’s the use! They’ll get me anyhow!”


  Jack laughed suddenly.


  “What are you laughing at? I don’t see anything to laugh at.”


  “Cheer up! This doesn’t exactly mean what it says. I see it all now.”


  “What does it mean then?” said Bobo irritably.


  “It means your skin is worth five hundred a month to the Red Gang, and they’ve no notion of letting McGann’s crew damage their property!”


  Chapter 12


  Bobo was of a very elastic temperament. The pot of coffee quickly completed his restoration. “Say,” he said, “I feel all right now. I’ve got a clean shirt. It’s not too late to go to Mrs. Cleaver’s.”


  “Well!” said Jack. “I was thinking you’d had enough company for tonight.”


  “She’ll be sore if we don’t come,” said Bobo.


  “Well, I don’t mind. Put on your things, and I’ll telephone for the car to be sent back.”


  Mrs. Cleaver had a modest little house in the Murray Hill district. When Jack learned more about such things he appreciated her astuteness in thus setting up her banner in the stronghold of yesterday’s aristocracy. The great people of day before yesterday still linger north of Washington Square, but they hardly count nowadays. A house on Murray Hill though still gives its owner a cachet of exclusiveness that the grandest mansion uptown may lack.


  The modest aspect of Mrs. Cleaver’s house was limited to the Park avenue façade. “My little house,” she always called it. But once inside one was astonished by the great sweep of salon, hall, music room. Below there was a billiard room; above, a library and a little salon. Strangers wondered where the inmates lived.


  Jack and Bobo were not too late, for other cars were still rolling up to the door.


  “None sweller than this outfit,” Bobo remarked with satisfaction.


  They trod a red carpet under a peppermint striped awning.


  “Lord! What’ll we do when we get inside?” whispered Bobo in a sudden panic.


  “Just drift on the current,” said Jack. “I expect things will be made easy for us.”


  And they were. On the entrance floor there were cloak rooms as efficiently run as those in a hotel—indeed, the house was in all ways like a hotel. They presently found themselves mounting the main stairway without having made a break. The whole floor above was thrown into one room, and as they mounted a roar of polite conversation met them like an advancing wave.


  A superb major-domo at the head of the stairs threw terror into Bobo’s soul by demanding his name. Bobo stared at him dumbly, but Jack caught on and answered for both. Their names were bellowed to the roof.


  “Mr. Norman!”


  “Mr. Robinson!”


  Mrs. Cleaver having allowed it to become known that the amazing young millionaire of a day, New York’s latest sensation, might be expected, the sound of his name had an electrical effect. The conversational surf was stilled as if by magic, and every face was turned towards the two young men.


  Bobo suddenly discovering that “society” people, of whom he had stood secretly in awe, were no harder to impress than those of the hotel, soared like a balloon. He advanced with languid eyebrows, lacking only the monocle to give a perfect imitation of his hero, the imported actor. Jack followed at his heels, smiling.


  Mrs. Cleaver, leaving the greatest persons there, came swimming to meet them. Figuratively they rubbed their eyes at the sight of her. She was one who went in frankly for hothouse effects. Her hair was the color of cherrywood stain, her cheeks tinted to match. Her dress was one of those outlandish creations one occasionally sees in the shop-windows, just for an advertisement, one supposes.


  “A beaded bib and a torn piano cover!” Jack described it to himself.


  Jack naturally had to content himself with the briefest of nods from their hostess. Her heavy ammunition was reserved for Bobo.


  “How good of you to come! I hardly dared hope—on such short notice! I hope I am the first to present you to the great world. Everybody is here tonight. But I’m not going to introduce you to a soul until I’ve had you to myself for awhile!” etc., etc.


  Pausing only long enough to unload Jack on a neglected female sitting in the corner, she carried Bobo off. She was still gushing like the great geyser, and Bobo had nothing to do but fiddle in his waistcoat pockets, and incline a languid, attentive head, a part he played to perfection. Jack had no anxiety on his account. Whatever breaks he made, they would simply call him an “original.” Was he not a hundred times a millionaire?


  Jack discovered that his companion like many a neglected female was not without spice.


  “A queer gang, isn’t it?” was her opening remark.


  “I don’t know,” said Jack, “haven’t had a chance to give ’em the once over yet.”


  “You don’t look as if you belonged,” she said with a sharp look. “You look almost human.”


  “Oh, you’re too discerning. How did you get here yourself?”


  “I’m not human. A girl of my attractions can’t afford it. I’m Sonia Kharkov.”


  “I wouldn’t have thought it of you.”


  “Everything’s Russian nowadays. I write poems about surgical operations. My last was entitled ‘Appendectomy.’”


  “How thrilling! Sorry I never read any.”


  “Oh, I don’t publish. I only talk about them. It gets me many a good meal.”


  “Well, you’re a good sport,” said Jack.


  More than an hour passed before Jack caught sight of Bobo again. In the meantime he was parted from the poetess, and the deafening clamor began to weary him.


  “There’s enough hot air let out here to fill one of the Consolidated gas tanks,” he had said to the poetess.


  “Yes, but it’s not illuminating gas,” she had retorted.


  He reflected that he would most likely run across Bobo in the vicinity of the refreshments, and conducting an investigation, he discovered an excellent buffet supper set forth in one of the rooms below. Sure enough, Bobo presently drifted in here.


  “Where have you been?” asked Jack.


  “Oh, Mrs. Cleaver took me up to the library where she receives a few of the principal guests,” he drawled.


  “My word!” said Jack, fixing him with an imaginary monocle.


  The sarcasm was lost on Bobo. He exhibited a new preoccupation. He had a faraway gaze, and ever and anon he heaved a sigh. Even his appetite was affected. He ate nothing at all; not a thing except a couple of vol au vents of chicken livers, a helping of lobster Newburgh, a handful of sandwiches, a cup of punch or two, and a plate of petits fours.


  “Come away,” he said with his mouth full. “I want to talk to you.”


  They found an unoccupied corner under the stairs, and lit cigarettes.


  “I’m in love!” announced Bobo.


  “No!” said Jack.


  “’S a fact! The real thing! Bowled me right over! Floored me! I feel—I feel all gone here!” He laid a plump hand on the pit of his stomach.


  “You need nourishment,” said Jack. “Come on back!”


  “Don’t josh me! This is serious. I’m completely changed. I feel as if I never wanted to eat again. Her name is Miriam Culbreth.”


  “Um-yummie,” said Jack.


  “She’s the most beautiful girl in the whole world. The moment I laid eyes on her I knew it was all up with me. No other girl ever made me feel like that. And the wonderful part of it is she took to me right off the bat.”


  “Hm!” said Jack cynically.


  Bobo never heeded. “We started right in talking as if we had known each other for years. We found out that we both like the same things. I never met a girl that understood me so well. She said she admired me.”


  “Discriminating,” murmured Jack.


  “Such eyes!” sighed Bobo. “When she looks at you like this, through her lashes, you feel—you feel as if you were going up in an airplane. And she has the nature of a child!”


  “What are your intentions towards this sweet child?”


  “Intentions! No man could have any but the most honorable intentions towards her!”


  “Sure! Then how are you going to support her in the style to which she has been accustomed?”


  “Oh, she’s well fixed. You should see the way she dresses!”


  “Be careful! The best dressers are poor girls. It’s a life and death matter with them. This girl is displaying her goods on the basis of a hundred million. You can’t honestly accept it for less.”


  “There isn’t a mercenary thought in her head. If she ever marries it will be for love alone. She told me so herself. You don’t understand her. She’s as simple and natural as—as a wild-flower!”


  “I haven’t noticed many wild-flowers around here.”


  “She isn’t like these people. She’s different from other girls.”


  “Did she tell you that, too?”


  “Why, yes, how did you know?”


  “They generally do.”


  “You must come and meet her, I told her about you.”


  “What!” asked Jack sharply.


  “I mean, I told her I had had the luck to secure a secretary, who was a very clever fellow, and could do everything for me.”


  “Now that was nice of you!”


  “Come on up to the library and I’ll introduce you.”


  “But I’m not one of the distinguished guests.”


  “That’s all right. Mrs. Cleaver said I was to treat the house as if it was my own!”


  Bobo paused only long enough to snatch another mouthful or two, and they made their way up two flights of the broad stairs. On the main floor the racket was undiminished, though it was long past midnight. Somewhere in the distance one seemed to be frantically sawing on a violin, but it was impossible to be sure. On the floor above the groups were smaller, and one had a pleasant sense of rising above pandemonium.


  Bobo led the way into the front room. In the corner a lovely lady reclined in a low basket chair filled with cushions. Three cavaliers were in attendance. Quick to spot the approach of newcomers, she dismissed the three with charming insolence.


  “Run along, boys. I’m tired of you now.”


  The departing ones greeted the arrivals with no friendly glances.


  Jack could not but commend Bobo’s taste in beauty. The girl was indeed lovely to look at. She had great brown eyes, capable of working havoc in the most indurated male heart, an exquisite naturally pale complexion, and a glorious crown of chestnut hair. She was enveloped in slinky draperies of black silk, and her ankles were truly poetic.


  But when she began to talk, Jack did not feel obliged to alter the opinion he had formed of her in advance. There was nothing simple about her—or rather, her simplicity was the effect of well-nigh perfect art. Jack was not much more experienced in these matters than Bobo, but he had a healthy instinct of incredulity.


  Her method with Jack was much more subtle than with Bobo, and she had no objection whatever to letting Jack see that it was. It was part of her system of delicate flattery to allow him to understand that she recognized him at once as of a superior intelligence to Bobo. Jack was flattered of course, but she made a mistake with him at the start that spoilt all her work with him. It never occurred to her that Jack might be honest at heart.


  No man, however safeguarded, could escape the effect of her beauty. For Jack there was but one woman in the world, but even his breast was shaken by a sudden lift of the brown eyes. They had a mysterious, haunting beauty, which even this bigness and softness was not sufficient to explain. Jack, when he had an opportunity to look closer, saw that they were not brown at all, but hazel; that is to say gray, with a rim of brown around the iris. It was the effect of these strangely-colored eyes looking through curved black lashes that moved men to reckless deeds.


  Her conversation was not clever. It had no need to be. If she had recited the Thirty-Nine Articles Bobo would have hung on her lips entranced. Jack was too busy trying to explore the mystery of her real self to pay much attention to what she chose to give out.


  “Hazel eyes!” he was thinking. “Where have I heard of another girl with hazel eyes? Oh, yes, it was the pretty stenographer who tried to spy on Silas Gyde. She had chestnut hair, too, and a mole inside her right forefinger. I don’t suppose these tapering fingers ever jarred the keys.”


  “What are you thinking of, Mr. Robinson?” Miss Culbreth asked in silvery tones. “I declare you are one of those dreadful men that bore you through and through with their eyes and never say a word.”


  “I’d rather bore you with my eyes than with my conversation.”


  “Mercy! Clever, too! I’m frightened to death of you!”


  “Didn’t I tell you he was clever?” put in poor Bobo, without at all appreciating what was going on.


  “The worst of it is,” said Miss Culbreth, “that the men who won’t talk are those who really have something to say.”


  This was accompanied by the shadow of a disdainful glance in Bobo’s direction, and a warm flash towards Jack, the suggestion being: “One has to humor the stupid rich, but one enjoys oneself with the witty poor!”


  Jack was flattered through and through, but at the same time he was thinking: “She’s a regular man-eater. I’ll have to watch out for poor Bobo.”


  “You don’t approve of me,” she said, casting down the lovely eyes.


  “Indeed I do,” Jack protested. “What you mistake for disapproval is quite another feeling.”


  “And what is that?”


  “Instinct of self-preservation!”


  “Are women so dangerous?”


  “Not all women.”


  Her bold, pleased glance at Jack said: “We can have fun right under his stupid nose, can’t we?”


  But Bobo was growing restless, and she turned to him promptly, as befitted a prudent, marriageable girl. “You were gone an awfully long time,” she complained.


  Bobo grinned like the Cheshire cat. “Did you miss me?”


  She answered him with a long glance that visibly made his head reel. This was followed by a flash of intelligence in Jack’s direction, signifying: “This is the sort of thing I’m obliged to hand out to them.”


  “Lord! But she’s a conscienceless lovely devil!” thought Jack grimly. “I’d like to teach her a lesson. Anyhow, I’m hanged if I’m going to let her make me a party to her game with Bobo.”


  So he made a careless excuse and left them. Bobo did not mind, of course, but an ugly shadow flitted over Miss Culbreth’s fair countenance.


  Jack returned to the lower floor, where he could smoke and watch the crowd undisturbed. He had not been there long before Bobo came downstairs considerably agitated.


  “Have you seen her?” he asked.


  “Who?”


  “Miriam—Miss Culbreth,” he said, blushing. “We started downstairs to the refreshment room together, but I lost her somehow in the crowd. Can’t find her anywhere.”


  “She will find herself when she wishes to, I expect,” said Jack calmly.


  “Maybe she’s gone on in,” said Bobo hopefully.


  He disappeared into the refreshment room.


  As soon as he had gone a footman who had been standing near approached Jack. “Mr. Robinson?” he asked.


  Jack nodded.


  “Miss Culbreth sent me for you, sir. Will you please come with me.”


  It was a point of pride with Jack never to be surprised at anything. With a nod, he followed the man. They avoided the stairs, and were raised to the upper regions in a tiny elevator concealed behind the wainscoting. The young lady was found in still another part of the house, a dainty silk-paneled room at the back, and she was alone there with a tempting supper—spread for two. The footman evaporated.


  “I was so hungry,” she said, waving him to the seat opposite, “and I couldn’t face the crowd downstairs. They paw one so! So I had it brought up here, and sent for you to keep me company.”


  “You make pretty free in the house,” thought Jack.


  “I live here,” she said, as if she had read his thought. Mrs. Cleaver is my cousin. Do you mind my sending for you?” she said meltingly.


  “Mind!” said Jack. “I most certainly do! I shall return at once.” And he sat down.


  She laughed. “I like you, you’re so unexpected. A little while ago you piqued my curiosity so, I couldn’t rest without seeing you again.” This was said with the wide-eyed seeming simplicity that was her trump suit. “You so plainly did not like me! And most people do!” This with an adorable, deprecating shrug.


  “I did like you!” Jack protested with an inscrutable face. “I liked you so much, I felt I had to be very, very careful!”


  “Don’t be careful!” she murmured, turning on the full fire of those terrible eyes. “I despise careful men!”


  Jack kept a prudent hold on himself. “I have no choice,” he said calmly. “How long would I hold my job if I was not—well, careful?”


  “You’re afraid!” she said with provoking scorn.


  He shrugged.


  “Is it true he has a hundred million?” she asked idly.


  “You can’t prove it by me. I’m only his secretary.”


  “But you do everything for him. He depends on you absolutely. Anybody can see that.”


  Jack declined to be drawn into a discussion of Bobo,


  “How long have you known him?” she asked.


  “Oh, quite a while,” he said vaguely. He could not tell what mythical details of their past Bobo might have given her.


  “What a responsibility it will be on you! Looking after all that money and everything.”


  “Oh, the executor and the lawyer will take care of all that.”


  “Who is his lawyer?”


  “What does she want to know that for?” thought Jack. She had overdone the carelessness with which she asked it. He gave her a fictitious name, and looked at her with a new interest. At the moment her profile was turned towards him, and the way the light fell on it certain lines of weariness were shown up. She looked older than she had seemed at first.


  Jack thought: “Mr. Gyde said that, too, of the stenographer who worked for him. This is more than a coincidence. Wouldn’t it be amazing if—!”


  “What do you think of me?” she asked with a direct challenge. “I can see that you’re revolving me in your head all the time.”


  “Well, you do make a man dizzy,” he parried.


  “No, I’m serious. How would you describe me if you had to?”


  “Honest, I don’t know.”


  “Come now, you’re a great reader of character. You’re always studying people, and trying to figure them out to yourself.”


  “Am I?” said Jack. He had a sudden idea. “They say there’s more character in people’s hands than in anything else,” he said carelessly.


  “Read mine,” she said, extending a white and tapering member. It was the left hand she offered.


  “It must always be the right hand.”


  She gave it him.


  “I’ll read character until the cows come home if you’ll let me hold it.”


  “Go on. And no nonsense.”


  “Have you ever operated a typewriter?” he asked slyly.


  “No. Why do you ask?” she asked sharply.


  “Oh, nothing. This hand looks to be capable of anything.”


  “But my character?”


  “Ambitious, luxury-loving and cruel,” he began mockingly.


  She snatched the hand away. “Horrible! You’re no character-reader!”


  But he had had time to see what he was looking for: on the inside of the index finger was a large pale mole, as big as the button a woman’s glove.


  Chapter 13


  Though it was near morning when they turned in, Jack was astir early, eager to begin the real work on his case. His surprising identification of Miriam as the former spy on Silas Gyde whetted his zeal. Her present game of course was to secure the supposed millionaire in the bonds of matrimony. Was the Red Gang behind that, or was it a private venture? Jack was inclined to think it was all part of the same scheme. In either case Mrs. Cleaver, notwithstanding her social position, must be Miriam’s confederate. It was Mrs. Cleaver who had picked them up. This put the game on a pretty high level. Almost every hour of the past two days had made Jack’s problem more complicated—but also more fascinating.


  When he was dressed. Jack mercilessly awoke the luxurious Bobo.


  “Oh, Lord!” groaned the plump youth, “Do I have to get up?”


  “You can sleep all day if you like. But we have to have a little talk before I go out. Sit up and rub the sleep out of your eyes and pay attention.”


  Bobo obeyed, groaning lugubriously.


  “It’s about Miss Miriam Culbreth.”


  “Eh?” said Bobo, suddenly wide awake.


  “Do you remember all you told me about her last night?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “Doesn’t it seem a little foolish to you this morning?”


  “No, it doesn’t! She’s the most beautiful girl in the world. I love her more than ever!”


  “Well, I’m sorry. I didn’t take you very seriously last night. I thought it was too sudden. You’ve got to cut her out.”


  “Why?” asked Bobo blankly.


  Jack deliberated before answering. He decided against telling Bobo the whole truth. It was within the bounds of possibility that the infatuated youth might tell the girl.


  “I can’t tell you all my reasons now,” he said. “But believe me they are good reasons. It has to do with the game we are playing.”


  “You’re not fair to her!” Bobo burst out “You don’t like her. She told me so herself.”


  “You’re right, I don’t like her. I have mighty good reasons for it.”


  “She’s the noblest woman on God’s footstool!”


  “I’m not going to argue that with you,” said Jack dryly. “I am speaking for your own good. When you first told me about her, I was afraid the poor girl might be taken in, thinking you were a millionaire. But I’m not worrying about her now. She’s able to look after number one. But I tell you if you do not put her out of your head now, before the matter goes any further, you’ll regret it till you die. I can’t put it any stronger than that, can I?”


  “I can’t give her up! I can’t! I love her!” cried Bobo, flinging himself down Among the pillows.


  “Take my word for it,” said Jack earnestly, “she’s no good!”


  “You’re wrong! You’re wrong!”


  Jack began to lose patience. “Well, if you won’t listen to reason you’ll have to take an order. Remember our agreement. You’ve got to give her up. This is an order, now.”


  “I can’t! I can’t!” moaned Bobo.


  As usual in the display of Bobo’s emotions, there was something both ludicrous and pathetic in the sight of the fat tousled head threshing the pillows. Jack grinned and said:


  “Oh, go to sleep again. When you get up, have a bang-up breakfast and you’ll feel better. I’ll look in on you at lunch time.”


  Jack’s first visit upon setting out from the hotel was to the offices of the Eureka Protective Association, at the address on Forty-Second street given on their representative’s card.


  He found the Association installed in an ordinary suite, neither grandly nor shabbily furnished, but entirely businesslike. The customary staff of a small office was visible at work: bookkeeper, stenographer and office-boy. In fact to the eye it was a wholly conventional establishment; open, aboveboard and prosperous.


  Upon asking for the manager Jack was shown to an inner room, where a man of about thirty-five with a mop of lank, blonde hair hanging on his forehead, and what is known as an open countenance, was seated at a desk trimming his nails in unashamed idleness. It appeared that this was Mr. Anderson.


  “Dave Anderson at your service,” said he good-naturedly. “What can I do for you?”


  “My name is Robinson,” said Jack, “secretary to Mr. Norman.”


  The atmosphere became balmier, as always with the mention of that magic name. “Sit down, Mr. Robinson.”


  Jack obeyed. “Mr. Norman felt that he wanted to know a little more about your association, and sent me around to ask a few questions.”


  “Perfectly natural!” cried Mr. Anderson. “Fire away! We court the fullest investigation. Certain parts of our business, of course, have to be conducted in secrecy, but as to our responsibility and trustworthiness, go as far as you like.”


  Jack asked all the natural questions, and Mr. Anderson answered them with every appearance of frankness. The information he gave merely amplified the talk of his representative the day before; the great public service Eureka performed, etc., etc. Jack learned nothing really significant from his talk, nor had he expected to. He asked no searching questions, because he did not want Anderson to guess that his customer was suspicious.


  Jack’s real purpose was to learn what kind of man was at the head of this branch of the Red Gang’s activities, and while Anderson talked he studied him. In the end he had to confess himself baffled. Anderson was anything but what he had expected to find. He seemed like one of those rather slack individuals who represent the average of mankind; neither good nor bad; neither wise nor foolish; an untidy, well-meaning, loose-tongued fellow. How such a one could be trusted to direct an important part of so dangerous an enterprise, Jack was unable to understand—unless it were that Anderson himself did not know what was behind the scheme. But that did not seem credible either.


  Jack left him, professing to be entirely satisfied on his employer’s account.


  Mr. Delamare’s promised letter of introduction to the third Deputy Commissioner had come in the morning’s mail. Jack’s next visit was to police headquarters to present it. He wished to establish a connection there on which he could fall back on in case of need.


  He found the deputy an accommodating and capable official. Since he bears no part in Jack’s story, it is unnecessary to characterize him further. Jack had no intention of taking him into his confidence just yet. He merely said that he was undertaking a little detective work for his employer, and the Deputy furnished him with a circular letter to all members of the force, instructing them to lend the bearer any assistance that he required. Here, as elsewhere, the wonder-working name of Norman smoothed Jack’s way.


  While he was there, Jack inquired as to the status of the investigation into Silas Gyde’s murder. He found that it was at a standstill. The assassin, Jansen, was confined in an asylum a raving maniac, and nothing of importance had been unearthed concerning his antecedents. If he had been a member of any anarchistic circle the fact had not been established. He appeared to have led a solitary life, moving from one hall bedroom to another. His mind had been gradually undermined by too close an application to his anarchistic studies, and to a book on the subject that he was writing.


  The fact of the book was new to Jack. “Have you the manuscript?” he asked.


  “It was found in his room,” the Deputy said. “May I see it?”


  “Certainly. But you’ll find neither head nor tail to it.”


  It was brought, and Jack was obliged to confess the justice of the Deputy’s description. It was the product of an insane brain. One could not read more than a line or two before the head began to whirl. But Jack discovered a clew in the manuscript which had apparently escaped the police. He did not call the attention of the Deputy to it, but made a mental note for his own use. On the first page under the many and fantastic titles of the proposed work was a dedication in two words:


  “To Barbarossa”


  Jack walked uptown turning over the word “Barbarossa” in his mind. Where had he heard it before ? Was it the name of a famous historical character or an ocean liner? The sign of a branch of the Public Library gave him an idea. He went in and consulted an encyclopedia.


  This told him two things; firstly, that Barbarossa meant Redbeard, and secondly, that the original Barbarossa was a Turkish sea rover. As he was unable to figure out any connection between the old freebooter and a modem anarchist, he deduced that the old nickname had been re-applied to some new wearer of a red beard.


  At the library desk he inquired: “Is there any writer on anarchistic subjects who signs himself Barbarossa?”


  “We have very little of that sort of matter,” the lady librarian assured him frigidly. “There is no such name in our catalogue of authors.”


  “Is there a bookstore where they make a specialty of such writings?” asked Jack.


  The librarian admitted with strong distaste that there was, and gave him. the address.


  It was a little basement shop far on the East side. It was presided over by a lanky-haired, spectacled youth, who sneered at Jack’s good clothes, and was prepared to hate him on the spot.


  “Have you anything by Barbarossa?” Jack asked at a venture.


  “Barbarossa’s never written any books that I know of,” was the surly reply.


  Jack thought with satisfaction: “Then there is a Barbarossa!” Aloud he said: “I mean anything he’s written.”


  The youth looked at him suspiciously.


  “I heard him speak,” said Jack glibly. “I’m crazy to learn more about his ideas.”


  “Barbarossa writes for the Future Age magazine.” said the snaky-haired one. “He’s one of the editors. How is it you don’t know that if you know him?”


  “I don’t know him,” said Jack. “I only heard him speak. Have you got a copy of the Future Age?”


  The young book-seller produced it. “There’s his article this month,” he said, pointing to a title in the contents. The author’s name given opposite was Arno Sturani.


  “Is that Barbarossa’s real name?” asked Jack.


  “Everybody knows that!” was the scornful reply.


  Jack bought the magazine, as well as other anarchistic publications that caught his eye. He told himself it would be a good idea to study up their lingo a little, against a future need.


  At a comer drugstore in the neighborhood he purchased a sheet of cheap notepaper and an envelope, and on the counter laboriously composed the following note:


  
    Mr. Arno Sturani:


    Dear Sir:


    I read some of your articles in the “Future Age.” / think they are great, but don’t understand them very good. I am only a poor boy without much education. But I like to think about things. I want to force the capitalists to give us a square deal. I want to learn more about your ideas. Will you let me come to see you? Or tell me where you are going to speak next time.


    Yours respectfully,


    Henry Cassels.

  


  The druggist gave his permission for Jack to receive an answer at his store, so he gave that as his address. He sent the letter in the care of the Future Age magazine.


  “There’s one line started,” he said to himself, as he let it fall in the box.


  Chapter 14


  Another thing that Jack had in mind was the necessity of disguising himself. Being an entire stranger to the art of make-up, he required instruction. Ralph, their private bell-boy at the Madagascar, had seemed the likeliest person to apply to in such a case. Leaving the hotel that morning, Jack had said to him carelessly:


  “I’m invited to a masquerade. Where’s the best place to go for an outfit? I want something better than the ordinary costumer.”


  “Why don’t you try Harmon Evers?” was the reply. “All the theatrical people go to him. He’s the greatest make-up artist in New York.”


  “Where’s his place?”


  “Twenty-ninth street, just east of the Avenue.”


  Jack now bent his steps in that direction. He discovered a neat little shop on the street level with a sign reading:


  HARMON EVERS, WIGS AND THEATRICAL MAKEUP.


  In each of the two paneled show-windows one marvelous wig was displayed on its stand, nothing else. The interior was discreetly curtained from view. Opening the door, the pungent odor of grease paints greeted Jack’s nostrils. Inside was as neat as out. There was a showcase setting forth cosmetics, and a counter beyond with another wig or two on stands. Back of the counter were tiers of drawers neatly labeled. The wail outside the counter was filled by a collection of small engravings of historical personages with especial regard to their hirsute appendages. Away back in the shop were several curtained alcoves for trying on.


  Behind the counter sat a little, dumpy old lady befrilled and befrizzed, who suggested an erstwhile favorite of the boards now retired. Her large, faded eyes fell on Jack with a startled look, which however instantly disappeared in the polite saleswoman, as she inquired what he wished.


  It appeared that Mr. Evers was engaged with a customer.


  This customer presently issued from one of the alcoves, a dandy of the old school who was obviously much beholden to the wig-maker’s art. Evers followed at his heels, rubbing his hands, and proudly surveying’ his work. Jack had the impression of a stout, rubicund little man of middle-age, clean-shaven and bald as an egg. True to the custom of tradesmen generally, he neglected his trade in his own person.


  He was talking volubly as he came: “A very interesting question, sir, the relation of brains to hair. It is popularly supposed that a bald head is the result of great mental activity, but I have not found it so in my practice. Among ordinary men it is about six of one and half a dozen of the other. But I believe that a man cannot rise to real heights of greatness without a good head of hair. Yes, I know, there was Julius Caesar, and I admit it would be difficult to prove my case by historical examples, because wigs have always been procurable, and fashionable portrait painters naturally do not call attention to them. But it is an interesting speculation. Good morning, sir.”


  Jack asked to speak to Mr. Evers in private, and was shown into one of the alcoves. It was like a theatrical dressing-room, with a mirror surrounded by electric lights, and a shelf beneath.


  Jack did not offer to tell who he was, and the little wig-maker, who seemed the soul of discretion, betrayed no curiosity on the subject. Jack came to the point at once.


  “Circumstances make it necessary for me to do a little private detective work, and I’m obliged to learn how to disguise myself, well enough I mean, so I can go about the streets without danger of recognition. Can it be done?”


  “Certainly,” said Mr. Evers. “It is done oftener than you suppose.”


  “What sort of disguise do you recommend?”


  “Let me think,” said Mr. Evers, putting a thoughtful finger to his chin.


  Jack was sitting facing the mirror, while Evers stood behind him studying his reflection through half closed eyes. Meanwhile Jack took stock of him. In repose the garrulous little man’s face showed unexpected lines of resolution. He had a strong eye. That kind of eye may be found in wig-maker or bank president, but whatever the trade of the possessor may be, it is a pretty safe guess that he is master of it. All the visible part of Evers’ skin, neck, face, skull, was of a curious angry pink shade—but not unhealthy. He had but a fringe of gray hair around the base of his skull, and his eyebrows were scanty. Certainly, in extolling the superiority of hairy men he had been disinterested.


  “It is a good mask,” he said—meaning Jack’s face. “Good bones, well placed. A promising foundation for me to work on. You are young, too. No tell-tale lines for me to erase. Your hair is too luxuriant, but I don’t suppose you want me to cut it.”


  “What would be the gain if it altered my usual appearance?”


  “True, true! We’ll get around that somehow. Difficulties only add zest to the artist’s work.”


  After studying a little longer he said: “Since your purpose is to escape observation, I would suggest making you as insignificant as possible. Say a business man in a small way; industrious but not very bright; of very ordinary taste both in ideas and dress.”


  “My idea exactly!” said Jack.


  “But I must impress upon you that my work here with false hair and pigments is only the beginning. To be successful our character must be constructed from the inside out. Before you leave here I will write out a description of the character as I see it, which I will ask you to study at your leisure. I particularly recommend that you repeat it to yourself just before falling asleep at night. It is the surest way of impressing it on your subconsciousness.”


  “Fine!” said Jack, more and more taken with the philosophic wig-maker.


  Evers began to lay out the implements of his trade. While he worked he talked uninterruptedly.


  “I assure you one’s subconsciousness is all-important. Most people, unknown to themselves, play an assumed part throughout their lives, a part that has been suggested to the subconsciousness in early life by something they admire in other people or in books. When some great disturbance brings the real self to light people are amazed at what they discover in themselves.—Remove your coat, waistcoat and collar, please.”


  “Make it simple, please,” said Jack. “Something that I can put off and on myself at need.”


  “The best art is always simple,” said Mr. Evers. “First a wash for the entire face and neck. It is very thin and contains no grease to betray you in the sunlight. Its purpose is merely to dim the youthful glow of health that distinguishes you. See! You look fifteen years older already! A slightly darker tone under the eyes gives you a sedentary, slightly bilious look. Next heavy eyebrows, which with round spectacles will give you an owlish expression. Also a stiff, closely cropped mustache. You put on eyebrows and mustache with loose hair and glue which I will furnish you. Comb them out and clip them to the desired length after they are stuck on. The ready-made articles never look natural. You may depend upon the glue. It is my own invention. No Amount of heat nor perspiration, nor soap and water can affect it, but it melts at a touch of alcohol. Lastly, pomade your hair liberally, and slick it down hard. See, it makes your hair look thin, and alters the whole shape of your head. There you are!”


  “Wonderful!” said Jack, gazing at his strangely altered aspect.


  “Oh, we’ve only just begun!” said Mr. Evers. “Next comes the question of clothes. Its importance cannot be exaggerated. Taste in clothes is of slow growth. The clothes of a youth tell you nothing, but a mature man’s attire betrays him unerringly. Let me see! This requires study. We shall probably not hit it exactly at the first trial. I should say first a derby hat of very conservative shape, slightly old-fashioned, and a suit stiffly cut, of good material but ugly pattern of cloth. Shirt and necktie are very significant. They should be of common design and coloring, such as might be picked up at a sale. I have all such things here. The suit may not fit you perfectly, but it will take you as far as a clothing store where you can buy another.”


  In due course Jack was ready to brave the sunshine in his new guise. The charge was steep, but he could not deny that the work was worth it. He left his other clothes with Mr. Evers since he would have to return to the shop to change. The wig-maker stood off and examined him with satisfaction. Mrs. Evers was called on to admire her husband’s work.


  “What name would you suggest for my new character?” asked Jack, smiling.


  Mr. Evers took the matter with entire seriousness.


  “Let me see—you look to me as if your name might be “ His face cleared—“I have it! Your name is certainly Mr. Pitman.”


  “Mr. Pitman it shall be!”


  “Mr. Fred Pitman,” added Evers.


  As Jack left the shop it was a few minutes before twelve, that Is to say, just about the time he had designed to try out his new character for the first. He made his way up to Forty-Second street, and took up his station before the building that housed the offices of the Eureka Protective Association. Here he walked slowly up and down well lost in the crowd hurrying east and west. He found his disguise effective in that the passers-by no longer noticed him. Only when people stopped looking at him did Jack become aware that in his proper person he attracted friendly glances wherever he went. That started a curious speculation in his mind: “How do people know whether they want to look at you or not, if they don’t look at you first to see what you are like?”


  It was half-past twelve before the man he was waiting for appeared. Mr. Dave Anderson turned east on Forty-Second street at a brisk pace. The pseudo-Pitman followed close at his heels. The chase led across Fifth and Madison and in front of the Grand Central station. Jack began to fear that Anderson lived in the neighborhood, and was bound home.


  But at a modest saloon on Lexington avenue, a place with a long-established air, he turned in. After loitering a moment or two outside Jack followed. Behind the saloon was a small glass-roofed “garden” set with tables. The settled familiar style of the waiters and diners suggested that this was a real eating place. Jack commended Mr. Anderson’s discrimination.


  The tables accommodated four or six, and none was entirely vacant. It was therefore perfectly natural for Jack to seek one of the chairs at the table occupied by Anderson and another man. They made him welcome. Anderson scarcely looked at Jack.


  The bill-of-fare provided Jack with an opening. “Are you a regular here?” he asked Anderson. “What’s good?”


  “To-day, the pot roast with noodles,” was the prompt reply.


  It came and it was good. Jack’s hearty commendation of the dish led naturally to a further exchange of amenities. When one of any two people has a positive disposition to make friends, the task is usually not difficult. Mr. Anderson discovered in this chance acquaintance a man after his own heart, who thought the same as he on all important matters. They were soon talking like old cronies. They finished eating simultaneously, and left the place together. Anderson, who was of an expansive nature, had already mentioned that he ran a detective agency.


  “You don’t say!” said Mr. Pitman with an air of strong interest not unmixed with envy. “Well, say, that’s more fun than pounding the pavements collecting overdue bills like I do.”


  “You must come around to my office some time, and let me show you a thing or two,” said Mr. Anderson affably.


  Jack was careful to accept the invitation as casually as it was given. “I sure will some time,” he said.


  They parted.


  Jack went his way thinking with satisfaction: “There’s my second line started, all right.”


  Mr. Pitman’s business was now done for the day, and Jack thought it was high time Mr. Robinson re-embodied himself to look after his employer. But before he changed back he had a strong desire to test his disguise on someone who knew, him better than Anderson. He thought of Kate. By this time she must be in the thick of her preparations to open her house.


  To think of it was to turn his steps in that direction. In ten minutes he was at the foot of the steps. Sure enough the house was already transformed; wooden shutters taken down, doors and windows flung open, and a small army of workmen and cleaners visible inside.


  “Verily, Kate is a wonder!” he said to himself.


  Mounting the steps, he rang the bell with twinkling eyes. Kate herself answered the door. Jack, seeing her come through the dark hall, experienced a rush of delight. With her capable, businesslike air she was more adorable than ever. Jack longed to fling his arms around her to see how the business woman would take it—but fortunately restrained himself from an act so rash. She fronted him with a polite, inquiring look. It gives one a queer turn to meet that look on a familiar face.


  “Is this Miss Storer?” he asked as polite as herself, though he was bubbling inside.


  Kate had stoutly denied the necessity of her taking an assumed name.


  She bowed.


  “I understand you are fitting out this house to rent furnished apartments.”


  She seemed slightly surprised. “Yes. But may I ask how you learned of it?”


  “Oh, a friend told me.”


  “What kind of accommodations do you require?”


  Jack was hard put to it to keep from laughing in her face. Up till now he had been standing in the vestibule with the light behind him. But as Kate stood aside from the door, he stepped in and turned around, so thus his make-up was put to a full test.


  “A room in the back,” he. said, “away from the noises of the street. And not too high up. The second story rear would suit me very well.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said soberly, “that room is already taken.”


  Jack could contain himself no longer. There was no one near. He took off his glasses and smiled his own smile. “Don’t you know me?” he whispered.


  Kate gasped and fell back a step. “Oh! I wasn’t expecting you so soon!”


  Jack chuckled.


  A charwoman with bucket and brush came through the hall, and they were obliged to pull themselves together quickly.


  “The gentleman who said he wanted that room may not come back,” said Kate. “I’ll show it to you anyway.”


  She led him upstairs. She had not yet touched Silas Gyde’s room, and as they went in she was obliged to close the door after them to keep the people in the house from seeing the strange conglomeration inside.


  Jack seized her hand. “Katy, darling, you take my breath away, you’re so wonderful!” he said, trying to draw her towards him.


  She would have none of that. “Behave yourself!” she said crushingly. “You know very well why I had to close the door! How can I go on with this if you’re going to act in such a way! Please remember who you’re supposed to be! Do you suppose I’m going to be familiar with my lodgers!”


  “Oh, I forgot everything except how sweet you are!” groaned Jack.


  “Look in the glass!” she said. “Do you suppose I want that yellow face near mine?”


  He frowned and rubbed his chin ruefully, not quite knowing how to take this left-handed compliment. “But—but I shan’t be able to see you for ages, except as Pitman,” he complained.


  “Well, I shall survive it,” she said briskly.


  “Aw, Katy!”


  She changed the subject in her own prompt way. “It’s really a wonderful disguise!” she said. “How ever did you do it?”


  He told her of his experience with Evers.


  “And you,” he said, “you haven’t let any grass grow under your feet. You can open up tomorrow.”


  “Hardly that. My greatest problem is this room. How can I let the cleaners in here?”


  “You and I had better do this,” said Jack, careful not to betray any pleasure in the prospect.


  “How can you find time?”


  “I’ll send Bobo to a musical comedy tonight, and slip in through the vault. That is if you’ll be here tonight.”


  “I’ve already fitted up a room for Mother and I. We’ll be here.”


  “Good!” said Jack. The prospect of a stolen interview with the demure Kate was unspeakably delightful.


  He told her something of his adventures the night before.


  “What a fool you have on your hands!” said Kate scornfully. “You’d better hurry back and see what he’s up to now.”


  “But I’ve heaps more to tell you.”


  “I’m busy. So are you. Tell me tonight. What will the servants say if we stay in here with the door closed? Run along!”


  And she fairly shooed him out of the house.


  Jack hastened down to Evers’ shop, washed his face, changed his clothes, and returned to the Madagascar. Evers provided him with everything necessary to reassume the personality of Mr. Pitman when the time came.


  Bobo was out. Jack applied to Ralph for information as to his movements. That preturnaturally knowing youth was bursting with it.


  “Sure, I seen him go out ’Bout an hour ago Young lady come for him.”


  In spite of himself Jack was betrayed into a startled exclamation.


  Thus encouraged, Ralph went on with gusto. “She called him up this morning—that is I guess it was the same one. I was in the room brushin’ his clo’es, and I answered the ’phone. I hears a voice like butter creams: ‘Is this Mr. Norman?’ Umm! But when she found it was me the cream froze.”


  “Mr. Norman goes to the ’phone, and say, you could see by the smile that tickled his ears that she was feedin’ him the Martha Washingtons then. ‘Aw’fly good of you to call me up,’ says he. ‘No, I don’t think it was improper at all.’ Then she must have ast him to lunch, for he said ‘Sure!’ in a voice that near cracked the transmitter, and bounced up and down like a kid when it sees its bottle.


  “But then he remembered somepin and his joy was turned to grief. ‘Oh, I forgot, I can’t come,’ he says. I heard her voice squeakin’ over the wire: ‘Why?’ He says: ‘I got a date with my secretary: very important business.’ After that she did most of the talkin’. He only said: ‘I can’t! I can’t! Say, I’m sorry!’ And so on. Say, he stuck to it, too, and at last she hung up. Say, he was almost cryin’ when he come away. He thrown himself down on the bed and never says a word to me.”


  “Well, what then?” asked Jack.


  “About half an hour after I was down in the office when I hear a young lady in a Kolinsky cape ask at the desk for Mr. Norman. A looker?—say, boss, some scenery! I was sent up with her card. On the back she had written:


  “I have come for you.”


  “Did he go?” asked Jack.


  “Did he go? Does a chicken run when it hears the corn fall in the yard!”


  “Hm! What name was on the card?”


  “Miss Miriam Culbreth.”


  Chapter 15


  In the end Jack had to give up the idea of separating Bobo from the lovely Miriam. For one thing Jack needed Miriam and Mrs. Cleaver in his present business, and Bobo supplied his only excuse for going there. The ladies were not interested in the humble secretary for himself.


  So he warned Bobo afresh, and prayed that the infatuated youth might not be led into any irrevocable step before he was able to tell him the whole truth about his inamorata.


  Meanwhile one of those tremendous intimacies characteristic of the fluff of society sprang up between the four. Within a few days Bobo and Jack were all but living at Mrs. Cleaver’s house. A hundredfold millionaire gets on fast socially. Jack was always included in Bobo’s invitations as an understood thing. One witty lady was heard to call him the sugar that coated the pill.


  Jack speculated endlessly on the real nature of the relations between Clara Cleaver and Miriam. It was given out that they were cousins, and on the surface they exhibited a formal affection towards each other. But that they did not love each other was very clear. Dislike the same as murder will out. Off her guard Mrs. Cleaver’s manner towards Miriam was as to something she was obliged to put up with, and the younger woman in her more natural moments displayed more than a touch of arrogance towards her supposed hostess. Moreover, Mrs. Cleaver was clearly well-born and Miriam just as clearly was not. Not for a moment did Jack believe in the supposed blood relationship.


  Jack liked Mrs. Cleaver a lot better than Miriam. The former might be light-headed, vain, luxury-loving, rather silly, but she had a kind heart. Jack could not conceive of her as being engaged in calculated villainy. Yet she must be in the game, too. She and Miriam worked together. The farther he explored this amazing game the greater became Jack’s perplexity. The different elements were so incongruous.


  “But if I go deep enough I must find the link that connects them all!” he told himself. “The decent little gentleman with the imperial; Barbarossa, the anarchist; Dave Anderson, the detective; Clara Cleaver, the well-born lady, and Miriam Culbreth, the adventuress!”


  The relation between Jack and Miriam was a complicated one. As in the beginning, she made it clear that while “she intended to marry the millionaire she was not averse to having the secretary make love to her. Jack’s indifference piqued the spoiled beauty almost beyond bearing. She longed to bring him to her feet, and she hated him cordially, too, as he learned before he had been visiting Mrs. Cleaver’s house many days.


  It was the tea hour. Jack had come after Bobo, but found everybody out. They had left word for him to wait, so he drifted up to the library where they usually had tea, and picking up a book he dropped


  into a chair to read. At his left hand hung a portiere dividing the library from the central hall, which ran up through the house.


  After a little while Miriam and Bobo came up in the elevator. Evidently there had been a misunderstanding about Jack’s arrival—possibly some other servant had admitted them, for Miriam said:


  “We’ll wait a while for him before we ring for tea.”


  They dropped into a cozy comer in the hall, a nook favored of couples. It was immediately on the other side of the curtain at Jack’s hand and he could therefore hear every word spoken above a whisper. He was debating with himself whether or not the circumstances justified him in playing the eavesdropper, when he heard Miriam say:


  “You’ve never told me how you and Jack met, and how you came to choose him for your secretary.”


  That decided Jack. He gave no sign of his presence.


  Bobo replied: “Oh, I’ve known him a good while. When I worked in the sash factory downtown, he was there, too.”


  “What did you do there?”


  “Bookkeeper.”


  “What did Jack do?”


  “Oh he—he was a bookkeeper, too. There were two of us. And we were friends outside the office, too. Used to go round together nights. So when I came into my money—why it was natural for me to get Jack to help me to look after it.”


  “Not bad for Bobo,” thought Jack. He pricked up his ears at the next words.


  “I don’t see how you put up with him!” said Miriam.


  “Put up with him!” echoed Bobo. In his fancy Jack could see the blank look that overspread the honest fat face. “Why—why, what’s the matter with Jack?”


  “The way he runs you, I mean. One would think he was the millionaire, and you the hired secretary.”


  Bobo made queer, scared noises in his throat. It seemed to Jack that Miriam must suspect that she had hit the nail on the head, but apparently she did not, for her next words were in the same drawling, careless tone.


  “He all but tells you how to answer when people speak to you.”


  “Oh!” said Bobo, somewhat relieved. “But Jack’s clever, and I’m not.”


  “You’re not as stupid as he likes to make out,” suggested Miriam.


  “Devil!” thought Jack.


  “Make out!” said Bobo. “Jack doesn’t make out anything. He’s my friend.”


  “My poor Bobo!” she said with indulgent tenderness. “You’re criminally good-natured! Of course he knows which side his bread is buttered on. He’s not going to say anything openly. But friends! Oh, how blind you are!”


  “Jack and I are friends,” repeated Bobo. “Jack’s on the square!”


  She laughed delicately. Jack guessed that she patted Bobo’s hand or something like that. “Oh, well, let’s change the subject,” she said in a tone that forced him to continue it.


  “No,” said Bobo, just as she had intended him to.


  “Tell me what you mean. Does he talk about me?”


  “Oh, it isn’t what he says,” she said with seeming reluctance. “But it makes me mad! Always poking fun at you!”


  “Liar!” thought Jack.


  “Making fun of me!” said Bobo in hurt tones. “Behind my back! I didn’t think it of him !”


  “There, forget it,” she said soothingly. “It doesn’t make any difference to your real friends.”


  “What did he say about me?”


  “I shan’t tell you. I don’t want to make trouble.”


  Jack grimly smiled to himself.


  “But I don’t see why you put up with it,” she presently went on. “As it is, you daren’t call your soul your own. He manages you like a child—you a grown man.”


  “What can I do?” said poor Bobo.


  “Fire him!”


  “So that’s your game!” thought Jack. “It’s fore-doomed to failure, lady!”


  “Oh, I can’t do that!” said Bobo horrified.


  “Why not? I guess you can manage your own affairs as well as other men, can’t you ? Get a lawyer to help you. Everybody would think more of you if you came right out and put Jack in his place. They talk about it, you know. It’s unmanly to submit to the dictation of one who is really no more than your servant. Send him away, and see how much better you’ll get along with people. He fixes it so that you always show to a disadvantage beside him. That hurts me, because I know what there is in you!”


  “Oh, you siren!” thought Jack. In a way, he could not but admire her cleverness.


  She went on: “Someday I suppose you’ll want to marry.” Jack could imagine how modestly she cast down the long lashes when she said this. “I say this for your own good. No woman, you know, would want to put herself in the position of being under the thumb of her husband’s secretary.”


  All Bobo could find to say was: “I’m sorry you don’t like him.” Jack had to confess to himself that a better man than Bobo might well have been stumped by such a situation.


  “Oh, it doesn’t matter about me,” she said, “but he is openly rude to me. You don’t seem to care.”


  “I do! I do!” cried poor Bobo. “I’ll put a stop to that. I’ll speak to him!”


  “Yes,” she said with a kind of plaintive spitefulness, “tell him I told you, and then he’ll act worse to me than ever. If you cared about me at all, you wouldn’t keep him for another day.”


  “You just leave it to me, I’ll fix it,” said Bobo desperately.


  “That’s what you say every day, but I don’t see any change.”


  “So this is an everyday affair!” thought Jack. “Poor Bobo!”


  “It can’t go on,” she said gloomily. “I think too much of you as a friend to stand seeing another man run you. I’d rather give you up—as a friend. If I’ve got to put up with Jack Robinson, I don’t want to see you any more.”


  The softest creature, pushed to the wall, shows fight.


  “I won’t fire Jack,’* said Bobo sullenly. “You’re just trying to run me the same way you say he is. If I’ve got to go, I’ll go!”


  “Good for Bobo!” thought Jack.


  She quickly performed the undignified maneuver known as climbing down. “No, Bobo,” she said meltingly. “You are right. I shouldn’t have spoken that way. It is none of my business. But I can’t bear to see you imposed on. It made me forget myself!”


  “I can take care of myself,” muttered Bobo.


  “Forgive me,” she said angelically, “and let’s change the subject. Come into the library, and I’ll order tea.”


  It was Jack’s turn to be surprised. He judged from her voice that she had already risen, so he had about two seconds to make up his mind how to act. He relaxed completely in the big chair, let his head fall back, closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


  She came between the curtains. He heard the swish of her silk petticoat.


  “Oh!” she said sharply. Surprise, fear, chagrin, all were blended in the sound.


  Bobo at her heels said blankly: “I’ll be jiggered!”


  Jack opened his eyes sleepily, blinked at the sight of them, and sprang up.


  “What’s the matter!” he said. “Where am I? Oh—I must have fallen asleep. Please excuse me!”


  He flattered himself it was very well done. Bobo at least was completely taken in. As to the girl, he could not be sure. It was likely that being an accomplished dissimulator herself, she would on principle suspect him of dissimulation.


  But she gave away nothing in her face. “You’re excusable,” she said with a light laugh. “They told us you hadn’t come. If you could have seen how funny you looked! Come on, let’s have tea.”


  Throughout that ceremony Jack labored with his most light-hearted air to remove any suspicions she might have that he had overheard her talk with Bobo. It was not easy to read that young lady’s face, but he believed that he saw her gradually relax and be at ease again.


  The sequel to this scene took place later the same night. Jack, Bobo and Miriam went to the theater, and afterwards to the Alpine Heights to sup. Having arrived at the exquisite restaurant, Miriam announced that she had lost a pearl pin in the theater. Poor Bobo had to go back after it, though he had already ordered a recherché little supper. Jack offered to go, but Miriam silenced him with a peculiar look, so he sat back and let things take their course.


  When they were alone together, Miriam softly said, turning the hazel eyes full on him : “Why can’t we be friends, Jack?”


  He could have sworn the lovely orbs were big with tears, and in spite of himself his heart leaped; she was so beautiful! “Steady!” he whispered to him self. “It’s probably onions or pepper!”


  “Aren’t we friends?” he said with an air of surprise.


  She sadly shook her head. “You know we’re not! You distrust me, dislike me; you cannot hide it!”


  “It’s not so!” said Jack. “I’ve already explained what it is that you think is dislike. You put a man on the defensive. You’ve already gobbled up poor Bobo, skin and bones and hymn-book, too! I’ve got to be careful!”


  “Oh, you won’t be serious!” she pouted. “And you saw how I lied to get the chance of speaking to you alone.”


  “Then there wasn’t any pearl pin?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Poor Bobo! I’ll be serious. What is it?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing special! I just wanted to see if I couldn’t bring about a better understanding between you and me. It’s awfully hard on Bobo, who is such friends with both of us—that you and I can’t get on better I mean.”


  “Let’s have a better understanding!” said Jack heartily. Privately he was thinking: “Lovely lady, what are you driving at now?”


  “Bobo is such a dear,” she went on, *’but he’s terribly dependent. He depends on you, and now he’s beginning to depend on me! Well, it seems to me that we share a pretty serious responsibility, his having all that money and all. We ought to consult about what we should do, and agree on a course of action. If you and I pull against each other, Bobo will be torn in two, so to speak.”


  Jack looked seriously impressed, but inwardly he was grinning wickedly. “Ha!” he thought, “having failed in her effort to kick me out she is now proposing in diplomatic language that we get together and whack up. Aloud he said: “I expect you’re right, though I hadn’t thought of it that way. I thought I would take care of Bobo’s business affairs, and you would look after his personal character.”


  “But under altered circumstances it might be difficult,” she said darkly.


  “Eh?”


  “Don’t be dense. I suppose you know that Bobo wants to marry me.”


  Jack never batted an eye. “I can’t say that I am exactly surprised. Nor that I blame him,” he added gallantly.


  “Be serious. Of course I haven’t accepted him yet. I have to be sure of my own feelings.”


  Jack stroked his lip to hide a grim smile.


  “Have you any objection to his marrying me?” she asked boldly.


  Jack lied quickly. “None whatever.”


  “Then why did you try to poison his mind against me?”


  Jack thought : “Oh, Bobo! Bobo! I’m glad I didn’t tell you all.” To her he said with seeming astonishment: “I! Poison his mind against you! What an idea !”


  “Well, try to dissuade him from—er—paying me attention.”


  “My dear Miriam, put yourself in my place for a moment. I am Bobo’s friend. I do feel the responsibility of looking after him, just as you say. He meets a lovely girl of whom we know nothing, a girl lovely enough to believe the worst of—and he falls head over heels in love. Was it not my plain duty to beg him to go slow, to think what he was doing?”


  “What do you mean, believe the worst of?”


  “Just a figure of speech. You are really remarkably beautiful. It isn’t reasonable to suppose that you have reached your present age without having had—well, exciting things happen to you.”


  She shrugged. “I wish I had had.” She was unable to keep a sharp note out of her voice. “You told him that I—wasn’t all that I ought to be.”


  “I had to say something to make him pull up long enough to give me time to find out”


  “Then you haven’t got anything against me?”


  Jack’s eyes were as limpid as a mountain stream. If one is going to lie, one may as well do it artistically.


  “Nothing in the world, Miriam!”


  She leaned across the table and gave his hand a little squeeze. “I’m so glad we’ve had this talk,” she murmured.


  They beamed on each other in seeming friendly fashion—but there were hard points of light in each pair of eyes.


  “Pleasant little comedy,” thought Jack. “I’m willing to keep it up as long as she is.”


  “We must often consult together, and decide what is best for Bobo,” she went on sweetly. “And if he won’t do things that you think he ought, I’ll add my influence. And then I’ll get you to help me with him when I need you.”


  “Fine!” said Jack. “Poor Bobo!” he silently added.


  As was usual with this young lady, her romantic and sentimental scenes generally led up to a very practical climax.


  “Has Bobo given you power of attorney?” she asked.


  “No.”


  “Why is it he won’t draw even the smallest of checks unless you are there ?”


  “Oh, that was one of the things we agreed on when I took the job of secretary. He wanted to be saved from throwing it about.”


  “Very wise,” said Miriam. “But now that he has another disinterested friend the situation is altered, isn’t it? If I am with him it will be sufficient. I shall tell him that you release him from that part of your agreement.” This was said with a charming smile, as a sort of experimental joke.


  Jack smiled back no less sweetly. “But I have not released him.”


  “I thought we were going to work together,” she pouted.


  Jack still affected to treat the matter as a joke. “You surely don’t expect me to yield up the only source of my power!—the hand upon the purse strings!”


  She shook an arch finger at him—but there was an angry spark in the hazel yes. “Beware!” she said merrily. “The power of the faithful secretary is threatened by the adored wife. You’d better accept my offer of an alliance when it is open.”


  “Oh, when Bobo takes a wife I’ll resign,” said Jack, laughing.


  Bobo came bustling back at this juncture. “I’ve had a deuce of a time,” he grumbled. “The theater was closed. I found the watchman, but he wouldn’t let me in. Said he’d find the pin if it was there, and turn it into the box-office. Old fool!”


  “It was cruel of me to send you all that way,” cooed Miriam. “Sit down and eat a good supper. I shan’t be able to eat a mouthful till you say you forgive me!”


  “Forgive you!” cried poor Bobo. “I’d go to China and back if it would please you!”


  They gazed into each other’s eyes, while Jack grimly sipped his wine. “You’re clever,” he was thinking, “but there’s a serious defect in your method. How do you expect me to fall for you, when you let me see you making such a fool of Bobo!”


  Chapter 16


  Meanwhile Jack was not neglecting his other “lines.” In the character of Mr. Pitman he lunched with Dave Anderson nearly every day, and the intimacy between them ripened fast. After several invitations, Mr. Pitman finally allowed himself to be persuaded to visit Mr. Anderson’s office.


  They sat in the inner office with their cigars, and discussed crime in all its aspects.


  “Anything—er—specially interesting on just now?” asked Mr. Pitman, with a look suggesting that he was not averse to hearing the most horrible details. Jack, under Evers’ tuition had developed the character of Pitman to a high degree of artistry.


  “No. The fact is I don’t go after ordinary business anymore; don’t have to. I only have one case, so to speak, and that keeps me on Easy street. All I have to do is sit here and take the money.”


  “What a cinch! What kind of case is it?”


  “Did you notice the name on the door?”


  “Eureka Protective Association. Whom do you protect?”


  “Millionaires!”


  Thereupon Jack had to submit to hearing again what a fine concern Eureka was, what a benefit it conferred on the public, etc., etc. Though Anderson was at his ease with his friend, he told it all as seriously as before; there was no suggestion of a tongue in his cheek. Jack listened with well-assumed interest, hoping to get some real light on the subject later.


  “How did you get into it in the first place?” he asked.


  “Dumb luck!” said Anderson. “I’ll tell you all about it some day.”


  Jack, fearful of spoiling everything by a display of eagerness, let the matter drop for the present. Fate presently rewarded his discretion.


  “I haven’t a thing to do this afternoon,” said Anderson. “And you said you weren’t busy. Let’s go out and have a drink.”


  Mr. Pitman did not refuse, of course. They went and had their drink, and had another, and in the course of the afternoon Anderson’s tongue was gradually unloosed, and the whole story came out.


  “It was three years ago it started. I was doing a general detective business, and just barely making out, week by week. It was the time that big millionaire Ames Benton was killed by anarchists; remember?”


  Jack nodded. He had a feeling that the loose ends of his case were now beginning to draw together.


  “One day an oldish gentleman called at my office,” Anderson went on, “a decent, respectable body, that you would expect to see coming out of church on Sunday morning. His hair was fixed in an old-fashioned way, sort of brushed forward of his ears like, and he wore a heavy mustache and neat little goatee or imperial.


  Jack had the pleasant feeling that he was getting “warm” as children say in their game. They were sitting in an alcove of a saloon under the elevated railway, and he was glad of the semi-gloom of the place that prevented Anderson from seeing his face too dearly.


  “He didn’t give me his name,” Anderson went on, in fact I don’t know it to this day. I just call him ‘Mr. B.’ He told me right off the bat that he was an anarchist, and I was a bit startled, noticing the little black satchel he carried. I remarked that he didn’t gee with my idea of a Red, and he explained that he was disguised So I don’t even know what he looks like naturally.”


  “He went on to tell me that he had experienced what he called a change of heart—sort o’ got religion you understand. The murder of Mr. Benton had sickened him, he said, and now he was anxious to do something to make up for the harm he had caused.”


  “He let on that he was one of the leading Reds of the country, a kind of supreme grand master with the entrée to every lodge. He said he wasn’t going to betray any of his comrades, but that with my help, if I was willing, he would draw their teeth, so to speak, by giving warning to their intended victims.


  “Well, I wasn’t in a philanthropic mood myself, being as I had so much trouble already to make ends meet, and I didn’t want to invite trouble with the Reds or anybody else, so at first I was cool to his scheme. But as he talked on I began to wake up to the possibilities.


  “Well, sir, we began to dope out the scheme of Eureka right then, or rather, he doped it out and I listened with big ears. He had it all thought out before he came. When he talked about getting all the millionaires to subscribe for personal protection, I saw a happy future opening up. The best of it was, it was absolutely bona fide, and on the level; we really had something to sell them, for my friend, as I say, had the entrée to every anarchistic circle in the country, and was prepared to furnish me with full information of any plot they laid against a rich man.”


  “The only thing we stuck on was the division of the proceeds. He demanded seventy-five per cent. I tried to laugh him down—but it didn’t get across. He wasn’t a man you could get gay with. He had an eye that fixed you like a brad-awl.


  “‘You forget,’ he said, ‘that I’m the one who supplies the essential thing. I could get any one of a hundred detective agencies for the rest.’


  “I tried to bluff him a bit. ‘Not after you’ve opened it to me,’ I said. ‘I could queer it!’


  “‘You won’t do that,’ he said very quiet. And, by Gad, when he fixed me with those eyes, I thought of a dozen horrible deaths I might die, and I knew that I couldn’t split on him if I wanted to. A wonderful man. In the end I had to accept his hard terms.


  “Well, that’s all. From the start it worked like a charm. With the horrible death of Ames Benton fresh in their minds, the millionaires fell all over themselves to subscribe for protection. We started at a moderate figure, and gradually jacked up their dues. You’d open your eyes if I told you the Amount of money that passes through this little office every month.”


  “Give me an idea,” said Jack.


  “That’s something I’ll never tell any man,” said Anderson with a slightly drunken leer.


  “Do you only operate in the city here?”


  “Yes. He may have other agencies outside. He may have other agencies right here in town for all I know. It was part of our agreement that I was to approach nobody except the men whose names he furnished. I haven’t all the millionaires on my books by a long sight.”


  “Do you mean to tell me you’ve been in business with this man for three years and don’t even know his right name?”


  “It’s a fact, and what’s more I’ve never laid eyes on him from that day to this.”


  “Come off!” said Jack incredulously.


  “It’s a fact, I tell you. It stands to reason, don’t it, that he couldn’t be seen around here?”


  “You could meet him outside.”


  “Too risky. If the other anarchists got on to his connection with me, his life wouldn’t be worth a plugged nickel!”


  “But you know where he lives?”


  Anderson shook his head.


  “Then how do you send him his share of the proceeds?”


  “I send it in cash on a certain day every week. I put it in an envelope together with a statement of the week’s business, and send it to a name and address previously furnished me that day over the ’phone. It’s always different. Generally to a hotel, to be called for. I send it by messenger.”


  “Have you never had the curiosity to follow up the messenger?”


  “No, sir I I’ve learned that it’s healthier for me to follow instructions. I get my instructions over the ’phone, and by Gad I if they’re not carried out to the letter he knows it, and I soon know it from him!”


  “He must be a wonderful man.”


  “He’s a marvel! Say it scares you like, the way he knows things. He tells me everything to do: who to see and how to approach him; how to follow him up. And everything always turns out just the way he says. It’s like magic!”


  Anderson’s talk got a little muzzy, and drifted away to other subjects. A perfunctory attention was all he required and Jack’s brain was free to ponder on what he had heard. He believed Anderson’s story in the main. Incredible as it had seemed beforehand, he no longer doubted that Anderson was an innocent tool in the affair—at least comparatively innocent. The great sums he was making had no doubt helped to quiet an inquiring mind. When one is anxious not to discover an unpleasant fact, one may very easily remain in ignorance of it through all.


  It began to look as if the decent little gentleman with the goatee was the guiding spirit in the whole scheme. Jack had made a long step forward in his investigation, but he now found himself opposed by an intelligence of the first class; one before whom Jack’s youth and inexperience might well falter a little. He marvelled at the cunning with which the principal used innocent men to further his criminal projects. Apparently he had built up a highly organized business of blackmail, with various departments all working independently of each other. And he gathered up all the strings in his own hands.


  Chapter 17


  Arno Sturani, otherwise “Barbarossa,” answered Jack’s note and invited him to call at his house in the evening.


  Jack visited Evers’ shop as a preliminary, and he was obliged to go in the afternoon before closing hours. He dispatched Bobo to dine with Mrs. Cleaver and Miriam. While Bobo could hardly be said to be safe in that company, still it was some satisfaction to Jack to know where he was.


  The astute little wig-maker and his wife, the retired ballet-dancer, greeted Jack like an old and valued customer. Old-fashioned shop-keepers have this art.


  “Everything going well?” asked Mr. Evers.


  “Splendidly!”


  “That little job I did for you; has it served its turn?”


  “Couldn’t have been better.”


  “What do you require today?”


  “A fresh make-up for another purpose.”


  “Ah! Come back into one of the dressing-rooms.”


  Mr. Evers was distressed to learn that Jack had put himself out to get to the shop before closing time.


  “You can make an appointment by ’phone for any hour of the day or night,” he said. “Of course it would be too conspicuous for me to let you in and out of the shop after closing hours, but my apartment is upstairs. Come there any time, and we can get what we need out of the shop.”


  Jack thanked him. “This time,” he said, “I want to look like a mere lad, a poor boy in cheap worn clothes, but a student, a highbrow, full of wild, anarchistic ideas.”


  “Anarchistic?” said Mr. Evers, elevating the scant eyebrows. “Are you going into that kind of society?”


  “Temporarily.”


  “Beware! I know nothing about such people, but I am told they are like wild beasts. Curious, isn’t it, how they run to hair? Disturbs all my theories. Such beards! Such tangled, flowing locks. How is it that men so unbalanced are thus favored?”


  “I don’t know,” said Jack, smiling. “Perhaps they don’t have any more than other men to start with, but spare the scissors and the razor.”


  “I’ve taken that into account. Even so, you never heard of a bald anarchist, did you?”


  Jack admitted that he had not. “Perhaps I can give you some first-hand information later,” he added.


  Mr. Evers said he would be glad of it.


  “Now let me see as to your make-up,” he went on. “Your luxuriant hair will now come in handy. Let it fall over your eyes so. A pair of thick glasses this time to make you look short-sighted. I have a pair specially made with lenses of clear glass let in to enable you to see where you are going. Clothes are the principal item. I think I have just what you require.”


  “It’s no trouble for me to make you look like a youth who might frequent such company,” he said, “but the question is, can you keep up the character once you get there? I am told those people talk a strange jargon of phrases that the uninitiated cannot understand.”


  “I’ve been boning up on their literature,” said Jack. “I think I can keep my end up.”


  “Ah, I see I am not dealing with a tyro,” said Mr. Evers with a flattering air of respect.


  Jack dined at an humble little restaurant on the East Side, such as befitted his new condition, and afterwards presented himself at the address on East Broadway furnished by Sturani’s letter. It was one of those plain old-fashioned dwellings common in the neighborhood. They are occupied by the elite of the East Side; that is to say, doctors, lawyers, politicians, who still find it profitable to live Among their clients and constituents.


  Barbarossa’s house was a combination of residence, school and club. On a brass plate beside the door was the legend: “Sturani School of Social Science.” A youth, much the same as the one who had sold him books, let Jack in, and after favoring him with a hard stare, led him to a small room at the back and told him to wait. The house seemed to be full of Barbarossa’s disciples. Jack had glimpses of groups in the unfurnished parlors, arguing with fury.


  Jack had learned that Barbarossa’s position Among anarchists corresponded in a way with the description of himself which the mysterious Mr. B. had furnished Anderson, and he naturally inferred that Barbarossa might be another alias of Mr. B.’s. His heart beat fast with excitement as he waited for him, thinking that he was perhaps about to come face to face with his real adversary.


  But when the redoubtable Barbarossa plunged into the room, Jack was speedily disillusioned of his hopes. Plunged is the only word to use: the anarchist’s movements were like those of a frolicking mastiff—only Barbarossa always affected an air of weighty import. He was enormously fat, and it was genuine fat, as Jack could tell by the shake and sag of him as he flung himself into a chair. By no stretch could he have transformed himself into the neat, decent little gentleman so often described to Jack. This was not Mr. B.


  Moreover, Barbarossa had a mass of red hair standing on end around his head like a halo, and a spreading red beard. These were indubitably real, too, and had obviously taken years to produce.


  “You’re Cassels,” grunted Barbarossa.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Humph! English!”


  “English descent, sir.”


  “We don’t get many English boys interested in ideas.”


  Jack privately hoped this would not count against him. He had considered assuming a foreign character, but had given it up as being too difficult to maintain.


  “What do you want of me?” demanded Barbarossa.


  “I want to learn,” said Jack. “I want to meet men with ideas. I want to take part in the movement.”


  “Have you any money?”


  Jack was somewhat taken aback. “A little. I’m only a working-boy.”


  “If you can pay, you can come to my school. It’s fifteen dollars payable in advance. Afternoon or evening classes. You can come as often as you want.”


  “I’ll come,” said Jack. “I’ll bring the money tomorrow. Is there some work I could do, too? For the Cause. Can I belong to a circle?”


  “Circle?” said Barbarossa with a sharp glance of his little blue eyes—they were at once irascible and short-sighted, eyes of a fanatic. “What kind of a circle ?”


  “Liberators.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. If there is any such thing, I suppose you’ll be invited to belong when you’ve proved yourself worthy. Come to my school and I’ll put some ideas into your head if it’s not too English.”


  “Thank you, sir,” said Jack rising. This was as far as he supposed he could get on the first meeting.


  “By the way, who told you about me?” demanded Barbarossa.


  “I read your articles in the Future Age.”


  “Well, then, who told you about the Future Age?”


  Jack was tempted to try an experiment. “Fellow I used to room with. The hero who croaked old Silas Gyde. Emil Jansen.”


  It had an electrical effect. Barbarossa was out of his chair with a bound. His ruddy cheeks turned a gray color, on which the network of little dark veins stood out startlingly.


  “Silence! Don’t speak that name here! Hero nothing! Madman! Fool! What have you got to do with him?”


  “Why, nothing!” stammered Jack, affecting a great confusion. “Isn’t he one of you? Isn’t he working for the Cause?”


  “I don’t know him!” cried Barbarossa. “If he claims to be my friend I repudiate him! Such madmen are like to ruin us all!”


  “But—you said in your article that I read, that the capitalistic order must be overthrown at any cost. That he was a hero who gave up his life to accomplish it”


  “That’s all right in a periodical,” said Barbarossa.


  “They don’t care what you write. But murder—!”


  The fat man shuddered. “I’m a responsible citizen. I’ve got a wife and four children to think of.”


  Jack thought: “In anarchy, like other religions, there seems to be a considerable gap between preaching and practising.”


  “What did Jansen tell you about me?” demanded Barbarossa.


  “Nothing particular,” said Jack. “He just let on that he admired you, and was trying to live according to your teachings. He read me some out of a book he was writing. He dedicated it to you.”


  “What!” cried Barbarossa. “In writing?”


  “Yes, it was written down.”


  “And the police searched his room! Oh, my God! I’m done!” He collapsed in his chair.


  Jack looked at the collapsed mountain of flesh, and suppressed a smile. Not a very formidable object this.


  “Was it my right name, Sturani?” Barbarossa asked anxiously.


  “No. He had written: ‘To Barbarossa.’”


  A little color returned to the big man’s face. “Oh, well, the police are stupid. Maybe they won’t establish the connection. I expect I would have heard from them before this if they had. That’s all, Cassels; you can go.”


  “And may I come to the school tomorrow?”


  “Sure, if you bring the money.”


  From a public booth. Jack telephoned Harmon Evers that he would be right up to change back to his proper person.


  On the way uptown he sought to digest what he had learned.


  “Barbarossa is certainly not the man I’m looking for. Just the same, his fright makes it clear that he is at the head of some group that Emil Jansen belonged to. I must join that group. It’s hardly possible that Barbarossa himself instigated the attack on Silas Gyde. He’s only a paper anarchist. Somewhere back of him I’ll find the cagy little ‘Mr. B.’ again. Lordy! This case lengthens out like a telescope!”


  “Weil!” said Mr. Evers, “you’re back early. Did you see any anarchists? How about their hair?”


  “The main guy of all had a bald spot as big as a saucer. Just a hedge of hair all around like the burning bush in bloom.”


  “Well, I’m relieved to hear that.”


  Chapter 18


  Jack had not yet succeeded in establishing just where Miriam and Mrs. Cleaver fitted into the jig-saw puzzle he had to solve, Miriam, from the foreknowledge he had gained from Silas Gyde’s letter, he had no hesitating in dubbing an out-and-out bad one, but he was less sure about Clara. He set himself to discover more about her.


  There was nothing mysterious about her origin, and he had no difficulty in learning the main facts about her from outside sources. She was a poor girl, the daughter of a great physician who had lived beyond his means. She had married before her father’s death, the son of a wealthy and prominent family, but he, having run through his fortune, shot himself. She had, therefore, been left penniless, nor had she, so far as was known, received any legacy since his death.


  To Jack, therefore, the grand question was, where did she get the money that provided the Park Avenue house, the bands of servants, the magnificent entertainments; the dresses, jewels, furs and automobiles. It was charitably said that she had made it in lucky speculations, but Jack was not satisfied with that. One must have something to speculate with. There had never been any scandal in connection with her name.


  These parties of Mrs. Cleaver’s offered no lack of food for speculation. In her way Clara was quite the rage, and every element of smart New York society was represented Among the guests—except perhaps the most hide-bound exclusives. She always took care to provide, too, a leaven of clever artistic people, “to amuse the rich,” she said.


  So far everything was usual and explainable, but there was always another element present that mystified Jack. This consisted of various young people of both sexes, always good-looking, perfectly dressed and at least superficially well-bred; often vivacious and charming—but invariably with hard, wary eyes.


  These self-possessed youngsters turned up mysteriously, and were as mysteriously lost sight of again. They made a convenience of Mrs. Cleaver’s house almost as if it had been a hotel. Mrs. Cleaver introduced them effusively at her parties like dear friends, but at other times she ignored them—and they as frankly returned the compliment. Sometimes they made good independently of her and enjoyed a more or less brief career in society. Sometimes they disappeared and were seen no more.


  Mrs. Cleaver was not by any means a prudent, wary woman, and it was not difficult for Jack to learn where she banked. She often took him about with her. She had four bank accounts. Through the good offices of Mr. Delamare Jack next learned from the books of the banks concerned, that she had been in the habit of depositing a thousand dollars weekly. In other words, every Friday afternoon she took a thousand dollars downtown and added it to one of her four accounts.


  Having learned so much, the next time Friday came around Jack took care to be on hand early at the Cleaver house. He kept his eyes open for all that took place that morning. Just before lunch a messenger boy delivered a small packet for Mrs. Cleaver. Jack by a casual question or two of a servant, learned that this was a regular happening on Friday mornings, and that the packet was always carried direct to Mrs. Cleaver by her orders.


  Jack, who had already learned from Anderson of the large part played by the messenger service in Mr. B’s operations, guessed that this packet came direct from him. It was a good enough working theory anyway. Fifty thousand a year was no mean price! For that, Jack figured, Mrs. Cleaver lent her name and social position to the blackmailers, and allowed them to use her house as a base of operations. It was likely he thought that she did not know what their game was, and with that handsome sum coming in so regularly, did not care to inquire.


  Jack conceived the bold idea of enlightening Mrs. Cleaver, trusting to her better qualities to turn her against her present employer, and ally her with himself.


  His opportunity to talk to her alone came that night, when Miriam and Bobo failed to return for dinner. Jack and Clara dined alone.


  At the end of the meal she said listlessly: “Where shall we go tonight?”


  “Let’s not go anywhere for a change,” said Jack. “Let’s have a fire in the library, and sit and talk.”


  That struck her as a pleasantly novel idea. “All right. I’m sick of the game tonight. And you’re a restful person.”


  Jack smiled a little grimly, thinking that what he had to say to the lady would not exactly be restful.


  When they were comfortably established before the fire, he began to lead up to it gradually.


  “This society game is a funny one, isn’t it?”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Well, here you are spending your life rushing around like a mad woman to teas and dinners and dances, theaters, operas, fashionable shows of every kind. What do you get out of it, really?”


  “God knows!” she said wearily.


  “When you’re not tearing around to other peoples’ shows you’re having one of your own. Lord! what a gabbling mob! To hear them, you’d think they loved each other to death, and positively worshiped you. And as a matter of fact nobody gives a single damn!”


  “That’s true.”


  “Then why do you do it? It must cost a heap of money.”


  “I don’t know,” she said slowly. “Habit, I suppose. In the beginning it seemed like the only thing open to a woman like me, the only way to get on; to build up a social position I mean, and so be powerful. Now I have it, I find there’s nothing in it.”


  “Then why don’t you give it up.”


  She looked at him in a scared way. “How could I? I’m in the thick of the game. I’ve got to play it out. What else could I do? Where could I go?”


  “You have real friends, I suppose.”


  “I had once. But after the scramble of the last three years—I don’t know—!”


  The words “three years” struck Jack with meaning. That corresponded exactly with the period of “Mr. B.’s” activities.


  “Anyone could begin a new life if they really wished,” he said.


  She looked at him queerly. “You’re not leading up to a proposal of marriage, are you?”


  “No,” said Jack, smiling.


  “It sounded like it,” she said, settling back. “I like you ever so much, but of course it wouldn’t do.”


  “I have wondered why you never married again,” he said. “So many men—!”


  “Oh, they don’t mean anything. It’s just the fashion to pay me attention. They look on me more as an institution than a woman. The ones who do come to the point of asking me are always horrid—or poor.”


  “But you have plenty.”


  “The appearances of wealth are illusory.”


  “I should think fifty thousand a year—”


  She laughed lightly. “Where did you get that idea? I haven’t the half of it”


  There was a silence while Jack debated how to go on.


  “Clara, I would really like to be your friend,” he said at last


  “That’s nice of you.”


  “If you only felt disposed to tell me frankly of your situation and your difficulties, perhaps I could help you.”


  Something in this alarmed her; she favored him with a sharp little glance. “Mercy!” she said, turning it off with a laugh. “I haven’t any special difficulties that I know of.”


  “Who are these mysterious hard-eyed young people that come and go in this house as if they owned it? I mean George Thatcher, Emily Coster, Grace Marsden, and the others, Miriam herself; who is she, and where did she come from? She’s no cousin of yours.”


  Frank terror leaped out of Mrs. Cleaver’s eyes.


  She attempted to mask it with a semblance of anger.


  “They are my friends! Am I obliged to give you an account of them!”


  “Queer friends!” murmured Jack. “You scarcely speak to them unless there are outsiders here.”


  “What do you mean by taking this tone towards me!”


  “I wish to be your friend. Don’t force me to believe the worst of you. If your conscience is clear, why should you fear a few plain questions?”


  “I’ll hear what they are first. I don’t like your tone.”


  “You receive a thousand dollars every week. Where does it come from?”


  A fresh terror shot out of her eyes, and again she sought to hide it under a towering anger. “What impudent nonsense is this?”


  Jack went on imperturbably: “It is brought to you by a messenger in cash every Friday morning, and every Friday afternoon you carry it to the bank.”


  “You have been spying on me! And you talk about being my friend?”


  “I do wish to be your friend. It is true I have been spying on you, as you call it. I was forced to it by my duty to an older friend. Are you going to answer my question?”


  “Certainly not! What right have you to question me about my private affairs! A paid secretary! This is what I get for admitting you to my friendship!”


  “To lose your temper and to insult me puts you in the worst possible light, you know. That is how a guilty conscience always acts.”


  “It’s nothing to me what you think of me. You can go.”


  “I am not going,” Jack said quietly. “You and I have got to have this out.”


  She had now worked herself up to a fine pitch of anger. She laughed, but there was little amusement in the sound. “I’ve got to have it out with you, have I? With you! Oh, this is rich! This is the perfection of impudence! Will you go, or must I call a servant to show you the door?”


  She sprang up as she spoke, and her hand approached the bell button. Gone was her listlessness now.


  “You will not do that,” said Jack quietly.


  Her thumb rested on the button. “Why won’t I?” she demanded.


  “Because you don’t know yet how much I know.”


  Her hand dropped irresolutely. “What is it to me what you think you know. Are you trying to blackmail me?”


  “I am not.”


  “What’s your game then?”


  “I’ll tell you if you don’t have me put out,” said Jack, smiling dryly.


  She agitatedly paced the room.


  Jack went on: “I am doing you the credit of supposing that you do not know the true source of the money you spend.”


  “You are accusing me of dishonesty perhaps,” she said haughtily.


  “I don’t know how honest you are,” said Jack simply. “I am not acquainted with the terms of your agreement with Mr. B.”


  She stopped as if she had been transfixed. She went white to the lips. “Mr. B.!” she whispered. “You know him!”


  “I know this much,” said Jack slowly. “The thousand dollars a week which he sends you is the proceeds of blackmail—and murder!”


  She staggered. He thought she was swooning, and sprang to catch her. But she fended him off, and sank in a chair unaided. It was a full minute before she could speak.


  “You are just trying—to frighten me,” she murmured huskily.


  “I shall prove it before I go.”


  “What—what do you want of me?”


  “I expect when I prove to you the truth of what I say, that you will repudiate Mr. B. and his generous allowance, and help me to hang him.”


  She did not answer at once, but only stared at him with big eyes.


  “You will not accept anything further from him, of course.”


  Still she did not answer.


  “Will you knowingly help to levy blackmail, and to bring about additional murders?”


  She burst into tears. “How do I know what to do?” she wailed. “You haven’t proved what you say! How do I know what your game is? I have nothing—not a sou! Where am I to go! How could I live?”


  Notwithstanding her pretended astonishment, indignation, dismay, Jack saw that she had always been secretly conscious of living over a volcano. She had no doubt resolutely averted her face from it, but had dwelt in daily expectation of this dreadful scene.


  “As to the means of existence, you need not worry,” said Jack. “I shall take care of that.”


  “You?”


  He saw that he had gone too far. I mean Bobo of course. It is his game I am playing.”


  “Who was murdered?” she asked abruptly.


  “Silas Gyde for one; Ames Benton for another.”


  “Anarchists committed those crimes.”


  “Two poor mad youths were used to carry out the purpose of a devilishly sane brain—our friend Mr. B. in fact.”


  For the last time she attempted to bluff it out. She yawned elaborately, though the hand with which she covered her pretty mouth still trembled. “Mercy! It sounds like a melodrama! You must excuse me if I cannot swallow it entire. I’m afraid you’ve been too faithful a student of the movies.”


  “Shall I describe Mr. B. to you?” said Jack. “His favorite disguise I mean: he probably has many disguises. He is a smallish man but rather heavy; not corpulent, but thick-set. He is always well dressed in a decent, sober style. He has piercing blue eyes, and wears a heavy gray mustache, and a little goatee or imperial He has an old-fashioned look, due principally to the way he wears his hair; that is brushed forward of his ears in the manner popular fifty years ago. He has very courteous manners and is given to rather bookish, literary turns of speech.”


  The remnants of Clara Cleaver’s courage oozed away. She sagged down in her chair white and shaken. “That is the man,” she whispered. “What are you going to do with me?”


  “Why does he send you all this money?” asked Jack.


  “I don’t know,” she meekly replied.


  “Well, I’ll give you my guess. It is to secure your house as a base for the young birds of prey that hunt in society. These are the spies that furnish him with the information about rich people necessary to his blackmailing business.”


  “It can’t be as bad as all that!” she murmured with weak horror.


  “How else do you explain George Thatcher and Grace Marsden—and Miriam.”


  “You are not sure of what you say.”


  “You know in your heart it is true. As to Miriam, I am sure. Mr. Gyde left us a detailed account of how she tried to spy on him, and a faithful description of her. Ever notice the mole on her right forefinger?”


  She shook her head. “Oh, there’ll be a horrible public scandal!” she walled fretfully. “I’ll be disgraced forever—though I have done nothing!”


  “Except take his money,” Jack put in dryly.


  “How did I know? Where am I to hide my head now! Oh, I wish I’d never laid eyes on you!”


  Jack took a new tack. “Well, I see I can expect no help from you,” he said, making as if to go.


  “Wait!” she said quickly. “Don’t leave me! I shall go out of my mind if I’m left alone! If I tell you everything I know, will you promise to save me from public disgrace?”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “Sit down. I’ll have to go back to the beginning. It’s a long story.”


  Chapter 19


  “My father was a famous doctor here in New York,” Mrs. Cleaver began. “He was what you call a self-made man; he had risen from obscurity and pulled my mother up with him. I was their only child. When I was growing up my father was making a princely income, and we lived like millionaires. The best people in New York were Among his patients, and we went everywhere.


  “I married at twenty—the usual fashionable marriage. Mr. Cleaver was the last of a fine old family of wealth and position, and I was considered to have done well for myself. But I loved him in a heedless, unthinking sort of way. He was young like myself, and extremely good-looking.


  “My first real experience of life came with the death of my father, four years after my marriage. It was discovered that he had lived up to every cent of his great income. He left nothing but debts and an art collection. The proceeds of that went to purchase my mother a modest annuity. Even that was wasted, for she lived less than a year after my father.


  “That left me with no one in the world to turn to but my husband. The tragedy of self-made people is that they have no lifelong friends. My husband was good to me in his way; we got along together well enough, but in his disappointment and chagrin at the disclosure of my father’s affairs, I received my first suspicion that all was not well with our own.


  “But I closed my eyes to it, and we continued to live as before, denying ourselves nothing. It was the only way I knew how to live. We had our big houses in town and in the country, a mob of servants, automobiles, horses. I knew nothing about business and my husband never spoke of it. One thing that helped to ease my mind was the fact that we were never bothered by creditors, as I knew some of my friends were. My husband paid up everything on the nail. It was a point of pride with him.


  “When he had spent his last dollar, literally his last, he shot himself.


  “Well, there I was. Mr. Cleaver had no near relatives. His cousins had always frowned on our extravagance, and I could expect no aid from them. As for my so-called friends, at the first hint of disaster they began to melt away. I was so helpless I didn’t even know how to close up my great house. I couldn’t summon resolution enough to discharge the servants. I lived for a while on the proceeds of my dresses and jewels. It is tragic how much such things cost, and how little they bring!


  “I was at the end of my rope, driven nearly frantic by worry. The unpaid servants were becoming impudent, and that seemed like the last straw. I have always been so dependent on servants! I was actually considering taking my husband’s way out—when this man came to see me.


  “He sent up no name. But in the frightful state I was in, one jumps at anything for a moment’s distraction. I had him brought up. You have already described him; his silvery hair, brushed in an odd way, his sober, well-made clothes of no particular style. His old-fashioned manner prevented me from placing him socially; he might have been almost anybody. The piercing blue eyes were remarkable. His was most kind and courteous, fatherly one might say.


  “Though it is three years ago, every detail of that interview is still fresh in my mind. He thanked me first for my indulgence in consenting to receive him incognito. I would agree, he said, when I had learned the object of his visit, that it were better he should remain unknown. He asked me to think of him simply as ‘Mr. B.’


  “He went on to say that through mutual friends he had learned of my difficult situation, and had been much moved thereby. It was the hardest case he had ever heard of, he said, and I had his sincerest sympathy. I was too desperate in my mind to even pretend to be indignant at the intrusion of a stranger into my affairs. Indeed I found his sympathy comforting. I hadn’t received much. Most people had acted as if my misfortunes were due to my own fault. He soothed me like a nice old uncle.


  “He said he was a very rich man, so rich in fact, that his money made him uneasy. He didn’t want to die with it, he said, and he was looking around for some honorable way of getting rid of it. He used that very word, ‘honorable’; it made me smile. He said it was easier to make a fortune than to get rid of it.


  “Fancy how my heart began to beat at this. When one is desperate one cannot be particular. I could scarcely believe my ears. It seemed like the miracle I had been hoping for—like an answer to my prayer. He said that the more popular forms of philanthropy, such as colleges, hospitals, libraries, etc., were distasteful to him, as smacking too much of ostentation and publicity. He wanted to make his distribution in secret.


  “‘Everybody looks after the poor,’ he said, ‘and nobody thinks of the rich when they are overtaken by misfortune. They are the worthiest objects of help, and I intend to devote myself to the relief of the impoverished rich. You are my first case. Will a thousand dollars a week be sufficient?’


  “I thought I was dreaming. I managed to stammer out a question about what conditions were attached to the loan or gift.


  “‘No conditions! No conditions!’ he said,—‘that is only one condition; that you will preserve absolute secrecy concerning it.’


  “I promised of course. I scarcely knew what I was saying. I thought perhaps he was harmlessly insane. I certainly never expected anything to come of it. But when he had gone I found on the table a little packet containing a thousand dollars in bills.


  “I still thought I had been visited by an amiable lunatic. I used the money to pay some of my most pressing obligations. I discharged the insolent servants, and got others. I didn’t expect to hear from him again.


  “But one week from that day a messenger boy brought me a packet containing a similar sum, and it has been coming ever since with absolute regularity.


  “l can see that you are incredulous about there having been no conditions attached to the gift, but I have stated just what happened. I can see now that I was a fool, but then it was easy for me to believe that I had been relieved out of pure philanthropy. As if there was any such thing!


  “At first the money came unaccompanied by any communication, but later, when he knew, I suppose, that I had become absolutely dependent on it, I began to receive instructions. In the beginning he still used the language of philanthropy—he wanted to help this young man or that young woman to gain a footing in good society—but latterly, feeling more sure of me, I suppose, he has become frankly peremptory. Oh! if I had only sent the money back in the first place!”


  “What sort of instructions?” asked Jack.


  “Principally for me to receive certain young people that he would send me, and introduce them to society; sometimes to introduce them to particular persons. This seemed harmless enough. People will do anything to get into society, you know.”


  “But when you saw these young people didn’t you begin to be suspicious?”


  “Oh, I didn’t want to be suspicious! Their manners were good enough. They didn’t shame me. And nowadays society is such a go-as-you-please affair, nobody held me responsible.”


  “What other kind of instructions did you get?”


  “To ask certain people, generally some well-known rich man, to my house. The hardest thing I ever had to do was to go to the Madagascar and scrape acquaintance with Bobo in the corridor. I nearly died at that, but it was too late to turn back. I was terrified by the way the man always knew instantly when I had not obeyed him.”


  “The spies he had in your house would keep him informed,” said Jack. “How did you know that day which of the two of us was Bobo?”


  “He had described him to me.”


  “Does ‘Mr. B.’ still come here?”


  “No, I have never seen him but the once. He writes to me, and very often he calls me up to learn if I have anything to report. I have no way of communicating with him unless he calls up.”


  “Now about Miriam?” said Jack.


  Mrs. Cleaver sat up, and her tired eyes sparkled with hatred. “That woman!” she cried. “If you knew what I have had to put up with from her! I loathe her! Oh, I would like to see her brought low. What have you got against her? Tell me!”


  Jack shook his head, smiling grimly. “All in good time,” he said. “You’re telling me your story now.”


  “Oh, Miriam’s just another of them. She came the day before I received my instructions to get hold of Bobo. I was ordered to take her into my house, and give it out that she was a cousin. That was the final humiliation!”


  “Is that all you can tell me about Miriam?”


  She nodded. “We don’t confide in each other,” she said with tight lips.


  There was a considerable silence between the two before the fire.


  “What are you thinking about?” asked Mrs. Cleaver nervously at last.


  “Just trying to dope out a plan to get him—with your help.”


  “Oh, I’m afraid!” she wailed- “When my income is cut off what shall I do?”


  “I promised you—in Bobo’s name—to take care of that.”


  “To the same Amount?” she asked sharply.


  Jack smiled dryly. “I’m afraid I’d hardly feel justified in recommending that Bobo keep up all this—but, say, ten thousand a year.”


  “Ten thousand!” she cried, aghast. “That’s nothing!”


  A grimmer tone crept into Jack’s voice. “Sorry, but we don’t owe you anything, you know. If you refuse to help me, I should have to have you arrested.”


  If she had defied him Jack’s position would have been a little awkward, for he was not prepared to go as far as he had said. But Mrs. Cleaver’s spirit was broken now. She only shuddered and wept the louder.


  “Ten thousand!” she wailed. “I’ll have to give up everything that makes life worth living!”


  “You told me you were sick of all this.”


  “I’ll have to move into a miserable apartment!”


  “Come now, plenty of people have a whale of a time on ten thousand—or even the half of that.”


  “Suburbanites!” she said with the utmost scorn.


  “Has ‘Mr. B.’ any regular time for calling up?” asked Jack.


  “No. Every few days. I haven’t heard in nearly a week. I shall probably hear tomorrow.”


  “Very good. Now listen. When he calls up, make out you’re in great anxiety. But don’t give him too many details over the ’phone. Suggest that it’s not safe to do so. You can let him understand though that it has something to do with Bobo or me. Tell him that you think I am having you watched. Tell him that you must see him in order to find out how to act. Don’t ask him to come here; that would surely excite his suspicions. Name some public place; a hotel would be the best.”


  “Will I have to face him?” she faltered. “I’m afraid.”


  “I’ll be there,” said Jack. “You may leave him to me.”


  Chapter 20


  Jack had no great confidence that Mrs. Cleaver would stand by him unless he were right there to assert his supremacy; she meant well, but she was as weak as water. Therefore he took care to be on hand early at her house next morning, and was prepared to hang around all day if necessary listening for the telephone.


  By great good luck the call came while he was in the room with her, so that she had no opportunity to betray him, even if she were disposed to do so. By the instant change in her when she heard the voice over the wire, Jack knew that it was he whom they were expecting.


  In dumb play Jack ordered her to hold the receiver an inch from her ear. Then by bringing his head close to hers he was able to hear practically all the man said.


  “Good morning. Is there anything you want to tell me?”


  Jack thrilled a little hearing the veritable voice of his adversary. It was the nearest he had yet come to him. A familiar quality in the sound tantalized him. But he could not place it.


  “Yes,” said Mrs. Cleaver. Her breathlessness seemed quite natural. “I’m so glad you called up. I can’t explain very well. There’s something queer. I’m afraid they may be listening at the switch downstairs.”


  “Something in connection with our two young gentlemen?” asked the voice.


  “Yes, one of them is acting so strangely.”


  “The principal one?”


  “No, the other. He seems well—suspicious. I could explain better if I saw you. Can I see you?”


  “Yes, if you wish,” came the calm reply.


  ‘Where?”


  “Let me see—you’ll have to come at once, because I am leaving town this afternoon. Suppose you come to the Hotel Bienvenu, and meet me in the main lobby.”


  “Half an hour,” Jack whispered to Mrs. Cleaver.


  “I’ll come just as soon as I can dress,” she said over the ’phone. “Can you give me half an hour?”


  “Very well. I shall expect you in half an hour.”


  Jack’s heart beat high with hope. He immediately called up police headquarters and got the Third Deputy Commissioner on the wire. After identifying himself to that individual, he asked to have a plainclothes man meet him in the bar of the Hotel Bienvenu in twenty minutes time, to make an arrest. The Deputy Commissioner said he would bring the man up himself, so there could be no possibility of missing Jack.


  To Mrs. Cleaver Jack said : “I will go to the Bienvenu now and wait for my men. You leave here in precisely twenty-five minutes. Have your chauffeur let you out at the side door of the Bienvenu, and then walk around by the street to the front door. This will bring you past the windows of the bar, and will give me a chance to point you out to my policeman. Then I’ll send him up into the lobby, and I can remain in the background. He will arrive in the lobby at the same moment with you.”


  All the preliminaries passed off as Jack had planned. The Deputy Commissioner and the plainclothes man turned up in the bar of the Bienvenu at the very moment of the time appointed. They took up their post at a window, and sure enough in five minutes Mrs. Cleaver swam past their ken, regal and languid in her silver fox furs.


  “That’s the woman,” Jack said to the policeman. “Mark her well. Now go up into the lobby. As you get there she will just be coming in the front door. Watch who approaches her. Arrest the man with whom she gets in conversation. He’s supposed to be an elderly man, short, stocky, with gray hair brushed forward of his ears, gray mustache and Imperial. But he may be disguised. Arrest any man that goes up to her and engages her in conversation. Watch yourself well, for he’s a desperate character.”


  “We’ll wait down here,” added the Deputy Commissioner. “If you need help blow your whistle.”


  The policeman departed upstairs, and Jack ordered the Deputy Commissioner a drink. Jack thought he was perfectly cool, until he became aware of a curious little fluttering in his veins. It became increasingly difficult to sit still. When the drink was brought he forgot all about it. He could not keep his imagination within bounds. He tasted the great glory that would be his when it became known that he, single-handed, had broken up the amazing traffic in blackmail. He saw himself taking his rightful place as John Farrow Norman and enjoying his riches with an easy mind. He saw Kate relenting at last. Meanwhile his eyes were glued to the dragging minute hand of the clock.


  “Something must be the matter with that clock!” he cried. “Oh, this is fierce! If I could only go up there and see what is going on!”


  “Give him time,” said the Deputy Commissioner soothingly. “He hasn’t been gone three minutes yet. Your man may be late.”


  In five minutes the plainclothes man was back in the bar. One look in his perplexed face told Jack that things had not gone off as he had planned. The bright bubble of his dreams burst.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  The man shrugged. “She wants you, the lady. Told me to bring you quick.”


  “But the man?” asked Jack as he followed him back.


  “Never came. She hadn’t any more than sat down when a bell-hop begun paging her. Mrs. Cleaver, he was calling. He had a letter for her. She begun to read it, and jumped up and sat down again quick. I thought she was going to faint, and hung around like. She sees me looking at her and says: ‘Are you the policeman?’ I nods, and she says: ‘Bring Mr. Robinson quick.’ That’s all.”


  They entered the lobby, and Jack saw Mrs. Cleaver sitting in one of the big chairs. The brave air with which she had sailed past the window was in eclipse. She looked limp and white. As he came to her she held out an open letter without speaking. He read:


  
    “Dear Mrs. Cleaver:


    “So you have decided to turn against me—after spending a hundred and fifty thousand of my money. Well, that’s your affair of course. I hope you know where you’re going to get more. This was a clumsy trap to expect to take the old fox in. Tell the young secretary he will have to do better than this if he expects to make that great reputation he is dreaming of. Like most young men he is prone to go off at half cock. Tell him that he had better be sure that he has anything against me before he calls in the police. But give him and the Third Deputy Commissioner my regards. They are waiting in the bar.


    “Cordially yours,


    “Mr. B.”

  


  Chapter 21


  Mr. B’s taunting letter was a bitter dose for Jack’s pride to swallow. Jack was young and very human, and it was only natural he should have been a little puffed up by his preliminary successes in a task that might well have daunted an experienced detective. And then to discover after all that his crafty adversary had only been playing with him, that he was aware of all his movements—well, Jack ground his teeth a bit. But the effect on the whole was salutary. The letter rebuked Jack’s vanity, and steeled his resolution.


  “I was a fool!” he told himself. “I didn’t give the old boy credit for ordinary horse sense. Well, I won’t make the same mistake again. I can’t do anything more in my own character, that’s certain. He has a perfect line on me as Bobo’s secretary. But he doesn’t know anything about Pitman yet—or young Henry Cassels, the student at Barbarossa’s school. I’ll get him yet.”


  The affair of the letter resulted in the swift break-up of Mrs. Cleaver’s establishment. Jack did not see her again. He instructed the bank to pay her two hundred dollars weekly. She rented her house and departed—for an extensive trip through the South, it was given out.


  Miriam disappeared too. Jack hoped that his mind would now be relieved of any further anxiety concerning her designs on Bobo. She would naturally suppose Jack thought, that in the general exposé her connection with Mr, B. would be made known to Bobo, and she would scarcely have the effrontery to pursue him further. But Jack underrated that young lady’s hardihood, as will be seen.


  As a matter of fact Jack did not feel that it was necessary to explain to Bobo the whys and wherefors of what had happened. He had no confidence in Bobo’s discretion. He ascribed Mrs. Cleaver’s sudden departure to her well-known capriciousness. Bobo was a bit dazed by the change in the situation, and broken- hearted at the seeming loss of Miriam.


  “Why don’t I hear from her!” he cried a hundred times a day. “There wasn’t any trouble the last time I saw her. You know, we went to the theater together, and you and Clara had dinner at home. When we got home Clara had gone to bed with a headache, but you were there waiting for us, and the three of us had a rabbit together, all as jolly as possible.”


  “The next day when I went back to lunch the whole house was upset. Miriam had gone out they said, and Clara wouldn’t see me. The butler said she was packing. I hung around a couple of hours, and nobody so much as offered me a bite. At last I had to go away to get something to eat. When I got back Miriam had come in and gone again, gone for good the man said. He had had his wages, and was openly impudent. And she hadn’t left me a line! The next day the whole house was closed up. I can’t understand it! Did Clara write to you?”


  “Just a line to say that she couldn’t face the fag of a New York season, and was going South for a rest.”


  “Let me see the letter, will you?”


  “Oh, I didn’t keep it.”


  “What do you suppose has become of Miriam?”


  “You can search me.”


  In his mind’s eye Jack had a vivid picture of that final scene between Miriam and Clara. Figuratively the fur must have flown!


  “I can’t understand it!” said poor Bobo. “I didn’t do anything to her. She has my address.”


  “Forget her!” said Jack.


  “Oh, you never liked her!” said poor Bobo.


  Bobo instituted a sort of footless search for her, which consisted mainly in mooning around the different places they had visited together. Jack let him alone. It could do no harm he thought, and it kept Bobo occupied.


  Meanwhile the poor fellow’s appetite suffered. He lost weight and no longer found any zest in spending money. He moaned in his sleep, and cried out Miriam’s name. Jack somehow had not suspected that a fat man might be so subjected to love’s torments.


  And then one night when Jack returned to dinner, after having spent the afternoon with Anderson, he found a change. He first noticed it in the eagerness with which Bobo picked up the menu card. Finding Jack’s sharp eyes on him, he dropped it again, and said with a sigh that he couldn’t eat a thing. But he did—several things. Bobo had but an imperfect command over his facial muscles. The comers of his mouth would turn up.


  “He has seen her,” thought Jack. “I’ll have to tell him the truth now.”


  “What’ll we do tonight?” said Bobo casually.


  “Stay home,” suggested Jack.


  “If you’re tired you’d better turn in early,” said Bobo with deceitful solicitude. “I’ll go out for a little while. I want to look around one or two places.”


  “All right. I want to have a little talk with you first.”


  Bobo’s face fell absurdly. “Oh, all right,” he muttered.


  When they were back in their own rooms Jack said without preamble: “So you saw her to-day.”


  “Saw who?” said Bobo with innocent wide open eyes.


  “Come off! Who is it that makes your eyes shine, and your mouth purse up in a whistle?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”


  “We’re wasting time.”


  “If you are referring to Miss Culbreth,” said Bobo on his dignity, “I have not seen her.”


  “What’s the use of lying to me? You’re as transparent as window glass!”


  “Oh, if you’ve made up your mind that I’m a liar, what’s the use of my saying anything?”


  “Look here. Miriam is either what I think she is, or what you think she is. If she’s all that’s good and pure as you think—”


  “As I know!” corrected Bobo.


  Jack dryly accepted the correction. “As you know. It can’t do her any harm to tell me the truth about what happened today.”


  “I can’t!” said Bobo obstinately.


  “I suppose she made you promise not to tell me.”


  Bobo was silent.


  “Very well. Now listen. When you came with me the first condition of our agreement was that you should obey orders. Isn’t that so?”


  Bobo nodded sullenly.


  “Well, I order you to tell me what happened today. That lets you out of any promise you may have made.”


  Poor Bobo was quite unable to stand out against a stronger nature. “Oh, since you put it that way, I have seen her.”


  “Where?”


  “In the Park. On a bench near that fountain down the steps at the end of the Mall. We used to sit there sometimes in the sun. And I just went back on a chance—well you know!”


  “Sure, I know how you feel,” said Jack more sympathetically. “I’m sorry to see so much good feeling wasted.”


  “It’s not wasted. While I was sitting there a woman came by heavily veiled. I didn’t know her at first, but when she saw me she gave a little cry. It was forced from her. She didn’t mean to let me recognize her. She tried to get away, but I stopped her.”


  Jack concealed his smile.


  “It was Miriam,” Bobo went on. “And what do you think! Just like me she had been attracted to the spot where we had been happy! Wasn’t that wonderful!”


  “Very wonderful!” said Jack drily.


  “She was so overcome she had to sit down for a moment,” Bobo continued. “When I reproached her for not sending me word, she said she had been so shocked at the discovery of Mrs. Cleaver’s wickedness, she hadn’t known what she was doing. Her one idea was to escape from that woman’s house. Why didn’t you tell me what she had been up to?”


  “Never mind that now. Go on with your story.”


  “When she collected her wits, she said she didn’t think it was any use her writing to me, because she was sure I would think she was mixed up in it too.”


  “Well that was pretty near the truth,” Jack put in. “She said she was sure you would never let such a chance go by of turning me against her.”


  “But I didn’t use it against her, did I?”


  “Oh, I expect you had your own reasons. I didn’t know what Miriam was talking about. I begged her to tell me what Mrs. Cleaver had been up to, but she refused to believe that I had not been told. Even when I had convinced her I knew nothing she wouldn’t tell me because she didn’t want to betray her cousin. Bad as she was, she was still her cousin, Miriam said.”


  “Bosh!” said Jack scornfully. “No more her cousin than you are!”


  “Oh, you never believe anything Miriam says,” complained Bobo.


  “Let that go for the present. What else happened?”


  “Nothing much. She was relieved to find out that I didn’t think wrong of hen We talked—but we didn’t say much.” Bobo got red. “Hang it all, I don’t have to tell you everything I say to a girl, do I?”


  “No,” said Jack grinning.


  “In the end I promised her I wouldn’t tell you I’d seen her. That’s all.”


  “And you’re going to see her again, tonight?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Where?”


  “She’s stopping temporarily at the Bienvenu.”


  “Now let’s try and let a little light on this subject,” said Jack. “She’s always saying that I’m trying to turn you against her, isn’t she?”


  “Yes, and it’s true.”


  “What reason does she give for my actions?”


  “Why—I don’t know.”


  “Think a little. Her idea is that I am afraid of her influence over you, because it may threaten mine, isn’t it?”


  “Well—yes.”


  “And that’s ridiculous, isn’t it?”


  But Bobo was obstinately silent.


  “Good God!” cried Jack. “Are you my boss or aren’t you ?”


  “No,” muttered Bobo.


  “Then what possible motive could I have for wishing to turn you against her?”


  “I don’t know,” said Bobo sullenly. “I can’t read your mind.”


  Jack threw up his hands. “You’re so stuck on your role of multi-millionaire, that you’re always forgetting it’s only a role you’re playing. Now listen. I’m going to tell you the whole truth about Mrs. Cleaver and Miriam. It’s all I can do for you. In the first place Mrs. Cleaver has been in the pay of the old man for three years. It was he who supplied the coin to keep up that house. I caught her with the goods.”


  “Impossible!” gasped Bobo. “A society woman like that! You’re sure you are not mistaken?”


  “Read that,” said Jack, handing him Mr. B.’s letter to Mrs. Cleaver.


  Bobo’s hair almost stood on end as he recognized the handwriting, and appreciated the significance of what he read.


  “But—but Miriam didn’t know anything about this. She said she was stunned when she learned of what her cousin—.”


  “Please don’t give me any more of that stuff. Mrs. Cleaver was only the old man’s catspaw, but Miriam is a confidential insider.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Well, for one thing Mrs. Cleaver told me the old man had sent Miriam to her.”


  “But you’ve just said the woman was a crook. That’s no proof.”


  “Oh, that’s not all I have against Miriam. It appears that she was practicing her wiles on Silas Gyde before he was killed.”


  From his desk Jack got the unfinished letter that the dead millionaire had left behind him. To Bobo he read that part of It which referred to Miriam.


  Bobo was shaken but unconvinced. “That description might fit dozens of girls,” he said.


  “Sure,” said Jack, “all except the peculiar mole on the Inside of her right forefinger. Ever noticed that?”


  “N-no.”


  “Well, I have. If you’re going to see her again, I recommend that you look for it.”


  Bobo was now weakening fast. “What do you suppose her game is?”


  “That’s easy. To marry you and get a strangle hold on your supposed millions. Now I didn’t want to tell you all this because it endangers the game I’m playing. But I got you into it, and I don’t want your blood on my conscience either.”


  “My b-blood!” stammered Bobo, white as a sheet.


  Jack said simply: “If you let yourself be inveigled into marrying that girl, when she finds out you haven’t got a sou, she’ll kill you. She’s that kind.”


  Bobo shook as with an ague. “I’ll never see her again,” he whispered. “I swear it!”


  Chapter 22


  Jack—in the character of Mr. Pitman, had now reached a degree of intimacy with Dave Anderson, manager of the Eureka Protective Association, sufficient to enable him to drop into Anderson’s private office at any hour during the day without exciting remark. He was careful never to display the least curiosity concerning Anderson’s business, but simply kept his eyes and ears open and picked up what he could.


  His patience was rewarded at last. One morning as he entered the private office, he found Anderson engaged in tying up a little packet, the significant size and shape of which made Jack’s heart beat faster.


  “Remittance day,” said the indiscreet Anderson carelessly. “Just wait till I get this off to the boss, and I’ll go out and have a smile with you.”


  Jack had instantly made up his mind to follow that packet. “Sorry,” he said, “can’t stop now. Just dropped in to ask you the number of your cigar-maker on lower Sixth avenue. I’ve got to go down in that neighborhood, and I thought I’d get some.”


  “81 Sixth,” said Anderson. “Will we lunch today?”


  “All right,” said Jack, “I’ll be back in time.”


  Meanwhile Anderson was writing the address on the packet. Jack after considerable practice had taught himself to read his writing upside down. He now read:


  “Mr. Peter Featherstone,


  Hotel Abercrombie.


  (To be called for.)”


  This was all he required. He bade Anderson goodby, and went out. Having plenty of time, he proceeded in leisurely fashion to the Abercrombie, one of the great hotels in the Thirty-Fourth street district. He was filled with a great hope.


  “Please God, I’ll get him this time. I’m safe against recognition in the Pitman disguise. I won’t call on any plainclothes man now, but trust to myself.”


  Prudence restrained him from premature rejoicings. “No counting of chickens this time!” he warned himself. “Remember you’re dealing with a customer as slick as an eel. If he slips through your fingers you’ve got to be prepared to begin all over tomorrow!”


  In the pillared lobby of the Abercrombie Jack bought a newspaper, and planted himself in a chair in such wise, that while appearing to be absorbed in the news, he could command all that went on at the desk.


  As he was waiting there little Harmon Evers the wig-maker passed through. Jack, not wishing to be recognized by any one just then, buried himself a little deeper in his newspaper, but Evers stopped beside him, nodding and smiling. His expression approved the Pitman make-up as put on by Jack.”


  “Couldn’t have done better myself,” he said.


  Jack couldn’t help but be flattered. “One becomes expert with practice,” he said.


  “You’re on your business and I’m on mine,” Evers said with a sly smile, indicating a little satchel that he carried.


  “I didn’t know you had to go out to yours,” said Jack.


  “Oh, yes, there’s an elderly matinee idol lives here, who wouldn’t dare leave his room until I have renovated him. If there was an alarm of fire before I got here, I believe he’d burn up.”


  Jack laughed.


  “But I see you have serious affairs on your mind. Au revoir. Come down to my place when you can, and we’ll talk philosophy.”


  With a nod and a smile he went on to the elevator.


  Meanwhile Jack had missed nothing of what went on at the desk. In a short while a messenger boy came in carrying the packet he had seen in Anderson’s hands. It was receipted for at the desk and tossed in the pigeonhole marked “F” of the division for letters to be called for.


  For twenty minutes thereafter Jack watched the comedy of “The Hotel Desk” being played before him. Unfortunately his mind was at too great a tension to permit him to enjoy the finer shades of comedy. He silently swore at the crowd and the confusion which made it well-nigh impossible for one pair of eyes to follow all that was going on.


  He concentrated on the letter box marked “F,” and watched it until his eyeballs seemed ready to crack.


  Finally the hand of one of the clerks shot out to that box, and hastily shuffling the contents, picked out the packet again. Jack’s heart gave a jump. He hastily scanned the row in front of the desk at the moment, but there was no figure Among them that answered to the descriptions of “Mr. B.” At the end of the row was another messenger boy. The clerk handed the packet to him.


  “Of course he wouldn’t come himself,” thought Jack.


  Jack followed the messenger out of the hotel. Boy-like, he shambled up the street, whistling vociferously, tossing the packet in the air and catching it again, careless of the pedestrians he collided with in his exercise. Presumably had he known the contents he would have treated the packet with greater respect.


  He turned West in Thirty-Fourth street, stopping to gaze in every window that attracted his attention. Jack was hard put to it to accommodate himself to the snail-like pace without being conspicuous. At the Madison avenue corner an automobile had broken down. The boy hailed this diversion with glee, and Jack, too, had to stand around until the youngster had gazed his fill.


  Suddenly the boy aimlessly darted across the street like a bird—or a boy, threading his way Among the cars hurrying in both directions. Jack almost lost him then. He finally picked him up on the other side, engaged in converse with another messenger. An argument developed and hostilities were threatened.


  “I kin lick you wit’ one hand behind me.”


  “You’re anutter!”


  “Want to see me do it?”


  “Ya-ah!”


  “You jus’ say any more and you’ll see!”


  “I ain’t askeered of yeh, yeh big stiff!”


  “You say that again!”


  “Ahh! I dare yeh to touch me! I dare yeh!”


  And so on, and so on. Jack, feeling very foolish, had to make out to be studying the pattern of a rug displayed in a nearby window. Anybody who knows boys knows that these discussions are apt to be kept up a long time without getting anywhere. But they end as suddenly as they begin. Having exhausted their powers of repartee they parted, instantly forgetting each other. Jack’s quarry continued around the corner and up Fifth avenue.


  There were other interruptions; a man was painting a sign; another was dressing a window. Jack almost despaired of arriving at any destination. He wondered if the old man was as impatiently awaiting his packet. Finally it began to rain, and the boy mended his pace a little. He led Jack into the Public Library, and Jack with an accelerated beating of the heart wondered if the rendezvous were here. But the boy went out again by the Forty-Second street door, and it appeared he had only been taking advantage of the long corridors to walk dry shod.


  The messenger darted across Forty-Second street in his usual reckless style, and Jack found himself back in the vicinity of the Eureka offices. To his astonishment, the boy turned into that very building. Jack went up in the elevator with him. He got out at the fourth floor, and entered the Eureka offices.


  Jack lingered in the corridor, biting his lips in chagrin. All his trouble Amounted to this, that he had been led back to the point he started from. He wondered if it were possible that the seemingly heedless Anderson had turned a clever trick on him. He felt that he had to find out at whatever risk. He had a good excuse to enter, for he had said he would be back. He entered, passing through the outer office into Anderson’s room as he was accustomed to do.


  Anderson was in the act of receipting for the packet. He greeted Jack without the least departure from his usual careless air, and Jack felt relieved. The boy went out, already pursing up his lips to whistle. It all meant nothing to him.


  Jack ventured to say with an indifferent air: “Why, when I left you, you were just sending out a packet like that.”


  “It was the very same package,” Anderson replied. “Funny thing, half an hour after I sent it the boss called up again, and said he’d changed his mind and wanted it at the Hotel Madagascar. He never did that before. I sent after it, but the boy was so long coming back, I went to the bank and drew more. ’Tain’t healthy to keep the boss waiting too long. I just sent off the second lot.”


  “Madagascar!” thought Jack. “My own hotel! He has a nerve. Maybe there’s a chance to get him there!”


  “Ready for lunch?” asked Anderson.


  “Sorry, I can’t go with you today,” said Jack. “I’ve had a hurry call from the house to go up to Yonkers. Just dropped in to tell you not to wait.”


  “Oh, too bad I’* said Anderson. “See you tomorrow?”


  “Sure!”


  Chapter 23


  While he descended in the elevator Jack thought quickly. His thoughts were not altogether pleasant ones. Evidently “Mr. B.” or one of his agents had seen him watching in the Abercrombie and had taken warning. If this were so his disguise had been seen through. Jack did not so much mind the fact that his adversary had given him the slip again, but he had counted heavily on that disguise. And now the whole structure that he had built upon it was crumbling.


  But he was far from being discouraged. “Mr. B.” had had the nerve to choose the Madagascar. Very well, he would try to call his bluff there. Since it was his own hotel he didn’t have to waste the time to get there. He could telephone ahead. He hastened to the nearest booth.


  He got the desk at the Madagascar. Establishing the fact that the voice on the wire was that of Baldwin, a clerk well known to him, he said:


  “This is Robinson speaking, Mr. Norman’s secretary. Do you recognize my voice?”


  “Yes, sir, certainly, Mr. Robinson.”


  “Listen carefully. There’s a crook trying to pull a little game on Mr. Norman, and I’ve framed up a plant to get him with the goods. Do you get me?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “There’s just been a package delivered to the desk there, or will be delivered in a few minutes addressed to Mr. Peter Featherstone, to be called for. No, wait a minute! That name may have been changed—but I’m sure about the package. It’s a small flat package the size and shape of a bundle of greenbacks laid flat. It’s wrapped in a sheet of white typewriter paper, and tied with a green string. Look and see if you have such a package there now. I’ll hold the wire.” Presently the answer came: “Yes, sir, we have such a package, but it’s addressed to Mr. Amos Tewkesbury.”


  “That’s all right,” said Jack. “The name doesn’t signify. Now I want you to keep Connolly the house detective within call, and have him arrest, as quietly as possible, whoever calls for that package. Keep the man in the room behind the office until I can get there. I’ll go in by the side door and telephone down to you from our suite. Is that all clear?”


  “Perfectly, sir.”


  Jack hailed a taxi and had himself carried home, that is to say to Kate’s house, where Mr. Pitman had his ostensible domicile. It was not the sober Mr. Pitman’s habit to employ taxis, but this was an urgent case. Jack had to remove the Pitman make-up, of course, before he could show himself around the Madagascar.


  He hastily changed to the more elegant attire of the millionaire’s secretary, and then made his way through the vault into Silas Gyde’s old rooms, thence across the corridor to the rear of the state apartments. Something less than half an hour had elapsed since he had called up Baldwin.


  Bobo was there, moping in a dressing-gown while he waited for lunch time, the only thing that relieved his heavy hours. He brightened a little at the sight of someone to whom he might pour out his troubles.


  “I wish I were dead!” he groaned.


  Jack was in no mood to listen to him then. He ran to the telephone, and snatched the receiver from the hook.


  “What’s up?” said Bobo, infected with his excitement.


  “Give me Mr. Baldwin at the desk,” Jack said to the operator.


  “Hello, Baldwin. This is Robinson. Have you got my man?”


  “Yes, sir, we’ve got him all right!”


  “Thank God! Have him quietly brought up here.”


  Jack hung up the receiver and did a go-as-you-please around the Dutch room, hurdling the chairs. Bobo gazed at him goggle-eyed.


  “What on earth—!”


  “I’ve got him!” cried Jack. “I’ve got him! I did it with my own little wits. Once too often he tried to fool me! He was just a little too nervy trying to pull something in my own hotel!”


  “Got who? The old man himself!” cried Bobo amazed.


  “Joy and deliverance!” sang Jack. “All honest millionaires can now sleep easy o’ nights!”


  “But what’s going to become of me now?” said poor Bobo.


  Jack’s transports were interrupted by a ring at the outer door of the suite. He ran to it and flung it open.


  Bitter disappointment awaited him.


  It was not the famous, much-desired “Mr. B” that he saw outside nor was it a figure that could possibly have taken his shape. Connolly, the house detective, had his huge hand on the shoulder of a slinking, weedy youth with sallow vacuous face, and cigarette stained fingers; in other words, the typical loafer of the Times Square neighborhood. Baldwin was behind the pair, eager to see what would happen.


  “Oh, that’s not my man!” cried Jack.


  There was an awkward silence.


  “I followed your instructions to the letter,” said Baldwin, eager to justify himself. “You said to arrest any man that asked for that package. This man asked for it.”


  “Sure,” said Jack quickly. “You did right. I’m disappointed, that’s all.”


  “I haven’t done anything,” whined the prisoner.


  “What are you going to do to me?”


  “Shall I let him go, sir?” boomed Connolly.


  Jack roused himself. “Not on your life,” he said. “He’s got to give an account of himself. Bring him in and shut the door.” To the weedy youth he said: “Who sent you here?”


  The answer came voluble and craven: “I don’t know who the guy was. I never seen him before. Honest, I didn’t know there was anything crooked in it. I’m no crook, boss.”


  “Describe the man who sent you here.”


  The answer came readily: “A medium old guy, stoutish, not real fat. Had his hair brushed in a funny way, old-fashioned-like, and a little chin whisker.”


  “That’s my man!” said Jack grimly. “Where did you meet him?”


  “I was standin’ in front of the pitcher theater on Seventh below Forty-Second with some other fellows when a big black limousine car came along and stopped at the curb. We all took notice of it, it was such a long car, long as an ambulance. The door opened a little way, and an old guy leaned out and held up a finger to me.


  “He asks me if I want to earn a dollar, and I says sure. So he tells me to go to the desk of the Madagascar, and ask for a package for Mr. Amos Tewkesbury, and bring it to him. But he said he wouldn’t be in the car when I got back. He said he’d be standing on the northwest comer of Forty-Second Street and Seventh, and I wasn’t to stop when I saw him, but just slip him the package, and take the dollar he’d be holding in his hand. That’s all. I didn’t see no wrong in it.”


  “Maybe he’s lying, sir,” said Connolly.


  Jack shook his head. “Sounds like my man,” he said.


  “What’ll I do with him, sir?”


  “Let him have the package and let him go,” said Jack.


  To the prisoner he said sternly: “Your story may be true, but this is an ugly business you’ve mixed yourself up in. You’d have a hard time proving your innocence in court. The only way you can square yourself is by helping us pinch this crook.”


  The sallow youth turned a shade paler. “He’s stronger than me, and he’s heeled,” he muttered.


  “I don’t want you to lay hands on him. I’ll take care of that. You follow your instructions just as he gave them to you. Hand him the package without stopping. Go quickly, and don’t look behind you.”


  To Connolly Jack said: “Take a taxi to the comer of Eighth and Forty-Second, and walk back on Forty-Second. You’ve heard the description of the man I want, and the car he rides in. If he gives me the slip, and tries to escape towards the West, nab him.”


  It was still raining. Jack snatched up an umbrella and, opening it with his penknife, made a little triangular cut midway in the silk.


  “My disguise,” he said.


  The sallow youth, clasping the package, hurried out of the hotel with Jack at his heels. Jack raised the umbrella and held it low over his head. Thus while his face was hidden from the passersby, he could still see ahead through the little hole. The stretch of pavement between the Madagascar and Forty-Second street was as thronged as it is twenty hours out of the twenty-four, even in the rain.


  They had crossed Forty-Third street and were within two hundred feet of the appointed place. Jack was peering eagerly ahead through his peep-hole, when suddenly his umbrella was knocked sideways, and a clawlike hand clutched his wrist. A cracked voice squalled:


  “Stop him! He snatched my pocketbook!”


  It was a bent little old woman in a queer rusty bonnet over a brown wig. She wore glasses so thick, that her eyes were like little points far behind them. She redoubled her cries.


  “He’s a thief! He stole my pocketbook!”


  Jack crimsoned with anger and mortification. He was helpless. To knock the old woman out of the way would only have been to convict himself of her preposterous charge. In five seconds a great crowd was pushing and shoving around them.


  “All my money! All my money!” wailed the old woman, and actually two tears rolled down her withered cheeks. It was the perfection of acting.


  A loud murmur of sympathy went up from the crowd, and violent threats were made in Jack’s face. He ground his teeth in impotent rage. Anything he might have said would only have made matters worse. He retained the presence of mind to keep his mouth shut.


  “Hold him!” cried the old woman. “I’ll get a policeman!”


  Half a dozen pairs of hands seized Jack roughly. The old woman threaded her way with surprising celerity through the crowd.


  Jack permitted himself to say: “You’ll never see her again. It’s a frame-up to let her and her partner make a getaway.”


  “Shut up, you thief!” they roared. “Shut up, or we’ll smash your hat over your eyes.” Those behind who had little idea of what was going on roared out of sympathy.


  But the temper of a crowd is subject to abrupt changes. A minute passed and the old woman did not return. It suddenly struck the people that the well- dressed Jack, proud, angry and silent, did not much resemble a purse-snatcher. Jack, feeling the change, said scornfully:


  “Do you see her coming back? I tell you it’s a frame-up.”


  The men who had hold of Jack became uncertain, and finally let go. Jack elbowed his way out, and none sought to stop him now. The crowd dissolved. The whole incident had occupied less than two minutes, but that was long enough to do the mischief. The packet presumably had been handed over, and both messenger and principal swallowed up.


  Jack hastened over the remaining distance to the corner of Forty-Second street. Neither the sallow youth nor the old gentleman with the imperial was visible of course. Jack hesitated at a loss which way to turn. There was a chance that the old man, having received the money, had turned Westward and so might be intercepted by Connolly, but it was a faint one.


  While Jack stood there the traffic officer at that important crossing gave the signal for the East and West-bound traffic to cross, and a double line of cars darted across Seventh Avenue. Fourth in the line of those bound East Jack saw the long black limousine that had been so often described to him.


  As it flashed by he had a glimpse of a silk-hatted head with gray hair brushed forward of the ears, ruddy complexion, gray moustache and imperial. Alongside was the rusty black bonnet and the brown wig. The man’s head was down, and his attitude suggested he was counting something in his lap. The woman’s glance followed his.


  It was Jack’s first glimpse of his quarry, and his hunting instinct was spurred to action. He made a zig-zag dash across the street under the very wheels of motors and trolley cars. The black limousine was out of his reach, but by great good luck he found a taxicab standing by the curb with its engine running.


  He flung himself In, crying: “Four times your fare if you can keep that car in sight. A hundred dollars if I am able to arrest the couple in it!”


  The taxi leaped ahead. Jack lowered the front window, and leaning forward, pointed out the right car to the chauffeur. In a wild spurt down Forty-Second street they gained half a block on the limousine. They just managed to get across Sixth avenue before the whistle blew. At Fifth the whole line was held up for perhaps half a minute. The press was so great here. Jack could not see the black car, but he had carefully marked its position, about six cars ahead.


  When the whistle blew for the East and West traffic to resume they saw it turn down Fifth with a burst of speed. They followed. In and out of the close traffic the big car threaded its way with a wonderful exhibition of sang-froid on the part of the chauffeur. Jack had a good chauffeur too. But a race through such a crowd is purely a matter of luck. They never succeeded In getting within less than five car lengths of their prize. Jack saw that the black car now bore a Georgia license. He made note of the number.


  At Thirty-Fourth street the line was held up again. The whistle had just blown, and this promised to be a longer stoppage. Jack jumped out of the taxi, and ran ahead down the line with fast beating heart.


  The black limousine was empty.


  Jack gritted his teeth. “The devil’s own luck favors him,” he thought. “They must have left the car during the block on Forty-Second.”


  The chauffeur had not seen him. Jack did not approach him, thinking it better to take a chance of following him to his garage. The line got in motion again, and Jack swung himself aboard his taxi as it passed.


  At Twenty-Eighth street the whistle blew just as the black car was crossing. It continued blithely down the avenue, the chauffeur waggling a derisive hand outside his car. Jack would have risked defying the whistle, but his way was effectually blocked by other cars in front and on both sides.


  “My luck again!” he groaned.


  They were held up there while a ten-horse truck bearing a steel girder crawled across the Avenue. When the whistle gave them leave to move again, the limousine had disappeared into a side street. They saw it no more.


  Jack had the license number, but an investigation instituted by telegraph only proved as he expected, that that number had been issued to someone giving a mythical address in Atlanta. As for notifying the New York police, he knew very well that within half an hour the license tags on the black limousine would be changed.


  Chapter 24


  The most indomitable spirits have their dark hours, and this was Jack’s. He returned to the Madagascar feeling that he had come to the end of his resources. It was hard to bear with the commiseration of the hotel detective and clerk on his failure; and he was in no mood to put up with Bobo’s selfish complaints.


  Bobo’s reasoning powers, as has been seen, were of a primitive simplicity. Like a child or a savage he was always under the complete sway of the feeling of the moment. Just now he was, or thought he was, broken- hearted over the loss of Miriam. Forgetting that he had given her up of his own free will, and for good cause, he blamed Jack for all his present misery.


  “Did you get him?” he asked when Jack came in.


  “No.”


  To say that Bobo was pleased at the escape of “Mr. B.” would be putting it too strongly, but he was certainly not sorry to see Jack’s discomfiture.


  “Huh! You’re too sure of yourself!” he said.


  Jack flashed an angry look at him, but said nothing.


  “You always think you know more than anybody else!” Bobo unwisely went on. “You’re always making up your mind what people are, and telling them what to do, and all. You want to regulate the universe.”


  “Still thinking about that girl!” said Jack. “Will you please tell me what Mr. B.’s giving me the slip has got to do with her?”


  “I’m just telling you you don’t know everything,” said Bobo with a superior air.


  It was too much. Jack’s patience snapped suddenly. “You fool! Your talk has as much sense as barnyard cackle! Is it my fault that you lost your head over an adventuress? This is the thanks I get for trying to save you! For Heaven’s sake, go and marry her and be damned to you! But stop grousing about it to me!”


  He went out slamming the door, and leaving a much scared Bobo behind him. Passing through the suite, he crossed to Gyde’s old rooms, and let himself through the vault into his room in Kate’s house. There was a great change in this room. Under the present regime it was a model of neatness and comfort.


  Here Jack lit his pipe and flung himself down, and a measure of peace returned to him. There was comfort in the silence, and in the thought of the locks that secured him from the chatter of fools.


  “The old boy wasn’t so far wrong when he built himself a refuge like this,” he thought.


  But by and by when the fragrant smoke had steadied his nerves, he began to tire of solitude. To particularize, he desired the society of a certain person, to wit: the mistress of the house.


  In order to see her it was necessary for him to assume the Pitman make-up. Much against his will—he was thinking of putting Mr. Pitman out of the way now, he arrayed himself in that character, and sallied forth in search of Kate.


  He found her in her own sunny sitting-room on the floor above. The old-fashioned mother was there too. Mrs. Storer was not in the secret of Jack’s disguise. She considered Mr. Pitman rather a common fellow, but was always polite. Now after a few minutes’ small conversation, she recollected an errand in her well- trained way, and left the room.


  Kate was sewing. The needle became her better than the typewriter. As mistress of a house she seemed to have discovered her true vocation. It may be mentioned in passing that this establishment was a success, and was already paying its way.


  “We don’t see much of you now,” said Kate.


  “It’s not from not wanting to on my part,” he said, watching her dreamily. “But a twenty-four hour day scarcely gives you time enough to play one part, let alone two or three.” The sunlight behind her was making a little halo in the edges of her dark hair, and he scarcely knew what his tongue was saying.


  “How are things going?” she asked.


  The consciousness of defeat still rankled in Jack’s breast; he felt a very natural desire to shine in somebody’s eyes, so he said carelessly:


  “My net is closing around the old man. He can’t escape me now. I’ll gather him in, when my case is complete.”


  “Fine!” said Kate.


  But Jack could not be sure there was not a faint ring of irony in her voice. He never could be sure of Kate.


  “All my lines are working well,” he went on. “I had a glimpse of the old man today, but I thought it was better to let him go for awhile. I’m not sure of being able to convict him.”


  “This morning when you left this house I believe you were followed,” said Kate.


  Jack was not going to admit just then that there was anything he had overlooked. “Oh, I think not.”


  “Well, I noticed a man standing at the corner looking at this house. His hat was pulled down over his eyes. As soon as you went out he disappeared.”


  “I take precautions against being trailed,” said Jack.


  “And I believe somebody has been tampering with the servants,” Kate went on. “Yesterday I found Bessie, the upstairs girl, exhibiting entirely too much curiosity as to the arrangements of your room. I shall let her go at the end of the week.”


  “It isn’t possible they could have discovered the secret of this house,” said Jack. Something told him he was talking fatuously, but a little devil of perversity held sway over him for the time being.


  “You know best of course,” said Kate.


  This time he was almost sure he heard the ironical note, and he glanced at her uneasily. But the dark head was bent too low over her work for him to read her face. He felt a mighty desire to humble this cool and scornful maid, and changed his tack.


  “You’re looking very charming today.”


  “Thank you.”


  He got up, and sat as close to her as he could pull a chair.


  “Go back where you were,” she said calmly.


  “I won’t!” he said masterfully.


  “Then I will.” And she changed to the chair he had left.


  Jack glowered at her. “One would think I spread a contagion.”


  “Well, you know I don’t care particularly, for Mr. Pitman.”


  “That’s only an excuse. It’s me you don’t care for.”


  She laughed tantalizingly. Jack saw now that he had started wrong but didn’t quite see how to repair the original mistake. He got up to go. He knew that if he lost his temper, he would be completely at her mercy.


  “I’d better go if we’re only going to quarrel,” he muttered.


  “Who’s quarreling? Can’t you take a joke?”


  “It’s like a flick of the whip on the raw.”


  He had sounded the right note at last. She heard the real pain in his voice, and jumped up, careless of where the sewing went.


  “Jack, wait a minute! What’s the matter?”


  He paused with his hand on the door-knob. “Nothing.”


  “What’s the matter?” she repeated. “I insist on knowing!”


  “Oh, well, things have gone a bit wrong. What do you care?”


  She actually stamped her foot. “How dare you speak to me that way! You came in here like the Lord Hereditary Marshal of England. How was I to know?”


  “Well, I didn’t want to let on that I had balled things up,” he said sheepishly.


  “You idiot! Will you ever learn the first rudiments of sense? Sit down here!” She pulled him down beside her Pitman make-up and all. “Now tell me all about it!”


  Jack looked at her a little dazed by this sudden change of front. “Why—I thought you were just having a little fun with me.”


  “Certainly I was. You asked for it. Whenever you take that ‘my poor little woman’ tone with me, you simply give me a pain. But if you are really up against it—Ah!”


  Her voice caught on a deep low note of tenderness. Jack gave up all thoughts of mastery; he would have been quite content to kiss her hand.


  “Well, I am up against it,” he said quite humbly and naturally—and told her all about it.


  She said nothing until he was through; then: “There’s no occasion to be cast down that I can see. You and the old man are playing a close game, and he’s turned a trick on you. But the game’s not over yet.”


  “He’s so darn sure of himself!” grumbled Jack. “He knows what I have on him, but he goes around quite openly in his old black hearse! Shows himself everywhere. Goes on making his blackguardly collections right under my nose. He seems to enjoy playing with me.”


  “That’s a kind of vanity,” said Kate. “I have read that criminals often display it. It is that very thing that will surely deliver him into your hands in the end if you bide your time. Some day he is bound to take a chance too many.”


  Jack began to feel comforted. “I believe I could have him arrested tomorrow if I gave his description to the police,” he said.


  “Then why don’t you?”


  He shook his head obstinately. “I’ve got to do this myself. I’ve sworn it.—But how does he know I’m not going to turn over my case to the police? He seems to be able to read my mind!”


  “Oh, there’s no magic in that. He watches you of course, and anybody who knew anything about you must know that you would feel that way.”


  There was subtle flattery in this, and Jack began to feel warm about the heart once more.


  “Well, he hasn’t put me out of the game yet, though on this deal he has certainly called all my tricks. The minute I tried to use Mrs. Cleaver he trumped her. He has called the Pitman disguise, and he must know about my connection with Anderson. If he has spotted me coming out of this house, he must have guessed that there is a way through from the hotel. I’ll have to think up an entirely new combination.”


  “How does the situation stand with the anarchists?” asked Kate.


  “Nothing new down there since I told you. I am now a full member of the circle that Emil Jansen belonged to, but so far I have not succeeded in establishing ‘Mr. B’s’ connection with it. I know there is a connection, because the murderers of both Ames Benton and Silas Gyde graduated from that circle. I have to move slowly there.”


  “Then there is the girl Miriam,” suggested Kate. “I believe you could do something with her. Do you know where she is now?”


  “Bobo told me she was at the Hotel Bienvenu. But she hates me like poison.”


  Kate smiled a little. “From what you’ve told me about her I gathered that she had a weakness of vanity, too. She was piqued because you resisted her charms. Why don’t you look her up and well—not resist them quite so hard?”


  “Kate!” he said scandalized.


  “What?” she said with an innocent air.


  “You recommend me to do that!”


  “Why not? We don’t owe her any consideration, I suppose.”


  “Oh, it’s not that. But if you cared about me the least little bit, you wouldn’t be handing me over to another woman.”


  “That’s up to you. I couldn’t be jealous of one like Miriam. If you are in any danger from that source, Mercy! I don’t want you.”


  “In other words you know you’ve got me thrown and hog-tied!” he said scowling.


  “Don’t be vulgar. This is simply business. You really have a chance of getting somewhere through her. The old man will be sending her remittances now. If you could trace one of those back to its source—”


  “Good! That’s an idea! I think I see my way, too.” His lassitude was gone. A fresh determination filled him. “Kate, you are my good fairy!” he cried.


  “You have put new life into me! I am going to start to work again this very minute!”


  She said nothing, but her eyes were bright.


  At the door of the room he paused, holding her hand. “You might let me kiss you before I go,” he said diffidently. “Just as a kind of encouragement to go in and win.”


  Kate smiled. “That’s the first time you ever asked me with becoming modesty.—Once. Right here.” She put her finger on the dimple in her right cheek.


  He did


  Chapter 25


  When Jack got back to the Madagascar, Bobo had gone out. Jack was relieved not to find him. Full of his new plans, he went on down to the office. He was now attired again his proper person as Mr. Robinson of course. He looked up Baldwin at the desk. Baldwin naturally was keen to know more about the mysterious case that Jack was engaged on.


  “Baldwin, I’ve got a new line on my man,” said Jack. “Do you happen to know any of the men behind the desk at the Bienvenu?”


  “Surest thing you know. I’ve got a pal there. Name of Dick Starr.”


  “What’s his job?”


  “Room clerk. One of the head men.”


  “Will you introduce me?”


  “Sure! When?”


  “The sooner the better.”


  “I’m coming off duty now. I’ll go right down there with you.”


  Starr of the Bienvenu proved to be just such another suave and irreproachable man of the world as Baldwin, but somewhat older. He knew all about Jack; no doubt the two friends had discussed him. While the real secret of Jack’s identity was safe, it was understood Among those whose business it was to inform themselves of such matters, that the secretary was the real power behind the Norman throne. Consequently he enjoyed more than the usual consideration shown to a multi-millionaire’s secretary.


  Starr took them into a little room behind the office.


  Jack said: “The fact is, I’m doing a bit of detective work for my employer, and one of my clues leads to the Bienvenu. I want your help.”


  “Anything in my power!” Starr assured him.


  “You have a young lady stopping here called Miriam Culbreth?”


  Starr nodded. “Some Cleopatra!” he murmured.


  “The same,” said Jack. “Now some time during the next few days I have reason to believe that a package will be sent her by messenger. Small, flat packet about three inches by seven.”


  “Packages don’t go through the desk.”


  “But in this case I am pretty sure the boy will be instructed to hand it to her personally.”


  “Oh, in that case—Want me to have a look in it?”


  “Simpler than that!” said Jack. “Just get me that boy’s number so I can trace him.”


  Starr assured Jack that he would be happy to serve him. He seemed a little disappointed that he was not called upon to play a more important part.


  They strolled out into the lobby again, and at that identical instant Miriam herself came through the revolving doors. But Jack saw her first.


  “Duck, you fellows! Duck!” he whispered swiftly.


  “Make out you don’t know me!”


  Messrs. Baldwin and Starr being experienced men of the world, knew how to act. They inconspicuously faded from Jack’s side.


  Miriam in sables and paradise plumes swam into the Bienvenu like a swan. Not a man in the place but drew a long breath of longing at the sight of her and looked enviously at the man slinking at her heels. Your haughty beauty always brings a man with her like a small dog on a leader.


  This man was Bobo.


  Jack went up to them with glad smiles. “Hello! This is a surprise!”


  It was manifestly a surprise to them. Bobo turned a delicate pea green shade, and had nothing to say. The girl smiled charmingly, but her eyes were like two points of ice.


  Jack thought: “She thinks I’ve tracked them here. There’s something up. I’ll find out what it is.”


  “We just dropped in for tea,” said Miriam languidly.


  “Fine!” said Jack. “I’m starving! I’ll join you.”


  She laughed like icicles tinkling. “Hadn’t you better wait until—”


  “Pshaw! What’s an invite between friends!” said Jack. “Come on, I’ll blow.”


  Miss Culbreth was a resourceful person, and eminently self-possessed, but for once Jack had the satisfaction of putting her out of countenance. She turned indignantly to Bobo, as if to call upon him to assert himself, but seeing that she could expect no help from that stricken figure, she hung her head uncertainly. Jack led the pair of them like lambs to the slaughter to the tea room.


  Passing the elevators Bobo said huskily: “Thought you were going upstairs to dress.”


  “I won’t bother now,” she said.


  Jack thought: “Wouldn’t leave him alone with me for a farm!”


  As a tea-party, the half hour that followed was not a howling success. Bobo crouched in his chair avoiding Jack’s eye like a guilty spaniel. Miriam kept her eyes down too, but for a different reason; she didn’t want Jack to see the hatred that burned there. The tapering white hand trembled a little in the business of pouring tea.


  The onus of keeping things going was therefore upon Jack. Something humorous in the situation excited his risibilities. He experienced a pleasant malice in making out to the others that he saw nothing out of the way. He rattled on like a youth without a care in the world. Anything furnished him with a cue.


  “See that old girl in crimson velvet. The famous Mrs. Paul Towers. Used to be Mrs. Peter Vesey. Sold herself to Peter in order to buy Paul, the saying is around town. That’s Paul Towers with her. Exactly half her age. Poor devil! He pays high for his meals. They say he has to turn in an itemized expense account like a traveling salesman.”


  “He’s not the only parasite in town,” remarked Miriam acidly.


  Jack chuckled. “Bless your heart, no! The woods are full of us! What’s a handsome young man with delightful manners and not a cent to his name going to do!”


  Miriam snorted scornfully.


  “But I tell you it’s no cinch to be a parasite,” continued Jack. “It requires qualifications of a very high order. Firstly, a resolute determination not to work. Any fool can work, but it needs character to idle gracefully. Then a parasite must have A1 cheek, nerve, brass, gall. It takes an unusual man to make a success of it.”


  “You’re forgetting some of the qualifications,” said Miriam.


  “I daresay. It’s an all round man’s job.”


  “Meanness, obsequiousness, conceit!”


  “All very fine qualities!” said Jack with inimitable gravity.


  They had been at the table about half an hour when a boy passed through the tea room paging Miss Culbreth. Miriam and Bobo both affected not to hear him, but Jack, scenting developments, called him to their table, and indicated Miriam to him.


  “Mr. Spragge is calling,” the boy said to Miriam. “Said he was expected.”


  “Tell him I’m engaged, and he needn’t wait,” said Miriam languidly. “Say that I will let him hear from me.”


  Jack noticed that Bobo was betraying an extraordinary agitation. Following a sudden impulse, Jack said carelessly to the boy:


  “Who is Mr. Spragge, son?”


  Fire flashed from Miriam’s eyes, but before she could stop the boy he had answered involuntarily: “The reverend Mr. Spragge, sir. Parson lives in the house here.”


  “Oh!” said Jack drily.


  The boy-departed.


  There was silence at the table. The constraint which had formerly lain upon them was as the gayety of a childish game to this. Miriam had turned very pale, and she was breathing quickly—signs of rage in her. Bobo’s chin lay on his breast, and he was visibly desirous of slipping right under the table cloth.


  Jack enjoyed his little triumph in silence. A single word would have precipitated an explosion from Miriam. For reasons of his own Jack wished to avoid a general show-down, and he did not speak it.


  He presently resumed the feather-brained rattle, and the tension was a little relieved. The simple-minded Bobo cheered up, evidently having persuaded himself that Jack had attached no significance to the mention of the parson. But the girl knew better. She watched Jack with somber eyes, waiting for him to unmask his guns.


  When they had finished their tea Jack ostentatiously consulted his watch. “By George! We’ll have to be getting back to the Madagascar!” he cried.


  “Who’s’ we?” asked Miriam with a sneer.


  “Bobo and I. Mr. Delamare’s dining with us tonight,” Jack lied glibly.


  “Is that true?” Miriam demanded of Bobo.


  Poor Bobo lacked the backbone to come out flatly for either one side or the other. He fidgetted miserably. “I don’t know. Maybe. I forget.”


  Miriam’s luscious mouth had become a thin red line. “He can’t go. He has an engagement with me.”


  “Now that’s too bad!” said Jack with deceitful solicitude. “He can’t disappoint a big man like Mr. Delamare. Besides, there are important matters to be decided.”


  Miriam was near the fulminating point. She looked stormily at Bobo. “Well? Have you nothing to say? It’s up to you!”


  Bobo made a pitiable attempt to assert himself, but he could not meet Jack’s eye. “I didn’t know he was coming,” he muttered. “I can’t go now. Anyway you know about everything. You can talk to him!”


  “There are papers to be signed,” said Jack. “I can’t do that.”


  Bobo hung in an abject state of indecision.


  Miriam could stand no more. She kept her voice low out of respect to the other people in the tea room, but her words lost none of their force thereby. “Are you going to sit there and let this nobody tell you what to do? If you’ve got a spark of manliness, why don’t you put him in his place? He mocks you to your face! His very look is an insult to me! Are you going to stand for that? Why don’t you invite him to kick you while he’s at it?”


  Jack thought : “Good Lord! Will he still want to marry her after getting such a taste of her quality as that?”


  Bobo still hung his head. Jack could not but feel a certain pity for him. After all it was he, Jack, who had got him into this mess.


  “If you won’t tell him I will!” said Miriam. She turned her blazing eyes on Jack. “Go! And the next time wait until you are asked, before you thrust yourself on your betters! You are only an upper servant. You have presumed on his good nature until now you think you are the master. I warn you you’ll find a different kind of person in me! I can keep you in your place!”


  Jack received this with a smile. He was thinking: “You are not Mrs. Norman yet, my lady!”


  She read the thought as dearly as if it had been spoken. “I’m not afraid of you! You can’t stop me in anything I mean to do! I despise you!”


  “Well, there’s virtue in frankness,” murmured Jack. “But let’s not rattle the family skeleton in public.”


  It was true, people were beginning to look curiously towards their table.


  “After all, it’s a simple matter,” Jack went on, “and it’s entirely up to Bobo. Bobo, are you coming with me, or are you going to stay here?”


  “I’ll stay,” muttered Bobo sullenly.


  Miriam smiled triumphantly.


  Jack appeared to give in good-humoredly. “Suits me,” he said.


  They rose from the table. Out in the corridor while Jack and Bobo were obtaining their hats and coats, there was a brief moment during which they were out of hearing of Miriam.


  “Bobo,” said Jack firmly, “if you don’t come home with me, I swear I’ll tell her the truth and leave you to your fate!”


  Bobo was like a poor little grain of wheat between two hard mill-stones. He shivered. “How can I get away from her?” he whined. Obviously he was more afraid of Miriam than of Jack.


  “Leave that to me,” said Jack.


  Miriam was watching them suspiciously. They rejoined her. At the elevator she said offhand to Bobo:


  “You may come up. I have a sitting-room.”


  Miriam entered the elevator in advance, of course.


  Jack took a firm grip of Bobo’s arm.


  “Well, good-by,” said Jack pleasantly. He squeezed Bobo’s arm suggestively.


  “G-good-by,” stammered Bobo. “I have to go with Jack.”


  Whereupon Jack turned him about smartly, and marched him out towards the main entrance. Miriam gasped. She could not very well run after them, and grab Bobo’s other arm. Indeed, while she stared speechless, the elevator door was closed, and she was whirled aloft. If looks could kill Jack had fallen dead in his tracks!


  Chapter 26


  Jack and Bobo returned to the Madagascar without exchanging a word. When they were alone in their rooms, Jack looked at him and said:


  “What the deuce am I going to do with you?”


  “Best to let me alone,” said Bobo sullenly.


  “Didn’t I convince you to-day that she was a crook?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “That was a nice little sample of her temper that she gave us at the table. Do you want to let yourself in for a lifetime of that?”


  “I can’t help myself.”


  Jack threw up his hands. There was a silence. Bobo was gloomily drawing an imaginary pattern on the arm of his chair.


  “You swore to me you would never see her again,” Jack presently resumed. “Yet an hour ago you were on your way downtown to get a license, weren’t you?”


  Bobo’s hang-dog silence was equal to a confession.


  “How did you expect to keep it out of the papers?”


  “Bribed the clerk.”


  “Do you know what the penalty is for marrying a woman under another man’s name?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “What cock and bull story did she tell you to-day to change you again?”


  “She told me the truth.”


  Jack laughed.


  “She admitted she’d been working for the old man. But when she found out what his game really was she chucked him. Now she’s actually in danger of her life from him.”


  “Not too much danger, I guess,” said Jack. “You still intend to marry her?” he asked.


  “I’ve got to. It’s my fate.”


  “Lord preserve us!” cried Jack in a kind of helpless exasperation. “I really don’t see what there is to do, then, but kick you out!”


  “You won’t do that,” said Bobo sullenly. “You bluffed me just now down at the Bienvenu, but I’ve been thinking it over. I know you won’t do it now.”


  “Why won’t I?”


  “You can’t afford to. It would spoil all your plans.”


  This was true, but Jack had not given Bobo credit for the shrewdness to perceive it. He tried a new course.


  “Do you still believe that Miriam is marrying you for love alone?”


  “I don’t care!” said Bobo recklessly. “I’m willing to take her on any terms. What chance has a man like me of winning a woman like her ordinarily? It’s gone too far now. I’ve got to have her. She’s in my blood!”


  Jack looked at him with a kind of respect. “Well, anyhow you’re in earnest. I will give you credit for that. But seriously, what are you going to do afterwards? You don’t suppose I’m going to lend you my name and my money for the rest of your life?”


  Bobo shook his head. “I know the show-down’s got to come some day, perhaps soon. But I’ll make a sneak before that comes. At least I’ll be happy for awhile.”


  “On my money?”


  “Oh, what’s a few thousands to you? Anyhow you got me into this.”


  There was truth in this, and Jack felt certain compunctions. But he was amused at the naive villainy Bobo proposed.


  “I don’t grudge you the money,” he said smiling.


  “In a way I sympathize with you, since I see you’re really hard hit. But I can’t be a party to any such scheme. In the first place as your friend I’ve got to save you from yourself. You’ll get over this, hard as it seems. Secondly, even though she is a crook, she’s entitled to be protected from a game like this. Why it wouldn’t be a marriage at all!”


  “You’d best let me be,” said Bobo sullenly. “You can’t lock me up, and I warn you I’ll do it the first chance I get.”


  “Don’t dare me to prevent you,” said Jack softly. “I might find a way.”


  No more was said about the matter, but Jack continued to think about it. “Bobo put the idea into my head himself,” he considered. “Lock him up! Why not? He’s no better than a madman for the time being.”


  They patched up a temporary truce. Bobo agreed not to try to see Miriam that night, provided Jack would let him make a date with her over the telephone. He called her up in Jack’s hearing.


  “I’ll be there to-morrow at eleven. No, I have not changed. Have him there at eleven.”


  Jack made no further objections. Had Bobo been wiser, his friend’s apparent complaisance would have aroused his suspicions.


  The two young men dined together, and spent the evening at the theater in perfect amity. Before going to sleep that night Jack perfected his plans.


  “Having plenty of money certainly simplifies things,” he said to himself.


  Jack was always up at least an hour before Bobo. His first act in the morning was to telephone Mrs. Lizzie Regan, his landlady in humbler days, and still his faithful friend.


  “Mrs. Regan,” said he, “I need your help. Can you give up today to me?”


  “Sure,” Mr. Nor-Robinson, my dear! Anything to oblige.”


  “Well, come over to the Madagascar, and have breakfast with me.”


  “What, me! Eat in the Madagascar! I’ll. have to dress.”


  “Heavens, no! I’m in a hurry! We’ll eat in our suite.”


  “And me a respectable widow woman! Laws, what would the neighbors say!”


  “But you’ll come?”


  “Will a cat lap cream, my dear!”


  While he waited for her. Jack collected every scrap of wearing apparel in Bobo’s room, and the closet adjoining, and carrying it all to another clothes closet, locked it up and pocketed the key. Bobo slept the sleep of the hearty eater throughout. Jack then cut the wires of the telephone in his room, and removed the instrument. Finally he locked the three doors leading out of Bobo’s rooms, and carried away the keys.


  Bobo still slept on while Jack and Mrs. Regan discussed an excellent breakfast in the Dutch room. The honest lady was greatly impressed by her surroundings.


  “Sure, it’s a proud day for me to be eating in such style along with one of my own boys that I once passed the beans to. Sure if I’d foreseen this day, I would have given you two eggs to your breakfast, though I will say I never tried to stint the normal appetite of a man!”


  “My appetite must have been abnormal, I guess.”’


  “Go along! I lost money on you regular!”


  “Maybe you won’t be so glad you came today, when you learn what I want you to do.”


  “Anything short of murder, my dear. What is it?” Jack told her the story of Miriam and Bobo—with reservations.


  “Sure, if it was me, I’d let her marry him. Maybe it would teach the hizzy a lesson. But I suppose you’re right. If more hot-blooded young people were locked up at such times, marriage wouldn’t be such a joke in the vaudeville houses.”


  “I’ve got to be out a good part of the day on business,” Jack went on, “so I’ve got to have somebody to look after him. I asked you to come firstly, because you know the truth about us, and secondly because I thought if he tried to assault you he’d find his match.”


  “Sure, I’ll soothe him like his own mother.—I brought my umbrella. It’s a good strong one.”


  Before going out Jack went into Bobo’s room. The plump youth, yawning and stretching, was just beginning to think about getting up.


  “Listen, Bobo,” said Jack crisply. “You’ve got to stay in bed today. I’ve hidden all your clothes. I’ve engaged a nurse to look after you—and she’ll see that you get your meals. You’d best take it quietly, for I’m giving it out that you’ve been on a tear, and if you make a racket people will think it’s the D.T.’s.”


  “But—what—why?” stammered Bobo.


  Jack slipped out before he had fully recovered his power of speech. He delivered the key of his room to Mrs. Regan.


  On his way out Jack sought Baldwin the clerk. “Mr. Norman is sick,” he said. “To tell the truth, he’s been hitting too swift a pace lately. The doctor has ordered absolute quiet, and I want you to see that he is not disturbed under any pretext whatever, while I’m out. I’ve left him in charge of a nurse.”


  Baldwin, the discreet, raised no awkward questions about the suddenness of Bobo’s attack, nor where the doctor had come from, but assured Jack that his orders would be obeyed.


  “You remember the lovely lady we saw yesterday?”


  Jack went on.


  “Rather!”


  “Supposing she comes here and shows a disposition to make a scene, introduce her to Connolly the house detective, see? Tip Connolly off to ask her if she didn’t once go under the name of Beatrice Blackstone and do typewriting work for Silas Gyde here. That ought to calm her.”


  At the newsstand Jack bought a copy of a yachting magazine and from the advertising pages picked out the address of a leading firm of yacht brokers.


  A few minutes later he was seated opposite the head of that firm, a trig little man with apple cheeks and shiny pink pate—he need not be named. Every yachtsman knows him.


  “I represent a well-known millionaire,” said Jack, “before I give you his name, or open my business with you, I must ask you to pledge yourself to regard it as confidential.”


  The broker agreed without reservations.


  “Well,” said Jack, “my name is Robinson, and my employer is Mr. John Farrow Norman.”


  As always, this announcement produced a well-nigh magical effect.


  “Mr. Norman is sick,” Jack went on, “the fact is he’s been going the pace, rather, since he came into his money, and now he’s got to pull up with a round turn.”


  The broker expressed a discreet sympathy.


  “He has instructed me to charter a steam yacht for, a Southern cruise, a roomy, comfortable boat. The main consideration is to get something that’s all ready to go.”


  “It is fortunate that you came to me, Mr. Robinson,” said the little broker solemnly. “As it happens I have the very thing you want. I refer to the Columbian, Colonel Oliver Stackpoole’s yacht. Perhaps you know her?”


  Jack shook his head.


  “One of the finest yachts afloat, sir! Three hundred feet long, and a veritable floating palace! Only yesterday Colonel Stackpoole and a party of friends returned on her from a hunting trip to Jekyl Island. I have just received the Colonel’s note authorizing me to charter her for the Florida season. She has a full complement of men, a complete inventory of stores, she is coaling this minute, and actually has steam up!”


  “That sounds promising,” said Jack. “How about terms?”


  He agreed without batting an eye to the figure named, and the little broker was sorry he had not asked double.


  “Let’s go and look at her,” said Jack. “If everything is O.K. you shall have a check this afternoon, and we’ll sail to-night.”


  The yacht-broker wished that Heaven might send him such clients oftener.


  The Columbian was lying at a coal dock in Hoboken. It was a matter of half an hour to reach her in the automobile. Jack fell in love with her at sight, and registered a silent vow, that some day when his work was done he would own her outright—or one like her.


  Though really a great ocean-going vessel, her clipper bows, low hull, raking masts and great funnel conveyed an impression of extreme lightness and grace. She was painted black with a green streak at the water line, and her funnel was yellow.


  Going aboard, Jack was astonished at the great spread of her decks; almost room enough to drive his car around her; and still more at the size and number of her cabins. Outside, the designer’s effort had been to make the Columbian as shipshape as possible, but below decks he had aimed to make her passengers forget they were at sea.


  On the main deck there was a long suite of lofty rooms; grand saloon, music room, library, smoke room. Overhead forward was the dining-saloon, and a sun parlor aft. All these rooms had open fireplaces, windows, and other comforts not generally associated with the sea. The furnishings were beautiful without being too ostentatious. The sleeping cabins were marvels of spaciousness and luxury.


  Jack did not hesitate a moment about taking her. His one regret was that he could not go on the first projected cruise. The fact that the mere signing of his name put him in possession of this wonderful vessel gave him a fuller realization of the power of his wealth than he had yet experienced.


  He learned that the Columbian would finish coaling during the afternoon. He arranged to have her continue to lie where she was until nine o’clock that night. Thus he could get his party aboard in this out-of-the- way spot after darkness had fallen. The Columbian was then to drop downstream to an anchorage in the Bay, and proceed to sea next morning. Her Captain was instructed to see to the necessary clearance papers.


  Jack repeated his story of Mr. Norman’s illness to the captain. The suggestion was that the millionaire’s mind was slightly affected, and they might be prepared for vagaries. The itinerary of the cruise was to include Charleston, Jacksonville, Nassau and Havana.


  All arrangements having been completed, Jack returned to the Madagascar. Nothing untoward had occurred in his absence. Miriam had come as he expected, no doubt with every intention of making a scene; but his ruse to confront her with Connolly had worked effectually. She had departed quicker than she came.


  Upstairs Mrs. Regan reported all well. Finding his “nurse” proof against the most tearful and passionate appeals, Bobo had resigned himself to his lot. Indeed, who shall say but that he was not secretly relieved thus to have the responsibility of making a decision taken from him.


  Jack told Mrs. Regan what he had done. An assiduous reader of the newspapers, it appeared that she knew all about the magnificence of the Columbian.


  “How would you like to take a cruise in her?” Jack asked.


  “Me! Oh law! What a life of adventure!”


  “You shall have a stateroom de luxe, with a brass bedstead, and a dressing-table furnished with gold!”


  “What me! Lizzie Regan! Oh law!”


  “Can you get away tonight?”


  “I’d chuck a dozen boarding-houses for such a chance! Sure! As it happens the house is full, and I’ve got a cook who is not quite feeble-minded. My cousin will run in and keep an eye on things.”


  “That’s settled then. Run along and get ready, and I’ll watch Bobo till you get back.”


  Bobo listened to the plan of the proposed cruise in sullen apathy. Jack could not tell what he meditated doing. In order to be on the safe side, Jack called on Hugh Brome, his lawyer, to assist him with the evening’s arrangements. It promised to be a great lark—for everybody except Bobo.


  At nine o’clock that night an invalid completely swathed in blankets was tenderly carried out of the private side door of the Madagascar by two friends, and placed in a waiting limousine. A comfortable-looking nurse hovered over him solicitously. Any passerby might have been surprised to hear convulsive giggles from the three attendants—but perhaps he would have put it down to nervousness. Obviously the patient was very sick. But if the wrappings had fallen away from his head, the passerby would certainly have been astonished to see that he was gagged!


  An hour later Jack and Hugh Brome stood on the coal dock watching the superb vessel back out into the river.


  “Well, he’s out of harm’s way for awhile,” said Jack. “He has no clothes aboard but dressing-gowns and slippers!”


  Chapter 27


  Nowadays it is difficult for the great to conceal their movements. In spite of the precautions he had taken, the story of the chartering of the Columbian, and the young millionaire’s sudden departure on a Southern cruise, was in the next morning’s papers. Jack silently cursed the yacht-broker.


  He had no more than read the story, he was still lingering over his breakfast, when the telephone in the Dutch room rang, and the voice on the wire said:


  “Miss Culbreth is asking for you.”


  “What!” cried Jack. “You mean she’s downstairs!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You’re sure it’s me she wants?”


  “Yes, sir, Mr. Robinson,” she said.


  Jack hesitated before answering. To tell the truth his courage sunk slowly into his boots. He would sooner have faced five strong men than the infuriated Miriam. But as soon as he realized he was afraid his obstinacy came into play. He said to himself : “I’m not going to let her bluff me.” Aloud he said curtly:


  “Show her up.”


  Although she must have set out from home in a rage, Miriam had not on that account neglected her appearance. She wore a little red hat with a cunning flare to the brim, and was otherwise all in black. Her fine eyes were dark with anger.


  “By the Lord she’s beautiful!” thought Jack. “It’s all very well for Kate to talk, but there’s a dangerous delight in fighting a woman like this!”


  She lost no time coming to the point. “Is this story in the papers about Bobo true?” she demanded, declining to sit.


  “More or less,” said Jack.


  “What do you mean by that? Has he gone away?”


  “Just a little trip for his health.”


  “I don’t believe you!”


  “Then why ask?”


  “You’ve had him kidnapped!”


  “Ahead of you, eh?”


  “Spare me your impudence, please!”


  Jack bowed low.


  “I’ll expose you in the newspapers!” she threatened.


  “Go ahead! You may be sure I know exactly what I’m doing.”


  His coolness made her pause. She stared at him stormily for a moment “Maybe it’s not true!” she said. “Maybe you gave out the story yourself to put me off.”


  Jack smiled.


  “I’ll see!” she cried. She darted into the adjoining room, Bobo’s bedroom.


  Jack let her go. There was nothing in any of the rooms that it mattered if she saw. He heard her opening and slamming the doors, and sat down to his interrupted breakfast. He could see that his cool airs maddened her, and there was a kind of breathless fun in it. He was less cool than he appeared. His heart hammered on his ribs.


  She came running back angrier if possible than before. Jack affected to be very much absorbed in an item in the newspaper, which he relinquished with manifest reluctance to rise at her entrance. “Well, did you find his corpse?”


  Miriam’s only reply was an inarticulate sound of rage. It was some moments before she could command herself sufficiently to speak.


  “Just you wait! I’ll get square! I’ll beat you yet!”


  She turned to go.


  Jack suddenly bethought himself that Kate had advised him to make friends with Miriam. Just how far he was moved by a disinterested desire to further his case, and how far by Miriam’s angry beauty, it would be well, perhaps, not to inquire. “Don’t go,” he said.


  She hesitated.


  “I’ll be bound you rushed away from home without any breakfast. Have some of mine.”


  Apparently the wisdom of resuming diplomatic relations must have occurred to her too, for she looked over her shoulder with a slow smile. Her eyes were still dangerous.


  “Come and sit down,” said Jack. “I’ll make fresh coffee on the machine.”


  She swayed towards the table with inimitable nonchalance. Sitting, she gave Jack an inscrutable glance of the strange eyes, and languidly pulled off her gloves. “By George! You’re good to look at!” he said impulsively. It was surprised out of him.


  “So are you,” she murmured, with a languorous look through her lashes.


  It was exactly the wrong thing for her to say; but Miriam persistently misread Jack. So long as she defied him and abused him he was profoundly stirred; he longed to seize and tame her. But when she displayed a disposition to woo him, he suddenly chilled and drew back. He did not let her see it of course. To create a diversion he jumped up to attend to the coffee machine.


  “Silly for us to quarrel,” she said, when he returned to the table.


  “Yes, isn’t it?” said Jack.


  “Our real interests lie together. If we go on fighting each other, we’ll spoil both our games.”


  It just suited Jack to play up to this idea of their respective positions. “You’re right,” he said.


  “I offered before to join with you,” she said.


  “But you have me at a disadvantage,” objected Jack.


  “If you marry Bobo you’ll have a legal hold over him. Where will I and my job be then? You as good as told me you’d kick me out.”


  “That was when I was angry,” she said blandly. “What a woman says when she’s angry doesn’t count.”


  “But you might get angry again,” suggested Jack dryly.


  She favored him with a slow intoxicating glance of the hazel eyes. “You fool!” she whispered.


  “Eh?”


  “Can’t you see?”


  “See what?”


  “I couldn’t really refuse you anything.”


  Jack was sorry now that he had asked her to stay. He saw the situation approaching from which no man can extricate himself with dignity and self-respect entire. But he was not sure that he wished to extricate himself. In his confusion he chose the worst possible course: that is, to laugh it off.


  “That’s good! Five minutes ago you hated me like a rattlesnake!”


  “What’s the difference?” she murmured. “I hate you because—because you treat me so. When I—Oh, why do you make me say it!”


  She was breathing quickly and her eyes were large and bright. Jack wondered how much of this feeling was real, and how much art. But no man wants to disbelieve a woman when she intimates that she loves him.


  She suddenly leaned across the table, and took his hand between both of hers. Her proud head was lowered in an affecting way. “Love—! Hate—!” she murmured brokenly. “What’s the difference? You drive me wild with your cool airs, your indifference! Sometimes I could kill you! But—but I wouldn’t want you any different either. I want you to master me!”


  It was a heady draught. Jack’s brain reeled. She raised her head. Her eyes were embers in the wind. “Look at me! Am I not beautiful? You said I was beautiful!”


  The voice of the tempter whispered to Jack: “Take her at her word. She deserves no consideration. Kate would have no right to blame you after what she said.”


  “Look in my eyes,” she whispered. “What do you see there?”


  The fire of those strange eyes lighted a train of gunpowder in the man. He forgot everything. “Oh—you beauty!” he murmured hoarsely.


  They rose simultaneously and leaned towards each other over the little table.


  “It’s all so simple,” she whispered. “Let me marry Bobo. You will still be his master and mine!”


  Once more she fatally overreached herself. Every instinct of decency in the man was revolted by the picture she called up. He firmly unwound the white arms that had crept around his neck. He turned away and took a cigarette.


  Miriam stared at him frightened and angry. “What’s the matter with you?” she whispered.


  “You’d better go,” he said harshly.


  She went to him swiftly. “You can’t deny me! You love me! I saw it in your eyes. Why do you fight against me? Look at me. I could be everything to you!”


  “Love!” said Jack with a grim laugh. “You’re wasting your time now! You almost had me—but you let me peep too far under the lid. Never again! You’re too good a hater. I want to keep a whole skin!”


  She saw then that she had indeed failed. The humiliation was intolerable. She burst into angry tears.


  “Oh, I hate you! I hate you!” ,she cried. “I will kill you if you don’t keep out of my way!”


  She ran out of the room.


  Chapter 28


  The Columbian set sail early on a Friday morning. On Monday Jack received the following telegram:


  
    Charleston, S.C.


    Came in here last night for coal. At daylight sick man discovered to be missing. Must have climbed through port hole and dropped into waiting boat. Wireless operator gone too. Captain thinks he was bribed by wireless to liberate B. Have discovered that the two of them took the Southern train North late last night. Wire instructions.


    Lizzie Regan.

  


  Jack thought swiftly: “Late train North from Charleston last night. That would bring them here late tonight. Bobo would telegraph Miriam of course. She may go to meet him.”


  He jumped to the telephone, and calling up the Bienvenu got Starr on the wire.


  “This is Robinson—at the Hotel Madagascar, you know.”


  “Yes, Mr. Robinson?”


  “Is Miss Culbreth still in your hotel?”


  “Yes, sir, but she’s leaving. She just telephoned down for her bill to be made out.”


  “Could you arrange to have her followed when she leaves?”


  “Yes, sir, I have a smart boy here who can be depended on.”


  “Good! If she goes to the Pennsylvania station that’s all right. I will be there. But if she goes elsewhere have a message telephoned to this hotel for me.”


  “Very good, sir. I will see to it.”


  Jack hastened into Kate’s house and assumed the Pitman make-up. It had outlived its usefulness so far as the old man was concerned, but he had no reason to suppose that he had ever been pointed out to Miriam in that character. At any rate he had no other disguise handy. With a brief good-by to Kate he taxied to the Pennsylvania terminal. All travelers to the South use this station.


  Miriam was already there, walking impatiently up and down the concourse. She was heavily veiled, but even so was a sufficiently notable figure. Jack was beginning to be acquainted with her wardrobe, extensive as that was. Today she was wearing a green hat and black furs that he had seen before.


  When the gates were opened for the 10:08 Washington express she went through. Jack bought a ticket for Washington and followed. Supposing that she would ride in a parlor car, he got in a coach, as he did not care to subject Mr. Pitman’s disguise to a five hours’ scrutiny on the train.


  After the train had started, he showed his police credentials to the conductor, and describing Miriam, asked to be informed to what point her ticket had been taken. Word was brought him later that it was


  to Baltimore. He asked to be told if she got off before that.


  But Miriam apparently had no suspicion that she was being followed. In Baltimore she went openly to the Hotel Warwick and registered under own name—or rather, under the name that Jack knew her by. The so-called Mr. Pitman was close behind her.


  After putting her bag in her room she reappeared unveiled, and started to walk downtown at a leisurely pace, Mr. Pitman still in unsuspected attendance. He heard her ask a policeman the way to the City Hall. In that building she asked at the Information desk where marriage licenses were to be procured.


  Jack smiled to himself. “License number two!” he thought. He did not risk discovery by following her through the unfrequented corridors, but waited within watch of the main entrance for her to reappear.


  For the next hour Miriam killed time in Charles Street, the fashionable shopping thoroughfare. She visited several hat shops, and presumably “tried on.” Mr. Pitman could not very well follow her into such places. Later a tea room held her for another half hour. At some time during these peregrinations she must have become aware that she was being followed.


  Leaving the tea room she hailed a taxi, and ordered the chauffeur to take her to the Hotel Minnert. Jack followed in another cab. When he saw that the hotel was only around the corner, he began to suspect a ruse. She entered by the Ladies’ door, and he was less than half a minute behind her. She was not visible inside. From the doorman he learned that she had walked upstairs. He followed.


  On the next floor there were no public rooms but only endless corridors with bedrooms opening off. There was not a soul in sight and he hesitated which way to turn. Finally a chambermaid appeared around a corner, and a piece of silver procured him information.


  “Yes, sir, she just went down the corridor on the right. She asked me if there was another stairs, and I told her yes, at the end of that corridor.”


  Jack hastened in the direction named. At the foot of the rear stairs he found a door giving on a quiet back street. The door-keeper supplied the next link of information.


  “Yes, sir, there was a taxi waiting for her. She just drove away.”


  “Hm!” thought Jack ruefully, “that’s a good one on me! Either she knows this place of old, or else she fixed it up on the way with the taxi-driver.”


  He was not greatly concerned by this mishap, for he knew the time the Southern train was due to arrive in Baltimore, and he expected to meet her again there. The time was six-thirty. He spent the interim in buying himself an overcoat of striking cut, and a tweed hat that would pull down low on his head. These articles changed his appearance not a little. On the way uptown he stopped in at the Warwick, but Miriam had not returned there.


  When he got to the station Miriam was not to be seen Among the crowd. The train was forty-five minutes late. Informing himself as to which gate the passengers would be discharged through, he took a seat commanding it and affected to busy himself with a magazine.


  As the time for the coming of the train drew near, and no Miriam showed up, a sharp anxiety attacked him. He wondered if he could have erred in his calculations. He knew she had not had time since he lost her, to telegraph down the line for Bobo to get off at Washington.


  The train drew in, and the passengers began mounting the steps. Still no sign of Miriam. But suddenly Jack caught sight of Bobo Among the passengers and his spirits rebounded.


  “Is she going to let me carry him off?” he wondered.


  The wireless operator accompanied Bobo, and Bobo was clad in one of his uniforms. As there was about thirty pounds difference in weight between the two—in Bobo’s favor, the plump youth cut rather a comic figure, and was acutely conscious of the fact.


  As they reached the top of the stairs, a lady clad in deep mourning with a thick black veil concealing her whole head and face stepped forward and laid her hand on Bobo’s arm. At first Bobo shrank back from this sable apparition, but she pushed the veil aside sufficiently for him to see her face, and he grinned from ear to ear.


  “You fool!” said Jack to himself. “Not to have seen through that!”


  Miriam and the two young men went quickly down the way to the side entrance of the station. Jack was not far behind them. In that confusion of people there was little danger of their spotting him. Outside Among the waiting automobiles was a big Macklin touring car, and Miriam led the two men towards it. Jack swore at himself again.


  “She had the wit to hire a special car, while you have to trust to a taxi!”


  He jumped in a taxi. “Follow that Macklin car that’s just turning out,” he said. “Ten dollars bonus, if you stick to it.”


  The touring car did not turn South towards the center of town, but headed North by the bridge over the railway tracks. At the first wide street, North avenue, Jack read on the street lamps, it turned East, then North again on another wide thoroughfare which finally brought them out into the country.


  “Double fare outside the City limits,” the chauffeur said laconically.


  “Let her go,” said Jack. “I’m good for it.”


  A short turn through a lane brought them to another main highway.


  “Belair Road,” said the chauffeur, “main road to the North.”


  “Have you a full tank?” asked Jack.


  He nodded.


  “Follow them to New York then if necessary!”


  On this dark road the occupants of the touring car soon discovered that they were being followed. They put on speed.


  “Give her all she’ll take,” said Jack.


  Fortunately the taxi was of a good make, and the engine was tight and clean. The little car gave a good account of itself. Moreover the road was smoothly paved, which further helped equalize the chances of light car and heavy one. Pursued and pursuer roared down the dark highway with cut-outs open. For several miles the way lay over one steep hill after another. They precipitated themselves recklessly down each declivity, gaining a momentum at the bottom that carried them almost to the top again without slackening.


  “This is faster than I’m allowed to run her,” said Jack’s chauffeur.


  “That’s all right. I’ll be responsible for the damage.


  The man grinned and stepped a little harder on his accelerator.


  At first the big Macklin car set up a pace they were unable to match, but apparently the driver was unfamiliar with the road, and after he had narrowly escaped flinging his car in the ditch on several sharp turns, he was compelled to slow down somewhat. This gave them an even chance. They kept about a hundred feet behind the red eye of the tail-light ahead.


  “We’re holding them all right,” said Jack’s chauffeur.


  The words were scarcely out of his mouth when there came a report like a small field piece beneath them.


  “Damn that tire!” cried the man.


  “There goes Bobo’s last chance of salvation!” said Jack.


  The blow-out had been heard in the car ahead. They swept out of sight around a bend tooting their horn triumphantly.


  It took them the usual half an hour to change tires.


  “Back to town I suppose,” said the driver when he was ready to start again.


  “No!” said Jack. “They might blow up a tire, too. Keep on!”


  In a village called Kingsville they stopped long enough to make sure that the Macklin car was still ahead of them. At the next place, Belair, they came upon it resting demurely in front of a dwelling. Since there was a church next door, it was not difficult to guess that this house was a parsonage.


  “I thought so,” said Jack grimly.


  He jumped out and rang the bell. When the door was opened by a maid there was no need for him to make any inquiry. Through an open archway he could see into the living-room of the house. Bobo and Miriam were standing hand in hand before the parson with his book. Even as Jack looked, he finished pronouncing the benediction, and the couple turned around. Miriam had evidently left her woeful headgear in the car outside. She was wearing the dashing green hat again.


  Jack, forgetting for the moment that he was disguised, stepped into the room. Bobo did not know him, but Miriam did. Her face lighted up with a wicked triumph.


  “What a pity you were late!” she said with mocking sweetness, “I would so much-have liked you to be present!”


  “What—who—who’s this?” stammered Bobo.


  “This is Jack. All dressed up! Don’t you recognize his beautiful eyes?”


  Bobo saw that it was Jack, turned pale, and looked furtively about him for a way out, in case things went suddenly against him.


  “Be the first to congratulate me,” said Miriam to Jack. “Most of all I want to hear it from you.”


  Poor Bobo In his skin-tight uniform was an absurd figure of a bridegroom. With humble eyes, he was mutely imploring Jack not to give him away.


  Jack had no intention of doing so. Knowing himself to be the real master of the situation, he could well afford to put up with the girl’s outrageous triumphant air.


  Jack’s smile irritated her. She lost her joyful look. The commoner aspect of her broke through. “I’m Mrs. Norman,” she said with a disagreeable laugh. She displayed her wedding-ring. “You can’t get around that! Remember it, the next time you start out to get the better of me.”


  “Miriam, for God’s sake, don’t provoke him!” whispered poor Bobo.


  “Provoke him!” she said, raising her voice. “You seem strangely afraid of hurting the feelings of your secretary. He needs to be provoked. He’s too big for his shoes! Let him understand that I’m the mistress now, and his chance of keeping his job depends on his pleasing me!”


  Bobo almost fainted.


  Jack met her eyes squarely. “All right, my lady!” he was thinking. “My turn will come later!” He foresaw that his game in the future would be furthered if he appeared to submit. So he bowed—but he could not quite iron out the mocking smile.


  “I only aim to please!” said he.


  Miriam looked at him suspiciously.


  “What do you wish me to do, Mr. Norman?” he asked Bobo.


  To that youth it was like a ray of light breaking through. He lifted his eyes to Jack with a kind of sheeplike gratitude. But he seemed incapable of speech.


  Miriam answered for him. “Go back to New York, and wait for us at the Madagascar.”


  Jack bowed again, and returned to his taxi.


  Chapter 29


  Jack returned to New York on the night train. At the hotel he found a message from Starr of the Bienvenu Hotel reading:


  “A.D.T. boy 791 came with a package for Miss Culbreth today. When he was told she was out of town he took it back with him.”


  Jack’s police credentials smoothed the way for him with the A.D.T. officials, and within two hours of the time he received the message, No. 791, otherwise Tommy Mullulus, was on his way to the Madagascar to be questioned.


  He was a small, thin boy with a wary eye that testified to a wide experience of the world, and an insinuating grin that was still childlike. His meager limbs were lost in his faded, flapping trousers, but he had a doughty air far beyond his years. His official age was fifteen; had he not to swear to that to get his “working papers”? But actually he was about two years short of it.


  He was disposed to be evasive in answering Jack’s questions.


  “You brought a package to the Hotel Bienvenu yesterday?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Where did you get it?”


  “At the office. Fella at the desk handed it to me.”


  “That means it was brought into the office by the person who wanted it delivered?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Where is your office?”


  “1118 Broadway.”


  “Did you see the person that brought the package in?”


  “Didn’t take no particular notice.”


  “Well, was it a man or a woman?”


  “I didn’t rightly look.”


  “Isn’t it a fact when you boys are waiting for a call, that you size up everybody that comes in to see what kind of a job you’re going to get, and what’s likely to be in it?”


  “We gen’ally does,” said Tommy with an innocent air, “but Fat Harris was pushin’ me on the bench, and I was pushin’ him back, so I didn’t take no notice of who come in.”


  It suggested itself to Jack that the boy was under the spell of a generous tip. To offer him a larger tip was the most obvious course, but Jack, knowing something about boys, hesitated. Tommy would take the money, of course, but it would probably make him suspicious, and therefore more secretive than before. A better way was to win his confidence if it could be done.


  “Tommy,” said Jack, “the guy that gave you that package is a crook, and I’m trying to land him, see?”


  Tommy looked interested but wary. He required to be shown.


  “Did they tell you at the office who I was?” asked Jack.


  “No more than your name was Robinson.”


  “Did you ever hear of John Farrow Norman?”


  “The poor boy that came in for a hundred million! You bet!”


  “Well, I work for him. I’m his secretary.”


  A noiseless whistle escaped through Tommy’s lips. But he still looked a little incredulous.


  “You can find that out at the office on your way out,” suggested Jack.


  Tommy looked impressed by this evidence of good faith. “Say, boss, can I see him himself—Norman I mean?”


  “He’s out of town today. But you’ll see him all the time if you work for me.”


  Tommy was melting fast. “On the level, do you want me to work for you?”


  “Surest thing you know!”


  “What doing?”


  “Oh, just a little detective work,” said Jack carelessly.


  Tommy was won. “Oh-h! Detective work! That’s my specialty!”


  “The man who sent that package to the Bienvenu Hotel is trying to blackmail Mr. Norman,” said Jack. “We’ve got to catch him with the goods.”


  Tommy nodded sagely.


  “See if you can’t remember what he looked like. Was he a middle-aged man, short and thickset, well-dressed, but not sporty, heavy white moustache, and little chin whisker?”


  “Sure!” cried Tommy. “That’s the very guy! I remember now.”


  “Well, give me some further particulars then,” said Jack to test him.


  Tommy considered. “His hair was brushed in a funny way, sticking out like, in front of his ears.”


  “That’s our man!” said Jack. “Has he ever been in your office before?”


  “Yes, once in a while. He’s a guy you’d remember. Gives big tips.”


  “When you couldn’t deliver that package at the Bienvenu what did you do with it?”


  “Handed it in at the office again.”


  “Then what happened to it?”


  “It’s there yet. They couldn’t return it to sender because he didn’t leave no address.”


  “You’re sure he hasn’t been after it himself?”


  “Not up to the time I left. Us boys watches for that guy.”


  “Thought you said you couldn’t remember him.”


  “Well, I didn’t know which side was on the square then,” said Tommy unabashed.


  “Good! I’m sure he will come after it, and I want you to go back to the office and watch for him. When he does come in, see if you’re clever enough to trail him back to his home or his office, or wherever it is he goes, see?”


  “How can I sneak out without orders from the desk?” objected Tommy. “And supposin’ I’m out on another call when he comes in?”


  “You can leave that to me,” said Jack. “From now on you’re working for me, and you won’t take any other calls, see? I’ll have an order sent through from the head office to your branch. But mind you, not a word to any of the other kids!”


  “That’s all right, boss,” said the diminutive sleuth with dignity. “I know a thing or two about this biz. I can easy stall off those pore fish down there.”


  “Here’s something on account,” said Jack offering him a dollar bill. “As to your final payment I’ll just say this: if you and I pull this off together, I’ll offer you a permanent job with Mr. Norman.”


  “Me workin’ for Norman himself! Gee!” said Tommy.


  Chapter 30


  A few hours later the bridal couple turned up at the Madagascar. Miriam was beautiful and beautifully dressed, but feeling sure of her position now, she made no attempt to curb her arrogance. She believed that she owned the Madagascar and acted accordingly. The hotel servants cringed—and detested her. Bobo was correspondingly depressed and anxious- looking.


  Their unannounced arrival hardly surprised Jack. He was in expectation of a call for funds.


  Miriam immediately demanded to be shown through the suite. “So that I can choose which rooms I will


  take.”


  Jack, amused by the comedy, accompanied her and Bobo on the tour of inspection. Jack’s room, the next room but one to the Dutch room, seemed to please her most. Perhaps it was because she knew it was Jack’s room.


  “I’ll take this for my bedroom,” she said, “but the furniture is ghastly. It will have to be completely done over. Bobo’s room shall be my boudoir.”


  Bobo glanced anxiously at Jack. “You can have my room of course,” he said quickly. “But this is Jack’s room.”


  It seemed as if she had just been lying in wait for him to say something like this. She whirled on him. “Well, and am I supposed to give way to your secretary? If you’re willing to give up the best rooms to the servants I’m not!”


  “Miriam is right,” said Jack. “I’ll move into the two little rooms at the back; Silas Gyde’s old suite.”


  “Hereafter please address me as Mrs. Norman,’* said Miriam haughtily.


  “Certainly, Mrs. Norman,” said Jack demurely. To himself he added: “Oh, lady, lady, it’s a shame to let you in so bad! When the truth comes out the shock will surely kill you!”


  “And while we are away,” added Miriam, “go to a first class decorator, and arrange to have my two rooms done. I will have the boudoir hung in pale yellow silk brocade, and the bedroom in a softer material, pink. Samples can be sent me.”


  Jack bowed. “You’re going away again?” he asked politely.


  “Oh, yes, Bobo just came in to get some money.”


  Bobo bent an imploring glance on him.


  Jack had his things carried into the back rooms, and put all in order there.


  “Thank God! I can escape the sound of her voice!” he said to himself. “Where, oh where is that sweet murmur with which she used to woo us! Bobo’s awakening has come even sooner than I expected. She might have given him a few days’ run for his money. What a story this will make to tell Kate later. But the poor fat kid is in such a deuce of a hole it really spoils the comedy!”


  Presently Bobo applied at the door of Jack’s sitting-room with a pitiful hang-dog air.


  “Come in!” said Jack cheerfully.


  Bobo shambled in, and flung himself in a chair.


  “Don’t bawl me out!” he said beseechingly. “I’m just about all in!”


  “I’m not going to say much,” returned Jack. “But I’m only human. You can’t expect me to keep my mouth shut altogether.”


  “I wish I were dead!” said Bobo.


  “Cheer up, the worst is yet to come! There’s good comedy in it, I assure you. I’ll give you a piece of good advice if you like.”


  “What is it?”


  “Well, when a wife takes that highty-tighty tone towards her husband they say there’s only one remedy.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Corporal punishment,” said Jack, grinning.


  “Eh?” said Bobo, staring.


  “I believe the English law allows a man a rod no thicker than his thumb for the purpose of maintaining domestic discipline.”


  Bobo refused to see the joke. He sat in silence with his chin on his breast.


  “I suppose you’re waiting for money,” said Jack.


  Bobo nodded.


  “I don’t want to rub it in, but I’m curious to know if you appreciate the colossal cheek of your coming to me for money after what has happened?”


  Bobo nodded again. “What else. could I do?”


  “I shouldn’t be surprised if part of it was actually for the purpose of settling with the man who helped you to disobey my orders.”


  “Miriam fixed that up by wireless.”


  “Then I might suggest that it’s up to her to settle with the man. You told me Miriam was well-fixed, you know.”


  “Something has happened,” said Bobo. “We went to the Bienvenu before coming here. Someone called her up there. She wouldn’t let me hear what she said. She was sore afterwards. Seems her income is cut off or something.”


  “That’s not hard to guess,” said Jack. “The old man told her that now she’s got you, she can afford to dispense with his weekly contribution.”


  “Do you really think she’s in his pay?”


  “Oh, let’s don’t go into that again.”


  “Good Lord! What will become of me!” groaned Bobo. “I’ve got to show her the color of my money, or she’ll worm the truth out of me!”


  “You’ll never tell her the truth. She’d kill you.”


  “She’ll guess the truth, if I don’t keep her supplied!”


  “You should have thought of that yesterday.”


  “Don’t be so hard on me!” whined Bobo. “What’s the money to you!”


  Jack felt slightly disgusted. “I’m going to keep you supplied,” he said, “within reason. But you’ll have to keep that young lady inside the limits that I set. I’ve no intention of maintaining her like the Queen of Sheba. Tell her your money’s in the hands of trustees. Tell her anything you like.”


  “How much?” said Bobo anxiously.


  “Five thousand for the honeymoon. After that a thousand weekly. Not another cent.”


  “I’ve got to have the limousine,” whined Bobo.


  Jack’s lip curled. “You’re not exactly in a position to make demands. However, you can have the car. It’s no good to me.”


  Bobo commenced to stammer his thanks.


  “Cut it out!” said Jack. “I’m only doing it, because it happens to suit my plans. You have disobeyed my orders, and forfeited all claims on me. I reserve the right of course, to show you up whenever it suits me.”


  Bobo lived in the present. Seeing his immediate needs relieved, he refused to consider the unpleasant future. His eye brightened as Jack went to write him a check.


  Chapter 31


  This was the night of the weekly meeting of the Friends of Freedom, Barbarossa’s circle, of which Jack was now a full member. On his way to the meeting-place he stopped in at Harmon Evers’ place according to custom, to be metamorphosed from Jack Robinson into Henry Cassels, the wild-haired young anarchist.


  Jack enjoyed these visits to the wig-maker. Evers was an original. His philosophy never failed him—nor his common-sense. He was so conspicuous for the latter quality that Jack more than once had been tempted to confide in him fully, with the idea of profiting by his advice. It was only the general rule he had laid down for himself, not to tell a soul of his affairs, that had restrained him. As it was, he and Evers had talked over the situation in hypothetical terms. Evers never allowed himself to betray a vulgar curiosity.


  Evers’ wit and wisdom were usually expressed in terms of hair. His special knowledge was astonishing. He could tell you offhand the style of hairdressing favored by a great man at any stage of his career, and drew ingenious parallels between his hair and his policy. Napoleon’s downfall he ascribed to the atrophy of his follicles.


  As it was after shop-hours the work was done in Evers’ apartment up-stairs, a model of neatness and comfort. Clearly Mrs. Evers’ past triumphs on the boards had not unfitted her for the soberer business of housekeeping. Though they showed every evidence of being well-to-do they kept no servant.


  “So tonight is lodge-night,” said Evers facetiously, as he worked over Jack’s hair. “Odd isn’t it, how grown men love to club together and surround themselves with all manner of solemn nonsense. The original lodges were in the African jungle. The high officers in secret societies are nearly always bald. Yet hair plays a large part in many rituals. Consider the goat!”


  “This is not exactly a lodge that I belong to,” said Jack.


  “I understand,” said Evers. “That was just my little joke. I guess the risks you take my young friend, and I admire your courage. You have the hair of a brave man. I am always delighted when you return to me in safety to have the make-up removed. It is a valuable work you are engaged on, too. These people are the weeds of our fertile soil; they should be rooted up.”


  “As to rooting them up I leave that to the police,” said Jack carelessly. “I have a special object in view. There are worse things in the world than a lot of spouting anarchists.”


  “What could be worse?”


  “Well, murder as a business proposition.”


  “Good Heavens! Can such things be possible!”


  


  The meeting-place of the Friends of Freedom was very ingeniously contrived. You entered by the front door of a big double-decker tenement on Orchard street. So many people came and went by this door, that the arrival of the Reds singly and in couples was entirely unnoticed. You passed through the hall of the double-decker into a narrow paved court where a smaller rear tenement faced you.


  Entering the latter building, you gave the password at a door on the left of the hall, and assembled with your fellow-members in a large bare room. But this was not the meeting-place. When all were present, and the scrutineers were satisfied that all had a right to be present, the hall door was locked, a trap in the floor was lifted, and all present silently descended into the cellar. The last man let the trap fall behind him.


  Though damp and moldy-smelling, the place was otherwise admirably fitted for its purpose. The walls were of thick rough stone without any openings. A special ceiling had been constructed to keep sounds from rising. In such a vault the speakers could shout themselves hoarse without any danger of giving anything away to the outside world. It is no easy task to find a safe meeting-place for anarchists. In this case the landlord was a member of the circle.


  There was another stairway at the rear by which Barbarossa alone was privileged to enter. Jack understood that this stair led to a room in an adjoining house, whence you could gain the next street. It provided a means of escape in case of a surprise from the police.


  It was a wild-looking crowd that gathered in the cellar. They specialized in original hirsute effects. Evers the wig-maker could have obtained many new ideas there. But Jack had not attended many meetings before he began to suspect that their wildness did not extend much further than hair. They were noisy, but not particularly dangerous. They seemed to Jack like a parcel of children making believe to be enemies of society. Some of the younger men spoke with a genuine fire, but they were generally squelched by their elders. These elders stood as pat on their formulas as an old guard Republican on his.


  This was particularly true of Barbarossa their leader. Anarchy was Barbarossa’s meal-ticket, and he worked it for all there was in it. Barbarossa’s superb red beard and flaming aureole of hair were his principal stock in trade. He made a magnificent passionate figure on the rostrum. Every word he uttered was received as gospel, for loyalty to him had become a tradition. But to Jack who came to the meetings with a cool brain, Barbarossa’s eloquence seemed a pumped-up affair.


  Tonight the proceedings were held up for ten minutes by the tardy arrival of a member Jack had not seen before, who had sent word in advance of his coming. This was an important man, Jack was told, too busy to attend every meeting. He proved to be a man in his forties, somewhat corpulent, with smooth jetty black hair and small moustache and the clear, pallid skin that goes with such hair. Unlike the others he affected the neat style of a business man. He was addressed as Comrade Wilde.


  Jack apprehended a new quality in this man, a more dangerous quality than in any of the others. He watched him closely. Unfortunately the place was none too well lighted. Comrade Wilde held whispered conferences with different members, but took no part in the speechmaking.


  Barbarossa harangued the gathering in fiery style on the subject of the iniquities of the Federal Reserve Banking system. Comrade Rado then arose and proposed that the New York branch be blown up as a protest. Barbarossa rebuked him for making such a suggestion in open meeting. It appeared there was a committee to act on such matters. Somebody said something about a “Star Chamber” and a violent dispute was engendered. It was thus at every meeting. Jack suspected Barbarossa of purposely throwing the meeting into disorder. Acts of violence threatened his livelihood. Comrade Wilde listened to the uproar with an ill-disguised sneer.


  It was stilled by the speech of Comrade Berg, a mere slip of a youth whom Jack had not noticed before. He rose with trembling hands and ecstatic eyes, and spoke in a voice of soft intensity. His subject was the necessity of purifying themselves for the great sacrifice. The words were not extraordinary; it was the self-forgetfulness, the strange half-insane passion of the speaker that quieted the noisy, ordinary crowd.


  “Hello!” thought Jack. “This is the real thing! This will bear watching.” Out of the comer of his eyes he observed that Comrade Wilde was likewise attending sharply to the youth.


  His speech bore no relation to what had gone before. He had reached such a state of exaltation as to be unaware of what was going on around him.


  “We must give up father, mother, dear ones, friends; we must learn to do without love and affection ; we must cast out all that makes life sweet to live, so that when the time comes to leave it there may be no unmanly hanging back. We must eat and drink no more than enough to keep life in the body. The world will never be saved by guzzlers. Gross eating obscures the finer spirit of man. In abstemiousness and solitude the true inspiration comes.


  “I am young. I have no right to tell men older in the Cause what to do. I am speaking for myself only. I lived alone until the message came to me. I am ready now to give all. When you want an instrument I ask you to use me first.”


  Barbarossa had been growing more and more uneasy. He now interrupted the youth. “One moment, Comrade. You are out of order. There is some unfinished business from the last meeting. Afterwards we will be glad to hear you. The question that was held over to be put to the vote at this meeting is: Shall we take political action at the next election.”


  This was a favorite subject of controversy, and the meeting was instantly convulsed again. Berg sat down dazed. He was not allowed to speak again.


  “Poor young devil!” thought Jack. “Looks hall starved. I’ll ask him out to supper.”


  When they were completely talked out the meeting broke up. The comrades mounted the stairs in amity, all controversies forgotten. With their bosoms relieved of much perilous stuff, they yawned comfortably and began to think of supper.


  Jack attached himself to young Berg as they gained the street. “Say, that was a great speech,” he said by way of ingratiating himself.


  The youth pushed the lank hair out of his eyes and looked at Jack wildly. The light of incipient madness was in his eyes.


  “Poor devil! Poor devil!” thought Jack. The sight hurt him. Aloud he said: “Let’s go and have a bite of supper.”


  Berg shook his head.


  “Oh, come on!” said Jack thrusting his arm through the other youth’s.


  The tone of genuine friendliness must have reached the cold breast. Berg gave in without further objection.


  They entered one of the big bakery-restaurants on Grand street, and ordered coffee and hamburgers. The smell of cooking brought a faint color into Berg’s livid cheeks, and his nostrils dilated.


  But the hamburgers were not destined to be eaten by them. When he had given the order Jack went into a booth to telephone Evers not to wait up for him, as he could lodge outside in his disguise and come in to change in the morning. Mrs. Evers took the message. When he came out of the booth Berg had left their table.


  “Where did my friend go?” Jack asked the waiter.


  “I dunno. Guy come in and spoke to him private, and he took his hat and went with him.”


  “What kind of looking guy?”


  “Fat. Real black hair, black moustache, pale face. Dressed neat. Derby and black Melton overcoat.”


  This was a good description of Comrade Wilde.


  “Oh, Damn!” muttered Jack.


  He put down the money for what he had ordered and left the place. He spent three hours wandering about the East Side, looking into such places as were still open, on the bare chance of running into his man. All in vain of course. Finally he sought out a cheap lodging and threw himself down exhausted. He was tormented by the sense of an impending disaster.


  Chapter 32


  In the morning Jack called up the Madagascar to see if there was any message for him. It appeared that someone had telephoned him several times since the night before. No name had been left, but the telephone number was given.


  The number suggested nothing to Jack. He called it, and a voice strange to him answered. He asked if there was anyone there who wished to speak to Mr. Robinson, and after a pause he heard another voice, a squeaky treble.


  “This Mr. Robinson? Gee! I thought I’d never get hold of you!”


  “Who is it?”


  “Whitcomb. You know.”


  “Whitcomb? I don’t know,” said Jack perplexed.


  “You know, your confidential agent that you gave orders to yesterday.”


  A light broke on Jack. “Sure!” he cried. **Didn’t recognize the name.”


  “Well you never know who may be tapping the wire.”


  “Very wise precaution. What is it, Tommy—I mean Whitcomb?”


  “I got a report to make.”


  “Fire away.”


  “Can’t tell you over the phone. It’s too important. Say, Mr. Robinson, I got what you sent me after all right.”


  “Good boy!’


  “Want me to come to the hotel?”


  Jack not knowing if Bobo and Miriam would be out of the way, said “No.” He considered a moment. “Meet me at Harmon Evers’ shop, number—East Twenty-Ninth street. In half an hour.”


  The half hour gave Jack time to get to Evers’ and change his make-up. It was not yet eight o’clock.


  Evers evinced a strong interest in Tommy when he arrived. “Comical little fellow, isn’t he?” he said. “That wiry, blonde hair betokens an enterprising character. These boys of the street learn to think for themselves early.”


  Tommy and Jack did not discuss their business of course, until they had left the shop. Outside Jack said:


  “Do you mean to say you have spotted the house where the old man lives?”


  “Not where he lives, but where he changes his clothes.”


  “Good man! Where is it?”


  “Forty-Eighth street, near Seventh avenue.”


  “We’ll go there,” said Jack, and looked up and down for a taxi-cab. “You can tell me the whole story on the way. We’ll stop at the Madagascar for a gun and a pair of handcuffs in case we meet our friend.”


  When they were seated in the cab Tommy began his story. “I was thinking over everything you told me, and it seemed to me I wouldn’t have a very good show to trail the old man by myself. Maybe he knew my face you see, and anyway the uniform was a giveaway. So I got my cousin to help me. He ain’t working now. He’s bigger’n me. We’re going partners in the detective business when we get the coin to open up an office.”


  “I described him the man I was after, and placed him acrost the street from the office, with instructions to follow me if I come up, and pick up the trail if I had to drop it.”


  “Well, about half past two yes’day, old man come into the office for his package all right. Soon as I see him I slides out and waits for him outside. Say he was cagy all right. He had a hunch he was being trailed. Dodged in one door of the Knickerbocker and out again by another. In the Forty-Second street building he tried to shake me by riding in different elevators, but I stuck to him all right. Me cousin was right there too, with his tongue hanging out.”


  “He took to the Subway next. Got on an up-town local at Grand Central. I got in the next car because I thought he might reco’nize me, but me cousin sits down right opposite him. Well after we left Times Square station he comes into my car, gives me a hard look, and sits down beside me. Say, me heart was going like a compressed air riveter.”


  “He says to me: ‘Don’t you work at 1118 Broadway?’ and I says: ‘Yes, sir.’ He says: ‘I guess you worked for me sometimes,’ and I looks at him hard and makes out to reco’nize him for the first, and says: ‘Yes, sir.’ He says: ‘You carried a little package for me up to the Hotel Beanvenoo yes’day.’ I says: ‘Yes, sir. The lady was out, so I brung it back.’”


  “‘Hm!’ says he, like that, and looks at me real hard for a minute, I guess. He’s got blue eyes that make holes in you like bay’nits. But he didn’t get any change offa me. Then he says real sudden-like: ‘Has anybody been trying to fix you?’ ‘Why no sir!’ I says with a baby stare. ‘I dunno what you mean.’”


  “‘Where you going now?’ says he. I hadda say somepin real quick. I says: ‘I gotta deliver a letter uptown.’ ‘Where?’ ‘Seventy-Second street.’ He says: ‘Let me see it.’ I says: ‘’Gainst the rules, boss.’ He laughs sneery like.”


  “By this time the train was pulling into Fiftieth. ‘Well I get out here’ he says, sticking me with those eyes again. And there he left me flat. What could I do. But I look and I see me cousin is hep, so I know all ain’t lost yet. As the train pulls out I see that kid foller him up the stairs.”


  “Well I chases home, and changes me clo’es. I puts on the toughest rig I got. Then I went down to Mis’ Harvest’s store and waited ’round. Mis’ Harvest keeps a little candy and stationery store under my house. Me cousin and me, we never plague her like the other kids does, and she lets us sort of stick around. We use her phone in our business. We had agreed if we got separated, the one who lost the trail was to go to Mis’ Harvest’s and wait for a call.”


  “Me cousin calls me up about four o’clock. He says the old man is sitting in the Knickerbocker bar, drinking and talking to a feller, and if I hustle maybe I can git there before he leaves. Well, I meets me cousin outside the door of the bar, and he says the old man is still inside. He patrols the Broadway side, and I takes the Forty-Second street entrance, and we meet sit the corner, and exchange signals.


  “Bye and bye old man comes out my cousin’s door, and the two of us take after him down Broadway. At Fortieth street, old man turns real sudden and grabs hold me cousin. There was a cop there. Old man says: ‘Officer, this boy has been follorin’ me all afternoon!’ Cop takes a grip on me cousin; say, maybe that kid wasn’t scared! Cop says: ‘What do you want to annoy this gen’leman for?’ but me cousin was mum as a dummy! Cop says: ‘Do you want to lay a complaint, sir?’ Old man says: ‘Haven’t time. Just warn him, and let him go.’ So the cop boots me cousin down the side street, and old man goes on down Broadway. But I was right there steppin’ on his heels. He never thought of looking at me in me old clothes.”


  “Well now he thought he was clear of us all, and he didn’t bother about coverin’ his tracks no more. He crosses Broadway, and comes back tutter side. He only made one stop. That was in a cigar store. He telephoned from the booth. Then he led me straight to the house on 48th near 7th, an old private house it was, that’s been turned into stores and offices. There was no elevator nor nothing.


  “I couldn’t foller him inside, so I waits acrost the street. He come out in half an hour. Say, I almost missed him then. He’s a rapid change artist for fair! Had a big trust on him now—”


  “Trust?” interrupted Jack.


  “You know, corporation, bow-window—” Tommy illustrated.


  “I see, go on.”


  “But he looked twenty years younger. Real black hair now, little black moustache, white face—like a dude Eyetalian. Had a neat derby on, and black overcoat.”


  “Good God!” cried Jack. “Comrade Wilde! You’re sure it was the same man.”


  “Certain sure! But it was a peach of a make-up. I wouldn’t of got on to it, only he didn’t walk like a fat man. He didn’t lean back far enough to balance his load if it was bona-fide.”


  “Pretty good!” said Jack. “I never thought of that.”


  “Well, I took after him again, but he give me the slip at Sixth Avenue. There was a car waiting for him there—big black limousine—”


  “I know it!” said Jack ruefully.


  “He hopped it, and went off downtown. There was a taxi there too, but the shover only laughed at me, when I wanted to hire him. By the time I satisfied him I had the price, the black car was out of sight.”


  “I went back to the house on Forty-eighth. There’s a lady’s hat store in the basement, and a beauty parlor on the first floor. Upstairs is mixed offices and unfurnished rooms. It’s one of those old style walk-up houses that you can go in and out of, without being noticed. I made out to be looking for a Mr. Webster. By asking round I found out the old man has the third floor rear. There’s no sign on the door nor nothing. The other tenants thinks it’s a traveler that just keeps his samples there. None of them don’t know him.”


  Chapter 33


  With a brief stop at the Madagascar for the purpose mentioned, Jack and his diminutive assistant were carried to the house on Forty-Eighth street. Tommy led the way to the third floor rear. Above the parlor floor no changes had been made in the old-fashioned residence, beyond letting a few panes of glass in the door panels to light the hall. But the door Tommy indicated was of the original solid wood. Jack knocked without receiving any answer. There was no sound of any movement within.


  Jack had made up his mind that the boldest way of entering would be the simplest. He therefore sent Tommy in search of a locksmith while he remained silently on guard in the hall. When the workman appeared Jack explained that he had inadvertently locked his keys in his room, and instructed him to pick the lock. When the man set to work, Jack privately dispatched Tommy down into the yard to keep an eye on the rear windows.


  Opening the door was no great task. Jack looked inside with a fast beating heart. His first general impression was of a simply furnished office. He dismissed the locksmith, and recalled Tommy by a signal from the window.


  The principal object in the room was an old-fashioned flat-topped desk so placed between the windows that the light would fall over the users shoulders. The desk was covered with papers, and the merest glance was enough to show Jack that he had here the conclusive evidence that he had been so long in search of. He decided to call in official help now. There was a telephone on the desk, but he hesitated trusting his secret to it. Instead, he wrote a note to the Deputy Commissioner, asking for two plain clothes men to be sent him at once. This he entrusted to Tommy, instructing him to take a taxicab to police headquarters.


  The door was fitted with a spring lock of the usual pattern. It had not been injured, and when the door closed it locked itself. As soon as he was left alone Jack set about making a careful examination of the place. He figured that should the owner return, the sound of the key in the lock would give him sufficient warning. He laid his automatic ready to his hand on the desk. He was careful to make no sound that would warn anyone who might stop to listen at the door before entering.


  First he took a general survey. The two windows of the room looked out on an array of back yards and on the rear of a long row of similar buildings in the next street. One of the windows opened on a fire escape. At one’s right as one faced the windows was an old-fashioned fireplace: across the room were two doors, the lower giving on the stair hall, the upper presumably on the hall room adjoining. The latter door was screwed to its frame.


  At the other end of the room from the windows was a large closet. Jack, fearful of being trapped by the return of the owner merely looked in here. It was set out with a bureau and mirror, and from pegs around the walls depended an extraordinary assortment of clothes. Jack saw that there was a complete separate outfit on each peg; fine clothes and mean, native and foreign; a policeman’s uniform, and a complete turnout for a woman. Above the pegs a shelf ran around, and over each peg was a box which presumably contained the smaller articles to complete each make-up.


  Interesting as was this exhibit, the papers in connection with the desk quickly drew Jack away from it. Behind the desk there was an object which whetted his curiosity to the highest degree. This was an oaken cabinet with drawers of the kind that are used to contain modern card index systems. Jack eagerly pulled out the top drawer.


  Inside was a set of large cards, each headed by a name in the usual manner, and with various particulars as to that individual entered beneath. As the scheme became clear to him Jack’s heart beat fast. He could scarcely credit the evidence of his senses. It appeared that he held in his hands a complete record of the operations of “Mr. B.” What strange freak of vanity could have led the criminal to collect such a mass of damning evidence!


  Here was one card chosen at random.


  


  BLAKELY, CHARLES EVANS


  Office: Blakely Bros. & Co., 47 Wall St.


  Town house: No. 9 East—St. (Dec. 1st to May 1st.)


  Country home: Scarborough-on-Hudson. (Goes up week-ends all year.)


  Income: $200,000. (Principally stocks and bonds.)


  Personal description: 41 years old; short, fat all over, bald, rosy; known as “Kewpie Blakely.” Brown hair and eyes. Wears large, square-cut emerald on left hand pinky. Agent C.D. reports: Blakely is one of the bon vivants of the Millionaires’ Club, a jolly, open-handed, good-natured fellow, enormously popular. Is a well- known collector of Persian faience. Is happily married and has four children, but is reputed to be somewhat gay. N.B. Reports from female agents do not bear this out. Q. reports Blakely employs a body-guard to ride beside him in his car. Says Blakely never walks in the street. Has a watchman in the corridors of his house at night.


  


  On the other side of the card was a series of chronological entries, some of which were obscure, though the main story was clear enough.


  April 17th 19 – Sent form AA.


  18th Instructed Anderson to follow up.


  19th Anderson reports nothing doing.


  23rd Sent form AB.


  25th Anderson reports his solicitor thrown out of Blakely’s office.


  26th Instructed Anderson let B. alone for present. Sent G.M. to Mrs. Cleaver’s with orders to get next to Blakely.


  May 3rd G.M. reports nothing doing. Blakely’s in love with his wife.


  4th Tried a man instead. Instructed J.L. to win Blakely’s friendship through his love of art.


  June 9th J.L. reports success. Is on intimate footing with Blakely. Sent J.L. capsule with instructions for administering.


  15th J.L. reports success. Blakely apparently very ill.


  16th Wrote Blakely that he had been poisoned, and next time he’d get a fatal dose.


  17th Blakely sent his secretary to Eureka Agency to subscribe.


  


  The story told by this card was typical. Some of the victims had required more pressure; some had given in easier. Some had fallen behind in their payments, and had required to be “persuaded” anew. Two of the cards Jack turned over, those of Ames Benton and Silas Gyde, were significantly underlined: “Account closed.” Jack shuddered.


  From the card index he turned to the litter of papers on the desk. On top lay a typewritten communication which bore neither address nor signature, but from the contents was unmistakably to be identified as a report from one of “Mr. B’s” agents. It read as follows:


  “I cannot give you any definite data as to X’s movements around his country place, because his habits are very irregular. He comes out from town sometimes by motor, sometimes by train, and at any hour. Sometimes he stays up in the country for several days at a time, transacting his business over a private telephone wire.


  “I understand he laughs at the idea of danger to himself, and is averse to taking any special precautions. I have learned though, that Mrs. X on her own responsibility has engaged guards to patrol their place very thoroughly. It is well known that the Green Hollow Club where he plays golf has long been guarded by a small army under the guise of ‘gardeners,’ ‘green-keepers,’ etc.


  “I have not been able to win the confidence of any of the servants in the country. They’re a crabby lot. It seems Mrs. X has taken them into her confidence regarding a ‘danger threatening their master’ and they’re all making a great brag of their loyalty, etc. I don’t think anything can be successfully pulled off up there.


  “But here’s a plan. Mr. X sleeps in his town house whenever he is detained late in town. The house is closed of course, and is under the care of two old servants, Tom Monahan and his wife. I learned that Tom was a member of the—district Democratic Club, and I scraped acquaintance with him there. We are now good friends. I have the entree to the X house (when the master is not there) and can describe it to you fully.


  “Yesterday I was sitting in the kitchen with the Monahans, when I noticed that the house in the next street which backs up against the X house is in the hands of painters and decorators. That gave me my idea. It would be useless to try to enter the X house from the front. Monahan has orders not to admit any one whatsoever while Mr. X is there. But there is a door from the kitchen into the back yard which is never locked except at night. I suppose they think that the high board fence around the yard is sufficient protection.


  “When X spends the night in town, Mrs. Monahan cooks his breakfast for him, and at half past nine (she is very methodical) carries it up to the dining-room and puts it on the steam table. She does not call her master. He comes down when he is ready. Another thing, Mrs. Monahan does not allow her husband in the kitchen while she is cooking. At this hour he will be in the servants hall in the front of the basement, reading the paper.


  “Here’s my plan. Let your man go to the house where the painters are at work—it is No.—East 65th Street, and let him ask the boss painter for a job. The painters are working on the fourth and fifth floors now. He’ll be turned down of course, or referred to the office. Now when he comes downstairs instead of leaving the house, let him go into the dining-room to get the lay of things. The dining-room is the first floor rear. The windows overlook the kitchen and dining-room of the X house.


  “When he sees Mrs. Monahan go up to the dining-room with X’s breakfast, let him slip down-stairs and out through the yard of the vacant house. He will have a good five minutes or more while Mrs. M is arranging the things, etc. He will find plenty of ladders. Let him plant a short ladder against the back fence and drop into the X’s yard. He cannot be seen from the X house unless Mrs. M just happens to be at the dining-room window, which is very unlikely.


  “I will enclose a little plan of the X house. Your man enters from the yard by door A, crosses kitchen and goes out by door Z into passage; opens door C into housemaid’s closet, where he conceals himself until Mrs. M returns to kitchen. He then goes up the stairs D which brings him to the pantry above. There is a swing door into the dining-room. In front of this door is a tall leather screen. If he waits behind this screen until X gets fairly inside the room, he will be between him and the only exit. If X is already in the room he will have him dead to rights.


  “After the accident the chances of your man making a getaway are slim. The entrance hall to the house lies just in front of the dining-room. There are two stairs from the basement. If Monahan runs up through the pantry your man may get out by the front door, if he can open it in time, but if M comes up the front stairs he will meet him in the hall. However, I understood from you that the matter of the getaway was not of the first importance.


  “P.S. I have opened this to add that I have just learned X is booked to speak at the A.B.A. dinner at the Astor on Tuesday night. He will stay in town. If you think my plan is good enough you’ll have to pull the trick Wednesday morning. The next time X stays in town the painters in the vacant house will be finished.”


  Jack sat scowling at this document. Another ghastly assassination scheduled! His skin crawled with horror.


  How to discover the identity of the victim and warn him in time was the problem. It was planned for


  Wednesday morning. Suddenly Jack sprang to his feet electrified. This was Wednesday morning. And it must be about nine-thirty now! He pulled out his watch with trembling fingers. The hands pointed to twenty minutes past nine. He had ten minutes! And he had yet to find out whom they planned to kill!


  He searched frantically Among the other papers on the desk for a possible clue. He uncovered a card which had been removed from the index temporarily. A glance at it was sufficient.


  DELAMARE, WALTER de COURCY.


  Of course! Delamare had threatened to defy the blackmailers! Delamare’s house was on the North side of East Sixty-fourth Street: Delamare had been the principal speaker at the bankers’ dinner the night before: Jack thought of the man’s fine courage, his humanity, his humor, his unfailing kindness to himself, and turned sick with horror.


  “I have not time!” he groaned.


  He fell on the telephone book. Delamare’s address was not listed there. Like many a prominent man he did not care to subject his home to the annoyance of calls from cranks and strangers. It is useless to ask Information for such numbers. Jack tried the bank but it was before the opening hour and he could get; no answer. Meanwhile the precious moments were slipping.


  He snatched up his hat, and ran out of the room careless if all his work was destroyed, so he might save his friend. He had to run half a block before he met a taxicab. That took him swiftly enough to Delamare’s house. The inexpressive blind windows told him nothing of what was happening within. It was exactly nine-thirty when he rang the bell. He prayed that Delamare might oversleep to-day.


  The door was opened by a middle-aged caretaker, with a somewhat forbidding look, evidently Monahan.


  “I must see Mr. Delamare at once!” said Jack breathlessly.


  “Not at home. You’ll have to go to his office,” was the stolid response.


  Jack could stand no more. “Good God, man! His life Is threatened. I must warn him!”


  Monahan was sure then that he had a crank to deal with. He barred the way with his great bulk. “Take yourself off!” he growled. “Or I’ll call the police.”


  Jack almost despaired. “Shut the door and leave me here if you want,” he said, “but for God’s sake go to your master quickly. Keep him out of the dining-room until you search it. There’s a murderer hidden there!”


  Monahan’s mind moved slowly. He stood staring at Jack full of sullen suspicion.


  “Go! Go!” cried Jack.


  A shot rang out in the house, seemingly right behind Monahan.


  “Too late!” cried Jack.


  The sound of the shot galvanized the heavy-witted one into action. Turning, he ran from the door, leaving it open. Jack followed him. The dining-room as he already knew adjoined the hall. As Monahan opened the door there was flashed on Jack’s brain the picture of a man standing with a gun in his hand, and another lying face down on the floor.


  “Seize him!” he cried instinctively.


  But at the sound of their coming, the erect man turned, and Jack saw that it was Delamare with face pale but composed.


  “Oh, you’re all right! Thank God!” cried Jack.


  The suddenness of the reaction almost unmanned him.


  He had to support himself against the door frame.


  “You, Robinson?” said Delamare in a low steady voice. “Were you warned of this?”


  “Just ten minutes ago. I came as quickly as I could.”


  “Do you know him?” asked Delamare pointing to the figure on the floor.


  “I think so. Turn him over.”


  Monahan obeyed, and as Jack had expected, he saw the livid, drawn face of the half mad youth he had tried to befriend. The eyes were closed.


  Jack nodded. “His name is Berg. Is he dead?”


  Delamare shook his head smiling. “Not much. Stunned only. I cracked him on the head with his own gun. He had no strength.”


  A wave of compassion swept over Jack. “Poor devil! Poor devil!” he murmured. “He isn’t the real criminal!”


  “I expect not,” said Delamare.


  Jack suddenly became aware of a dark stain spreading on Delamare’s coat sleeve above the elbow.


  “You’re wounded!” he cried.


  “Nothing serious. A flesh wound. I can move my arm freely.”


  “You must have a doctor.”


  “All right. Monahan, telephone for Doctor McArdle. Then for the police.”


  By this time Berg’s eyes were open. He was muttering incoherently, and rolling his head from side to side on the floor. As Monahan was leaving the room, Jack was struck by an idea.


  “Wait a minute!” he said. To Delamare: “If I might make a suggestion?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Couldn’t we keep this affair to ourselves for the present?”


  “Certainly, if it will further your plans.”


  “This young fellow is mad—or the next thing to it. If we could put him in the hands of a good brain specialist, and have his senses restored by proper treatment, he might make an invaluable witness against the man we really want.”


  “Good!” said Delamare. “We’ll call Doctor Watkins Kent. Monahan, never mind the police. First call Doctor McArdle, and say I have had a slight accident. Say no more than that. Then call Doctor Watkins Kent. Say that Mr. Delamare presents his compliments, and wants to know if he can make it convenient to come to his house at once on a matter of importance.”


  Chapter 34


  Jack, remembering the critical stage at which he had left matters in Forty-Eighth street, did not wait for the doctors, but left Berg in Mr. Delamare’s care, and hastened back. He found that Tommy and the two plainclothes men had arrived in the meantime, but finding him gone, they were hanging around outside the door of the room, at a loss what to do.


  This time they broke in the door without ado. At his first glance inside Jack saw that the room had been visited. Though he had been away but little more than half an hour, a clean sweep had been made of the cards and papers. A still smoldering fire in the grate showed the manner of their disposal. The window on the fire escape was open.


  “He was inside when you got here!” cried Jack. “He heard you outside. Now he’s given us the slip again. Why didn’t you watch the back windows!”


  The city detectives looked distinctly aggrieved. The spokesman for the pair said: “How did we know what your game was?”


  “You knew!” said Jack to Tommy.


  Tommy hung his head. “When I came back, and found you gone, I didn’t know rightly what to do,” he muttered.


  Jack saw that it was really nobody’s fault. “Oh, well, we’ll have to try again,” he said.


  “You should have called on us sooner,*’ said the principal detective condescendingly.


  “Sorry, I didn’t,” said Jack dryly.


  The other missed the note of irony. “Well, lay out your case to us now, and we’ll give you some experienced advice.”


  Somehow the manner of this well-meaning gentleman did not inspire Jack with overmuch confidence as to his perspicacity. Moreover, since his man and his evidence were both gone, he saw nothing to be gained by consulting the police.


  “I’m not quite ready to do that,*’ he said good-naturedly. “Sorry to have troubled you for nothing.”


  The two detectives exchanged a look of scorn.


  “These amateurs think they know it all!” it said. Only the fact that they knew Jack was a great man’s secretary, and therefore a person to be propitiated, restrained them from audible comment.


  However, when they found that Jack was disposed to reward them liberally, they changed their opinion of him. Ten dollar bills are wonderful sweeteners.


  “How about me?” asked Tommy anxiously.


  “Back to the mines,” said Jack. “In other words, 1187 Broadway.”


  Tommy’s face fell piteously.


  “Mind you,” said Jack quickly. “I’m not blaming you for our failure. You did wonderful work. I’ll send for you when the trail gets hot again.”


  He likewise presented Tommy with a green testimonial of his appreciation.


  Before any of them got out of the room the telephone bell most surprisingly rang. They all stopped and stared at the instrument as if they expected an apparition to issue from the mouthpiece.


  “Wait!” said Jack. “Perhaps there’s something here.”


  He took down the receiver. “Hello,” he said ingratiatingly.


  The reply came in a tone no less dulcet: “How do you do, Mr. Robinson.”


  Jack almost dropped the receiver. “Why– what—who –” he stammered.


  He heard a light laugh on the wire. “You are surprised. But I was sure I would find you there.”


  “Who is this?” asked Jack sparring for time—he knew very well.


  “Need you ask?” replied the mocking voice. “This is the owner of the desk at which you are now seated.”


  Jack said to himself, “Mustn’t let him think he’s putting it over you!” He answered in the same mocking tone. “How do you do. So glad you called me up.”


  Clapping a hand over the transmitter, he whispered swiftly to the leading detective: “This is the man. Trace the call back. If he’s anywhere near, get him. I’ll keep him talking.”


  The detective took a note of the number on the transmitter, and ran out followed by Tommy.


  Meanwhile the voice on the wire was saying: “Sorry I was out when you called.”


  “Very glad to wait until you can get back,” said Jack.


  “That’s nice of you. But I’m mighty sorry, I’ve been called out of town.”


  As on a former occasion Jack’s recollection was vaguely stirred by something familiar in the man’s voice. He supposed that this was the man who had appeared as Comrade Wilde the night before, but as Wilde had not spoken aloud within Jack’s hearing, it must have been on some other occasion he had heard this voice. But he could not place it.


  When the exchange of ironical civilities began to pall, Jack asked politely: “What can I do for you Mr. B.?”


  “I just wanted a little chat with you. I wanted to congratulate you on your game.”


  “Thanks!”


  “It’s been a mighty interesting game that you and I have been playing the last few weeks; a sort of chess game with human pawns, eh?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Well, you’ve won. You have checkmated me.”


  “Do you mind telling me what you mean by that exactly?”


  “I have quit. Burned my records as you see; closed up Anderson and the other agencies; paid off and called in all my operatives.”


  “Going to retire on your winnings, eh?”


  “Quite so,” was the calm reply. “But do me the credit of believing that it was not the money I was playing for, but the joy of the game. It was a great game! For three years I have pitted myself single-handed against the combined wealth of this country. I have taken my toll of the millionaires, and not all the power that wealth commands was able to stop me!”


  “True enough,” said Jack grimly. “I could admire you myself, if you had only left murder out of your calculations.”


  The man at the other end of the wire chose to ignore the ugly word. He resumed: “I’m counting on the fact that your head is strong enough not to be turned by what I’m telling you.”


  “I don’t quite get you there,” said Jack.


  “In other words you’re too good a man I hope, to be unduly puffed up by the fact that I salute you as the victor, and retire from the game. You will not be foolish enough to think that you have me altogether at your mercy.”


  “Oh, I hope I know a good player myself when I see one.”


  “Good! Then you will be content with your victory, which I assure you is no mean one for a man of your years. So long as you have stopped me you will not feel that it is necessary to your triumph to have me apprehended.”


  “Oh, I didn’t say that,” Jack answered quickly. “I should have to consider that carefully. I couldn’t promise anything offhand.”


  “Promise?” said the voice quickly, with a touch of pique. “I want no promise. It is nothing to me what you decide. I like you for your sportsmanlike qualities, and therefore I give you fair warning. It is for your own good that I suggest you go no further.”


  “Much obliged,” said Jack dryly, “I’ll consider it.”


  There was still pique in the voice. “Don’t get a swelled head, my young friend. It is fatal to clever youths. I’ve been playing with you the last few weeks. It amused me to see how near I could let you come to me, and still evade you. But if I wished to keep out of your way, you could never get within miles of me!”


  “Then why bother about the matter?”


  “Because I am tired of the chase. I’m going to settle down into a nice hum-drum life of respectability. I’m not going to put myself to the trouble of running away from you.”


  “And if I should still keep after you?”


  “I’d be awfully sorry,” drawled the voice, “but I should really have to put a quietus on you. I could, you know. I’ve had a dozen chances within the past ten days.”


  Jack had no reason to doubt the truth of the last statement. He shivered a little. After all, life was sweet.


  “I should hate to do it,” the voice went on, “you’re too good a sport.”


  “Much obliged,” put in Jack.


  “But I’d have no choice, really. I must have rest. My doctor orders it.”


  Jack smiled grimly at the thought of a crook threatened with nervous prostration as a result of overwork. These are rapid times that we live in! He cast about in his mind for the means to prolong the conversation.


  “How do I know you’re on the square?” he asked. “About quitting, I mean.”


  “Go see your friend Anderson tomorrow. You’ll find him closed up. Mail your employer’s check to the Eureka Protective Association. It will be returned to you by the post-office.”


  It seemed wise to Jack to appear to fall in with the other’s suggestions. “I appreciate your friendliness in warning me,” he said. “Do you mind if I ask you a question or two. Just natural, human curiosity, you know.”


  “Ask them and I’ll see.”


  “How did you know I had been here in your office when you came. I had disturbed nothing.”


  “Perhaps I was there myself at the time.”


  “Impossible! I made sure of that.”


  The laugh sounded again. “Nothing is impossible! Think it over!”


  “What first put you on to the fact that I was after you?”


  “Oh, you want to know too much,” was the laughing reply. “Answer me a question.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “What first made you suspect the Eureka Association?”


  “Mr. Gyde left his heir a statement of their dealings with him.”


  “Hm! I never thought of that possibility.”


  “Now answer my question.”


  “You’d like to keep me here, wouldn’t you, until you have time to trace this call back, and send a man to nab me. Sorry I can’t oblige. I’m at Grand Central and my train is leaving. Good-bye!”


  


  The detective had not sufficient time, of course, to get his man. Oddly enough the humorous “Mr. B” had told the truth as to where he was. The call had come from the Grand Central station.


  Chapter 35


  Locked in his own room, Jack went over and over that telephone conversation, regarding it from every angle, and seeking to establish a new plan of campaign upon his conclusions. He was inclined to believe that “Mr. B” was sincere in his intentions of quitting the game. His dealings with the man had shown him that like all really able liars he used as much of the truth as he could. At any rate he would soon know whether or not he had quit.


  But that “Mr. B” would now settle down to a life of respectability, Jack did not credit for a moment. It was all very well for him to talk about being “tired,” excitement gets into the blood and one finds one’s self unable to live without it. The thing was to figure out in advance what new direction his villainy would take.


  Looking at the matter in the whole, Jack could not be very much cast down. It was no small feat that he had accomplished in bringing this man to sue for a truce. For that’s what it was, let him make believe all he liked. He, Jack, had stopped him in mid-career, and Mr. B was no ordinary vulgar crook, but a really stupendous figure in his way. And Jack told himself if he could stop the man, he ought to be able to catch him.


  He had not the slightest intention of giving up the chase, of course. His adversary’s threats had the effect of stiffening his resolution. His present problem was, how to make “Mr. B” think that he had abandoned all measures against him, while he prepared a new surprise. Jack was well assured that he would be closely watched.


  Jack’s last remaining line of approach to the old man lay through Miriam. True, he had said over the wire that he had called in and paid off all his agents; but that this applied to Miriam, Jack doubted. Miriam would never be allowed to enjoy the pickings of so rich a goose as Bobo was supposed to be, alone. One way or another demands for money would be made. Surely he could find openings here.


  The one trump card that Jack still held was that “Mr. B” with all his astuteness still believed that Jack was an obscure and ambitious youth whose sole motive in this affair was to make a name for himself.


  Upon these two facts, the connection between Miriam and “Mr. B,” and the latter’s ignorance of his real identity, Jack built his new plan. It was inspired by the old maxim: “Give a thief rope enough and he will hang himself.” After several hours of hard thought, he had it roughed out, but one great difficulty remained to be solved. Supposing he dropped out of sight for awhile, how could he inform himself of what went on in his absence?


  After lunch Bobo called him up on the long distance. Bobo and Miriam were honeymooning at Rodney Farms, that exclusive and extremely expensive country resort.


  Bobo’s honeymoon was probably not of unalloyed joy. His voice was abjectly apologetic. “That you, Jack? How’s things?”


  The friendliness of Jack’s tone heartened the other. “I just called up to tell you we were coming back tomorrow for a day or so. Miriam wants to.”


  “That so?”


  “Yes, she fired her maid today, and has to get another.”


  “Yes?” said Jack with more attention. Something stirred in the back of his brain. “Has she got anybody in view?”


  “No, she’s going to Miss Staley’s Employment Bureau. Seems all the women up here get their maids from her. Why do you ask?”


  “Oh, nothing.”


  “It’s all right for us to come?”


  “Sure!”


  “Well, I didn’t want to take you by surprise.”


  “That’s all right. As it happens, I want to have a talk with you.”


  Bobo’s voice faltered. “Oh—! You’re not going to—You’re not going to—”


  “Not yet,” said Jack encouragingly. “In fact, I was thinking of loosening the purse strings a bit on certain conditions.”


  “Oh, if you would! She drives me nearly crazy with her questions, why I can’t get more money.”


  “Well, we’ll talk about it tomorrow—while Miriam is out.”


  Jack’s next move was to seek out Kate. To do this it was necessary to don the Pitman make-up, that he was heartily sick of now; he vowed it should be Mr. P.’s final appearance. He found her in her little sitting-room, and first he had to tell her of the exciting events of the morning, concluding with the astonishing telephone conversation. Her face blanched a little, when she heard of the threat.


  “Well, you are satisfied, aren’t you?” she asked in an offhand tone, “I mean if it’s true that he’s quit.”


  “Let him get away?” said Jack surprised. “Oh, Kate!”


  Kate hung her head blushing.


  “The point is, are you satisfied to have me stop?” Jack demanded. “You know what you said.”


  “I don’t think you ought to take unnecessary risks,” she murmured.


  This was sweet to Jack. In order to get more of it he made believe not to see her drift. “As to that,” he said carelessly, “the risk is no greater than it’s been right along.”


  She shook her head. “No, I feel he means what he says. It was a warning. He has a queer sense of fair play.”


  The enraptured Jack forgot Mr. B. and all else.


  “Kitty, do you realize what you’re saying!” he cried.


  “Do you mean you are satisfied I’ve done my job, and are willing to marry me now? You blessed darling! We could get a license this afternoon. We don’t need any further preparations, do we? Oh, what happiness!”


  “I wouldn’t marry you at an hour’s notice—or any man!” said Kate with an indignation, somewhat weakened by the consciousness of her inconsistency. “I need weeks to get ready in !”


  “Weeks!” echoed Jack with falling countenance.


  “Well, days, anyway.”


  “But will you, in a week?”


  “Will you give up the chase of this man? Turn your case over to the police now. After all it’s their business.”


  A reaction took place in Jack. “Oh, Kitty!” he said in distress. “How can I? All my life I’d feel as if I’d left my job half finished. I’d feel as if I’d been scared off. How could I respect myself? How could you respect me?”


  She snatched her hand out of his. At first he thought he had offended her, but presently he perceived that she was moved by quite a different feeling. She was ashamed. She lifted an humble glance to his.


  “You’re right,” she whispered. “It was just a moment of weakness. I wouldn’t have let you give it up really, when I had had time to think. How will you be able to respect me now?”


  He rapturously repossessed himself of her hand. “Kitty, you silly! Do you think I will be blaming you for loving me a little! How many times have I come to you ready to give up, and had you send me back into the fight again! This just equalizes things a little.” He smiled at her teasingly.” “You won’t be able to be so superior, that’s all!”


  She looked at him with an odd shy light in her eyes that he had not seen before. “You goose! If you knew!”


  “Let’s get married anyway,” he pleaded. “There’s no manner of sense in putting it off any longer.”


  She shook her head “No. We set a task for ourselves. Let’s accomplish it first.”


  “Well, tell me you love me, and I’ll be satisfied.”


  “You know it. You’ve always known it.”


  “But tell me in plain downright English.”


  She did.


  After an interval of divine foolishness, they came down to earth again, and Jack recollected his new plans.


  “I’ve got a difficult and disagreeable job for you,” said he.


  “What’s that?”


  “Did you ever hear of Miss Staley’s Employment Bureau?”


  “Certainly. It’s the best-known in town. All the fashionable women patronize it.”


  “Miriam’s going there tomorrow morning to engage a maid.”


  “Well?”


  “I want you to get the job.”


  “Good Heavens! Let me collect my wits! Lady’s maid, I!”


  “Look what I’ve been!”


  “Oh, it isn’t that I mind! But could I get away with it?”


  “Why not? She wants a maid to do for her, I suppose, what you ordinarily do for yourself.”


  “How will I land the job?”


  “Simply go there and register, and pay the fee, and turn down any other offers you may get. I guess they don’t get many applicants that could compete with you.”


  “Silly! There are references to be thought of.”


  “That’s easy. Mrs. Delamare will provide one, and get others if necessary.”


  “What is the object of my doing this?”


  “I’m going to drop out of sight for a while, and I must have somebody to keep me informed of what goes on in Bobo’s establishment while I’m away.”


  “Very well. I’ll do it.”


  The agreement was sealed.


  Jack spent the rest of the afternoon in arranging for the necessary references for Kate, in making certain inquiries at the steamship offices, and finally in looking up a friend of the old poverty-stricken days, one Stanley Larkin. He chose this friend because of a general resemblance they were said to bear each other.


  Larkin worked in the freight office of a railway. At the sight of Jack his eyes widened in amazement.


  “Good Lord! if it isn’t Jack—”


  “Robinson,” put in Jack quickly, “for the present.”


  Larkin was anything but slow. “Sure, Robinson! It certainly was decent of you to look me up in this hole.”


  “Look here,” said Jack, coming to the point at once, “what kind of a job have you got here?”


  “Rotten!”


  “Is there any reason why you shouldn’t give it up for awhile?”


  “None whatever, if I could meet my board bill without it.”


  “Will you make a trip down to British Guiana for me?”


  “British Guiana! Am I dreaming?”


  “Not that you’d notice,” said Jack grinning. “Boat leaves Saturday. I’m going with you part way.”


  The young clerk balanced the stultifying monotony of life in a railway office against the lure of the tropics.


  His eyes became dreamy. “Will I go!” he said.


  “Only give me the chance! It’s like a fairy tale!”


  “Good!” said Jack. “Let’s have dinner together, and we’ll arrange everything. It will have to be some out of the way place because I have to take precautions against being followed. Say Pezzi’s on West Thirty-Fourth. I’ll meet you there at seven.”


  Chapter 36


  Bobo and the lovely Miriam arrived at the Madagascar next morning. Miriam promptly sallied forth to Miss Staley’s to pick a maid, giving Jack and Bobo an opportunity to have a long talk undisturbed.


  When Bobo learned that Jack’s new plans included unlimited funds for himself for the time being, he hastened to agree to everything. Jack rehearsed him carefully in the part he was to play. The principal danger was that Bobo in his enthusiasm might overdo it


  “For Heaven’s sake don’t look so smug and expectant,” said Jack, “or she’ll smell a rat before we begin!”


  Bobo, it should be mentioned, knew nothing of the part Kate was to play. Bobo had never seen Kate.


  Miriam returned successful from her quest, and so far as such a great lady might deign to her slaves, almost good-tempered.


  “Yes, I found a girl,” she said languidly. “Quite a superior creature. Her name is Mary Dean. She has worked for Mrs. Walter Delamare and Mrs. Willis Estabrook. She’ll be here with her things in time to dress me for dinner.”


  Mary Dean was the name chosen by Kate. “So far so good,” thought Jack.


  The three of them lunched together in the Dutch room of their suite. Bobo as the meal progressed, became visibly nervous, and scarcely did justice to the timbales of chicken and asparagus tips. Jack watching him, and fearful that Miriam might notice something, gave him the sign to open the comedy, though he had intended to wait until after the meal.


  “I want some more money,” said Bobo.


  “Huh!” said Miriam scornfully. “One would think it was his money you were asking for.”


  This put Bobo out a little; Jack hastened to give him the next cue. “But I’ve been sending you a thousand a week.”


  “What’s a thousand a week!” said Miriam. “Our bill at the Rodney Farms was half of that.”


  “Why didn’t you buy the place?” queried Jack sarcastically.


  “Is that for you to say?” demanded Miriam.


  “I’ve got to have more!!” shouted Bobo—according to previous instructions.


  “A thousand was all you said you wanted.”


  “That was before I married. I need more now.”


  “Yes, and a whole lot more!” put in Miriam.


  This was just what Jack wanted from her. He sought to irritate her still further by addressing himself pointedly to Bobo. “You said it was part of my job to save you from your own extravagance.”


  “You needn’t remind me of that now,” said Bobo. “The money’s mine, isn’t it?”


  “You put the management of it in my hands.”


  “Did he engage you as his nurse?” suggested Miriam.


  “You said I was not to give you any more no matter how hard you begged for it,” said Jack affecting a stubborn air.


  “Oh, for Heaven’s sake! This is ridiculous!” cried Miriam. “Are you compelled to go down on your knees to beg your own money?”


  “No, I’m not!” cried Bobo, banging the table. “I want money, and I want it quick!”


  Jack looked more stubborn than ever. “I’ll talk to you afterwards,” he said. “We can’t discuss business at meals.”


  “Look here, you’d better understand you’ll talk business whenever we want!” said Miriam.


  Jack frowned. Still addressing Bobo he said: “We got along all right till she began to butt in.”


  Miriam turned pale with anger. This, as Jack intended it to be, was an outrageous affront to the dignity she now affected.


  “Are you—going to—sit there—and let him insult me!” she stammered to Bobo.


  Bobo banged the table again. That table was of inestimable support to him. “No, I’m not! You apologize to her!”


  “I won’t!” muttered Jack, feigning the sulks.


  “Apologize to her!” shouted Bobo.


  “Oh, I apologize,” said Jack gracelessly.


  “That’s no apology!” said Miriam.


  Jack sprang up and made a sweeping bow, one hand on his breast. “I humbly beg your ladyship’s pardon,” he said ironically.


  Miriam was almost ready to cry now. “Don’t you see he’s insulting me more than ever!”


  Bobo banged the table again. “You treat her with proper respect or I’ll fire you!”


  “You don’t dare fire me,” said Jack threateningly.


  Miriam caught him up as quick as lightning. “Don’t dare fire you! Why not, I’d like to know!” Turning to Bobo: “Has he got something on you? Is that why we’ve had to put up with his cheek all this while! Oh, I see it all now!”


  Jack, while preserving his defiant front, was quivering with laughter inside. The thing was working better than he had dared hope.


  “What do you care what he’s got on you!” continued Miriam. “Aren’t you worth a hundred millions? A millionaire can do anything he wants and get away with it!”


  “You’re right!” cried Bobo banging the table. “I’m tired of having it thrown up to me. I’m tired of being under the thumb of my own secretary. I can do what I want! I can spend my money the way I want! You’re fired, do you hear!”


  Miriam smiled an unpleasant smile. Her dearest wish was coming true.


  Jack made out to be much taken aback. “You don’t dare,” he muttered.


  “We’ll see whether I dare! You pack up your things and get out before night, see? I’ll pay you a month’s salary to be rid of you!”


  “I won’t go,” said Jack.


  “Then you’ll be thrown out!” said Miriam.


  “I’ll tell what I know!”


  “Go ahead and tell it,” said Bobo. “I’m sick of hearing about it!”


  “I’ll tell her!”


  “Tell me,” said Miriam. “I guess I can stand it.”


  “When we worked in the sash and blind factory together,” said Jack with the air of one delivering damning evidence, “he used to swipe his lunch money out of the petty cash, and make phony entries in the cash book to hide it. I caught him at it!”


  Bobo hung his head in simulated shame. It was good comedy.


  Miriam shouted with laughter. “Is that all!” To Bobo: “You poor idiot! Do you mean to say that was all he had over you to set him up so!”


  “We’ll, I’ve fired him, haven’t I?” said Bobo with an aggrieved air. To Jack he added : “Now you’ve done your worst, get!”


  Jack put on an air of swaggering bravado. “Oh, all right! I’m sick of the job anyhow! I wouldn’t work for you now for ten times the salary!”


  Miriam laughed insultingly.


  Jack arose. He still had to make a good exit. “It’s hard enough to take all the work and the responsibility,” he said with assumed bitterness, “but when your boss marries a—”


  “You’ll leave her out of it, or I’ll smash you!” cried Bobo.


  “Come on! Let’s settle it man to man,” said Jack. “I’m ready any time!”


  “You get out of here!” shouted Bobo. “Or I’ll call the house detective!”


  Jack went, slamming the door. He proceeded to his own room, chuckling.


  Later, while he was packing, he heard a timid knock. Bobo was standing outside with a deprecating air.


  “Can I come in?”


  “Sure!” Where’s Miriam?”


  “We’re safe. She’s gone out to see about getting me another secretary.”


  Jack laughed. “Poor Bobo!”


  “It went off all right,” said Bobo. “She doesn’t suspect a thing!”


  “Fine!” said Jack.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Take a little trip. British Guiana. Boat leaves Saturday.”


  “Lucky Dog!”


  “What, already!”


  “Oh, it was my fate, I suppose.”


  Chapter 37


  Jack was counting on the fact that the circumstances of his quarrel with Bobo would be faithfully reported to *’Mr. B.” and that the latter would satisfy himself that he, Jack, actually boarded the steamship for British Guiana.


  He moved to a more modest hotel, as befitted his altered circumstances, but on Saturday morning he returned to the Madagascar and loitered in the lobby, ostentatiously bidding good-by to the acquaintances he had made there, whose demeanor, by the way, had noticeably cooled since he lost his job. He did not see Bobo again, but he had a distant glimpse of Kate passing through the lobby, a charming figure in her maid’s dress with lace apron and cap, her eyes demurely cast down.


  Jack had the satisfaction, at length, of observing that he was the object of a covert interest on the part of a well-dressed, sharp-eyed youth of much the same type as those he had formerly known in “Mr. B.’s” service. When he was sure of this he took a taxi for the boat. Baldwin, who seemed to have a genuinely friendly feeling for him, offered to see him off, and Jack was not averse, of course, to having another witness to his actual departure.


  As he and Baldwin stood on the promenade deck of S.S. Covenas Jack saw the sharp-eyed one watching from the crowd on the dock. Evidently his instructions were to make sure that Jack did not escape down the gang-plank at the last moment. Stanley Larkin was safely aboard the ship, but according to pre-arrangement he and Jack gave no sign of recognition.


  Finally the last gong sounded, Jack and Baldwin parted, the whistle blew, and the Covenas started to back slowly out into midstream. On her printed passenger list appeared the names of Mr. Stanley Larkin, bound for St. Thomas, her first port of call, and Mr. John Robinson, booked through to Georgetown, British Guiana. Both young gentlemen were aboard, as we have seen, but as a matter of fact they had changed tickets—and identities for the voyage.


  


  Of that pleasant voyage it is unnecessary to speak, since nothing occurred upon it that bears upon this story. Jack, that is to say the real Jack, went ashore at the island of St. Thomas, where, under the name of Larkin, he booked passage back to New York on the Lobos, first returning steamer of the same line.


  In St. Thomas he received a cablegram, which read, when decoded:


  
    Still holding my job. Nothing new- Love.

  


  Kate.


  


  In seventeen days from the time he left he was off quarantine again. According to an arrangement effected through Mr. Delamare’s good offices, the health officer’s boat took Jack off the Lobos and landed him on Staten Island, whence he made his way via Elizabeth to Newark without setting foot on Manhattan.


  This was in case the astute “Mr. B” should take it into his head to have the Lobos watched when she docked.


  Jack went to a hotel in Newark, where it had been arranged he was to receive Kate’s reports. He found awaiting him a day by day account of the life of Bobo’s household which did credit to Kate’s faculty of observation. It contained, however, no suggestion of what he so much wished to find, the reentrance of “Mr. B” upon the scene. Only a few characteristic excerpts from Kate’s reports need be given.


  


  November 25th: Miriam has embarked on a perfect orgy of spending. All day long, dresses, furs, hats are being delivered at the hotel, not to speak of the dozens of expensive, useless knickknacks that catch her eye in the stores. It is part of my duty to unwrap the packages. Lots of the things she never even looks at when they get home. She buys, I am sure, largely for the pleasure of seeing the salespeople fawn when she gives her name and address. It is a never-failing pleasure to her to announce who she is. Sometimes she takes me with her on a shopping expedition because she thinks I lend style to the outfit. She talks French to me in public. Such French! She bought an automobile today, a Vickers-Lee landaulet, price $8,000. She intends to have two men on the box, when she can get their liveries made. A man from Mercer’s, the fashionable jewelers, brought an amazing array of pearls and diamonds to the hotel this afternoon. She chose a strand of pearls. I don’t know the price. Such unbridled extravagance outrages my New England conscience. I hope you’ll be able to put a stop to it soon.


  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


  Nov. 27th: M.’s heart is set on having a mansion on upper Fifth avenue, whence she can institute a social campaign. When she is not at the dressmaker’s she is being taken around to see such places. The servility of the well-dressed young real estate agents delights her. She gives Bobo no peace on the subject, but I believe he has avoided committing himself as yet. As she has me fussing over her clothes or her hair almost every moment that she is at home, I hear most of their conjugal discussions.


  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


  Nov. 28th: The new secretary came to-day. I dislike him intensely. His name is Leroy Chalfonte. He is a handsome young fellow in a brutal, scornful way, the type that makes fools of many silly women. His manners are superficially good enough, but he doesn’t trouble to hide the sneer. I gather that he and Miriam spend the afternoons in the tango parlors. He is covertly insolent to Bobo, who dares not call him down.


  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


  Dec. 5th: This is no easy job to hold. M.’s method with servants seems to be that of certain misguided parents with their offspring. I believe it is called “breaking their spirit.” When she gets up in a bad temper, positively nothing that I can do pleases. The more patient and willing I am, the greater offense it is. I have found it better to be a little impudent at such times. She expects it, and she can then abuse me with a better face. Sometimes I am sorry for the poor creature. She has never known a moment’s real happiness, I am sure. You would think that now she would feel as if her ambition was realized, but no! Mercer’s have a pearl necklace worth a hundred and fifty thousand, and she can think of nothing else. I hope you have taken precautions against Bobo’s attempting to gratify any such whim.


  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


  Dec. 11th: Yesterday Miriam had a talk with somebody over the telephone. She used the instrument in her boudoir. I had a perfectly natural excuse to enter the room while she was talking, but she ordered me out. I made out this much. That somebody was insisting on something that she objected to—somebody that she was in awe of. Thinking perhaps of the danger of somebody listening in, she made a date to continue the talk from an outside ’phone.


  


  This last entry on Kate’s report was dated only the day before. Since her communication gave Jack nothing to go on, all he could do was to wait until he heard from her again. She would learn of the arrival of the Lobos from the newspapers, and would without doubt call him up at his hotel at the first opportunity.


  At nine o’clock that night Jack got his call, and heard the voice that, was dearest to him.


  “Jack!”


  “Kitty, dearest!”


  “Oh, my dear, it’s so good to hear you! Are you quite well?”


  “Right as a trivet! And you?”


  “Oh, I’m well. But I can’t stand that woman much longer!”


  “Poor Kitty! I know. Where are you ’phoning from?”


  “Booth in a drug-store.”


  “Is it safe?”


  “Oh, yes! They’ve gone to the theater, and to dance afterwards. They won’t be home until three or after. She insists on my staying up to put her to bed, but they know I go out while they’re out.”


  “Have you any news for me?”


  “Yes, I think I have.”


  “Shoot!”


  “You remember in my last letter I said Miriam had had a telephone conversation yesterday that seemed to agitate her?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, I think I have the explanation. Last night when I was putting my lady to bed—Oh, my dear, you’ll never know what I have been through!—Bobo said, apropos of nothing, but only anxious to propitiate her, ‘It will be nice to have some relations, won’t it?’ Miriam replied ill-temperedly: ‘I’m not so crazy about it.’ ‘What’s Uncle George like ?’ asked Bobo. ‘Just a business man,’ she answered, a manufacturer of stoves or something.’ ‘Well fixed?’ asked Bobo. ‘He must be or he couldn’t have retired,’ she answered.”


  Kate went on: “Well, Uncle George and Aunt Sally turned up for lunch to-day.”


  “Ha!” said Jack. “What’s he like?”


  “He doesn’t fit the descriptions of ‘Mr. B.’”


  “He wouldn’t! Go on.”


  “He’s a man of fifty-odd, bald, dean-shaven, blue eyes.”


  “Short and stocky?”


  “Yes.”


  “So far so good. Go on.”


  “He was very jolly and good-natured; full of jokes: courteous to everybody, even to me. Just the same, Miriam is afraid of him. She is quite subdued when he is there.”


  “Good! We’re getting warm. What’s Aunt Sally like?”


  “How do you describe an old lady? She’s just like another. She probably set up to be a belle in her youth, because she still wears a false front. She’s very quiet. Uncle George talks all the time, and she just listens and nods and smiles. It appears they live in Buffalo and have come to New York for a little gayety. They wanted to see dear Miriam’s husband, of course, so they looked her up at once. They’re staying at the Hotel Abercrombie, but have decided to move to the Madagascar to be nearer dear Miriam.”


  “What’s your opinion, Kitty?”


  “I’m not dead certain yet. The most suspicious thing is Miriam’s attitude. Why should she be in such awe of her agreeable uncle? That they have not seen each other for years, as they give out, is certainly false. One of Uncle’s features fits all the descriptions of ‘Mr. B.’ that we have received. His piercing blue eyes—”


  “Good!” said Jack. “That’s the one feature he couldn’t change.”


  “If we were not looking for ‘Mr. B.’ to appear on the scene, and did not know that he was fiendishly clever, I must say I would never suspect Uncle George. He plays his part to perfection. He lets on to be a prosperous man, and asks no favors of Bobo. I gather that he insists on paying his half everywhere. But today I got a hint of his possible game. He and Bobo had a long talk in the Dutch room. I made an excuse to pass through as often as I could, and picked up some scraps of their conversation.”


  “Well?” said Jack eagerly.


  “Uncle George was posing as an experienced and successful man of affairs, see? Without appearing to pry into Bobo’s business, he was setting himself to win his confidence in such matters. Bobo is obviously such a fool that Uncle George no doubt anticipates gaining a complete ascendancy over him, and perhaps sees himself in the position of directing all Bobo’s affairs. But he’s an artist; he carries it off so well, I find myself wondering sometimes if my suspicions aren’t all imaginary.”


  “We’ll make sure of that,” said Jack.


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Get me a scrap of his writing if you can—to compare with what I have.”


  “I’ll try.”


  “And call me up again first chance you get.”


  Chapter 38


  The following day was a hard one on Jack, for he had to pass it in inaction and suspense. He thought it wiser not to venture over to New York: an awkward chance encounter might spoil all. He talked to Mr. Delamare over the ’phone, and through him got into communication with the Deputy Commissioner of police. The latter promised him whatever help he needed, which was certainly good-natured, since, at Jack’s invitation, his men had twice assisted in a fiasco.


  Kate called him up at the same hour as on the day before.


  “They’re off for the night again. All four of them.”


  “Anything decisive today?”


  “No, but many little things have confirmed me in my opinion that Uncle George is our man. He is no less agreeable than at first, but in a curious way I feel his power stealing over us. They have moved to the Madagascar, and have been with us all day. We are already as intimate as possible. Bobo is more friendly to them than their supposed niece. She was in a grinding temper last night after they had gone, and properly threw things about.”


  “Today, I fancy. Uncle George must have found an opportunity to give her a call, for she was much chastened. It is a strange and welcome sight to see somebody who can tame her. I could almost like this old man if it were not for some things. He’s so sensible! Perhaps that’s why he was successful for so long. A sensible crook must be a novelty.”


  “It is,” said Jack.


  “Today they have had all their meals in our rooms. They make me wait on them, because they say I am handier than the men waiters—‘and much nicer to look at,’ adds Uncle George.”


  “Confound him!” muttered Jack.


  “I don’t object to the waiting, of course, for it gives me a chance to hear the table conversation. It is like a comedy. Today Bobo made a joking reference to the hundred and fifty thousand dollar necklace that Miriam’s heart was set on. The old man just looked at her with those icy blue eyes, and she hung her head. The necklace has not been mentioned since.


  “Another thing. Uncle George was responsible for firing Chalfonte today. Apparently Chalfonte can’t be a member of the gang, but a private friend of Miriam’s. At any rate his doom was sealed from the moment Uncle George turned up. He was insolent at the table in his usual way, and, backed up by Uncle, Bobo fired him on the spot. Miriam couldn’t say a word. Bobo is beginning to think Uncle George is the most wonderful man on earth.


  “‘What do you want a secretary for, anyway,’ Uncle said to Bobo.


  “Bobo stammered something about knowing nothing about business.


  “‘Pshaw!’ said Uncle in his hearty way. ‘If you want any advice come to me!’”


  “Did you get a sample of his handwriting?” asked Jack.


  “Yes, by great good luck. I didn’t see how I was going to manage it. But he wrote a note in our rooms today. I was hoping he might give it to me to post, but he didn’t. However, there was a new blotter on the desk, which took a perfect impression of several lines that he wrote. I have just mailed you the blotter. Hold it up to a mirror. The note you see is just a bit of camouflage. He is enclosing a subscription to the Buffalo Express.”


  “What about their arrangements for tomorrow?” asked Jack.


  “I can only tell you about lunch. I know that Uncle George and Aunt Sally are coming to lunch in our rooms because I heard Bobo giving a special order over the ’phone.”


  “What time?”


  “One o’clock.”


  “Very well. If the handwriting matches up, you may expect us about that time.”


  “Heavens! How my heart beats when I think of it!”


  “You needn’t be there if you’d rather not.”


  “I wouldn’t miss it for a farm!”


  “Good! Then you can give me a signal. When they are all seated at the table, come down to the door of Silas Gyde’s sitting-room and tap three times. On your way back leave the doors open behind you.”


  


  Jack possessed three letters in “Mr. B.’s” own hand; that which had fallen on the table in the Alpine Heights restaurant; that which he had found pinned to Bobo’s overcoat; and that which had been handed to Mrs. Cleaver in the Hotel Bienvenu. The same hand had likewise kept the card index system. It was a hand of strong individuality, the letters quaintly formed as in antique script, suggesting an orderly, painstaking and somewhat vain character in the writer, who must have gone to no end of trouble to form such a hand in youth.


  The piece of blotting paper arrived in the first mail next morning. Held up before a mirror, a single glance was sufficient to identify it. There were the same quaint and artistic characters—unmistakable!


  Jack hesitated no longer. He took the first train for Manhattan, and had himself carried to police head-quarters in a taxi. To the Deputy Commissioner Jack now told sufficient of his tale to enlist his interest, but withheld the whole, for fear that the official’s natural amazement and incredulity might hold things up. The Deputy was satisfied that the genuine John Farrow Norman stood before him, and that was sufficient. Mr. Delamare vouched for it.


  Jack asked for eight men, and they were sent for. In the commissioner’s office he described to them the man he wanted, and gave his offense as blackmail. A capable sergeant was in charge of the squad. They were to proceed to the Madagascar separately. Four of his men he instructed to wait In the street, in case an escape should be attempted from the windows of the state suite. The sergeant and the other three would assemble in Connolly’s room at the hotel and wait until they got word from Jack. Connolly was well known to the sergeant.


  Mr. Delamare was anxious to be “in at the death,” as he put it, but they persuaded him to wait, and appear on the scene a little later.


  Shortly before one o’clock Jack approached the Madagascar on foot from the direction of Eighth avenue. He had had himself set down at the comer, because he thought a taxicab might possibly attract attention in the unfrequented side street. He let himself in by the private entrance leading to Silas Gyde’s old rooms. When he was “fired” he had taken the precaution of retaining a set of keys.


  Here he waited, pacing up and down the little sitting-room watch in hand. The minutes passed with leaden slowness. He reflected on how much had happened since first he had entered that room with beating heart. No detail of the room was changed: the same expensive furnishings which somehow only created a barren effect—even the kerosene lamp and the heater were still there.


  Like all imaginative men on the eve of a decisive action, he became a prey to the blackest forebodings. He remembered how often before the old man had fooled him, when he all but had his hand on him. No doubt his infernal luck would still serve him. They would have changed their plans, and gone out to lunch; or someone had tipped him off—he had his spies out; or his sharp eyes had marked the detectives arriving in the lobby.


  In the very midst of these depressing fancies Jack heard the agreed signal, three taps on the door.


  A swift reaction passed over him. His spirits soared. “Kitty has not failed me! Everything is all right!” he thought.


  He called up the office, and asked for Mr. Connolly. Getting him on the wire, he said:


  “Connolly, have you got four men there, waiting for instructions?”


  “Yes, sir.” The house detective had no idea who was speaking.


  “Well, just tell them to take their places.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Jack waited two minutes to give the plainclothes men time to get upstairs. He was thinking: “After all this time, and all these failures, in a minute I shall be actually face to face with him!”


  He opened the door into the hotel corridor. Four steps away the door into the end room of the state suite stood ajar. Down the corridor he saw the four detectives taking their places. One was approaching to guard the door by which he entered.


  Jack passed quickly and noiselessly through the lower rooms of the suite. In the pocket of his coat he grasped his automatic. He approached the Dutch room through Miriam’s “boudoir” since Kate had left the doors open that way. He came upon Kate in this room, standing by a window with her hands pressed tight to her breast to control her agitation. From the Dutch room adjoining came the sound of light talk and laughter.


  In passing. Jack touched Kate’s cold hand to reassure her—and opened the door. The cheerful sounds of the luncheon party rushed to meet them. He saw the four at the small table. Bobo was facing him and the bald-headed man was opposite Bobo. Miriam had her back to the windows, and the little old woman faced her.


  At the opening of the door Miriam turned her head. She was in the act of saying: “Mary, where have you been?” when she saw who it really was, and stopped on a gasp. Bobo looked up and saw, too.


  “J-Jack!” he stammered.


  With astonishing swiftness the bald-headed man leaped up, knocking his chair over backwards, and, never looking round, ran with head down for the door on the left. This led to the foyer and the main entrance to the suite. The detectives were out there, and Jack let him go. The old lady had covered her face with her hands. Bobo sat like a stone man staring at Jack.


  All this happened in a breath. Miriam had sprung up too, and backed away from the table towards the windows. As Jack came further into the room, she suddenly darted behind him into her own room.


  Jack was standing listening for sounds from the corridor, when suddenly Kate screamed a warning behind him. He instinctively relaxed, dropping to the floor. There was a shot. The bullet passed about where his head had been, and broke a tankard on the plate rail across the room. From the floor Jack saw the two women struggling for possession of the gun. Springing to Kate’s aid, he disarmed Miriam. She retreated to the farthest comer of the room, panting and snarling like an animal.


  The sounds from outside were reassuring. There was a scuffle and the bald-headed man was pushed back into the room by two detectives. He still had his head down, but as he came opposite Jack he suddenly raised it with cool and smiling effrontery. It was Jack’s turn to be dumbfounded.


  “Harmon Evers!” he cried.


  It was indeed the philosophic little wig-maker.


  Chapter 39


  Jack stared at his adversary open-mouthed. He required an appreciable time to adjust himself to the situation. His face turned grim—but he could see the joke on himself too.


  “No wonder you were on to every move I made when I went to you for my disguises!”


  “Humorous situation, wasn’t it?” said Evers mockingly.


  “Was it accident?” demanded Jack.


  “Oh, no! I willed you to come to me!”


  Jack recollected the boy who had first given him Evers’ name.


  By this time Miriam had recovered her self-possession. She came out of her corner. Addressing the detective sergeant, she said haughtily: “What is the meaning of this outrage? This”—pointing to Bobo—“is Mr. John Farrow Norman, and I am Mrs. Norman. The gentleman you have your hand on is my Uncle, George Culbreth. You shall pay dearly for this!”


  She carried conviction. The two detectives looked uneasy. But Jack’s amused smile reassured them a little.


  “This guy was trying to beat it,” the sergeant said.


  “I suppose he was going for assistance,” said Miriam quickly.


  “Well, what did you shoot for?”


  “I shot as I would shoot at any intruder into my rooms. Take your hands off that gentleman! I demand an explanation!”


  Evers was staring at the ceiling with his head cocked quizzically. He seemed the least concerned person in the room.


  The sergeant nodded towards Jack. “We’re under his orders, Miss. You’ll have to ask him.”


  “Oh, I know him!” she cried. “A discharged servant of my husband’s! He’s capable of laying any charge out of spite! You’d better be careful how you believe him!” She whirled on Kate. “And this woman! She let him in! Another unfaithful servant! A nice thing it is when people like us are at the mercy of their servants!”


  “Oh, dry up, my dear!” said Evers in a weary voice. “You mean well, but the game is up!”


  But Miriam had acquired too much momentum to be stopped right away. “I demand that the management be sent for!” she cried.


  “It is not necessary,” said Jack. He had caught sight of Mr. Delamare entering from the corridor. “Here is someone who will identify me. Tell her first, who this is.”


  “Mr. Walter Delamare,” said the sergeant with unction.


  Miriam, seeing the smile of confidence exchanged by Delamare and Jack, felt the ground slipping from under her feet. Her face blanched. “Well, anyway I am Mrs. Norman,” she cried. “Nothing can change that!”


  “Tell them all who I am, please,” said Jack.


  Delamare put a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “This is my good friend, Jack Norman,” he said. “The late Silas Gyde’s sole heir.”


  Evers’ face betrayed no change. Perhaps his intuition had warned him of what was coming. Not so Miriam. A queer gasping cry escaped her.


  “Then who—who is this?” she stammered, pointing to Bobo. “And who am I ?”


  “I don’t know the young man’s right name. Mr. Norman engaged him to impersonate him, in order to free his hands while he was engaged in running down the murderers of Silas Gyde.”


  Miriam’s proud figure sagged. No further sound escaped her. All the color left her face. She looked old and haggard. Kate thought she was about to fall, and made a step towards her. Miriam stiffened with hate, and Kate fell back.


  “What shall we do with this man?” asked the sergeant.


  “Take him to headquarters,” said Jack. “Watch him well. You’ve got the cleverest crook in America there.”


  “Much obliged for the compliment,” said Evers coolly. “May I speak to you a moment, alone, before they take me?”


  “No, Jack, no!” Kate cried involuntarily.


  Jack silenced her with a smile. “Search him for weapons,” he said.


  The detectives frisked their captive efficaciously. Nothing more dangerous than a pen-knife was revealed.


  “Go into the front room,” Jack said to Evers. “No use trying a window, because there are four more men in the street.” He motioned to the detectives to remain at the doors. He followed Evers.


  In the middle of the gaudy blue salon Evers turned with his queer smile. “I suppose you don’t want to shake hands with me.”


  Jack was nonplussed. He felt that he had no business to be liking the man and yet—he did. “One must draw the line somewhere,” he muttered. “After all you murdered my benefactor.”


  Evers was not in the least put out. “Oh, come! Looking at it from a disinterested point of view, old Silas Gyde was not much of a loss to the community, was he? And he wasn’t your benefactor until I put him out of the way.”


  “I can’t argue that with you,” said Jack stiffly. “Murder is murder!”


  “Well, let it pass,” said Evers. “That isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s my old lady out there. I swear to you on my honor—such as it is, that she never knew what I was up to. She thought it was smuggling, and no woman considers smuggling a crime, you know. She’s sixty-three years old and has a heart complaint. Let her go.”


  “Why, I’ll do what I can,” said Jack, more and more uncomfortable. “But I can’t tell what the trial may bring out.”


  “There won’t be any trial,” said Evers quietly.


  “What—! You mean—?”


  Evers merely smiled.


  Jack half turned as if to call for help.


  “Wait!” said Evers sharply. “Didn’t I give you a good run for your money?” he went on with a genuine note of appeal. “And you’ve won. Can’t you afford to be generous? Don’t interfere. Let me pay my forfeit in my own way. The trouble with me was, I couldn’t endure the tedium of a respectable life. But I am no quitter. I went into this with my eyes open, knowing the penalty. I was prepared to pay it at any moment.”


  “I won’t interfere,” said Jack in a low tone.


  “Thanks. One thing more.” He held out two keys and a scrap of paper. “These keys are for my box in the Windsor Safe Deposit Vaults. Number and password are written on the paper. Everything I own is in the box. My wife is provided for with an annuity. There are securities to the Amount of—Oh, I don’t know, half a million, maybe. You can’t return it because the records of whom I obtained it are burned. But take it and do some good act. Build a home for indigent millionaires—or anything you like.”


  In spite of himself Jack had to smile.


  “Come on now. Hand me back to the bulls.”


  In the adjoining room Evers was handcuffed and marched out between two detectives. The old lady picked up her hat and coat, and silently followed them.


  The sergeant nodded towards Miriam. “How about her?” \


  Jack hung in indecision.


  “She tried to plug you, didn’t she?”


  “Oh, I don’t mind a little thing like that.”


  The worthy sergeant looked a trifle scandalized at the jest.


  Bobo, who had sat in a daze throughout, lifted a drawn face. “Jack, let her go, please!” he murmured huskily.


  Jack looked at Kate, and she nodded imperceptibly.


  “Only the one prisoner, sergeant!” said Jack. “I haven’t evidence enough against this one.”


  Delamare, shaking Jack’s hand, went with the sergeant, and the two young couples were left alone. An awkward silence fell on them. Jack was afraid to say anything for fear of seeming to triumph over them. Kate signaled to him that the best thing for them to do was to go.


  “Wait a minute,” said Jack. He turned to the other man with a humorous light in his eye. “Bobo, you and I have been partners in a hazardous enterprise. I can’t say exactly that you have always stood by me, but there were extenuating circumstances. And I feel a certain responsibility in introducing you to a life of luxury. So I’m going to establish a trust fund that will pay you twenty-five thousand a year. With care, you and Miriam ought to be able to live on that.” He turned to the girl. “Will you stick to him, Miriam? You might do worse. He loves you. It’s the real thing—and that’s not too common in this wicked world.”


  Bobo got up. “Miriam!” he said imploringly. He took her hand. She did not pull it away.


  “Now, come on, Kate!” said Jack briskly. “Never mind any things!”


  He led her down the corridor to Silas Gyde’s old rooms. “We’ll go through the vault into your house,” he said. “The hotel lobby will be seething with excitement by now.”


  “I wonder if you did right—about Bobo and Miriam, I mean. She isn’t likely to do him much good.”


  “Such as she is, he’d rather have her than anything else in the world.”


  In Kate’s house they paused.


  “What are we going to do now?” she asked.


  “First I’m going to kiss you,” he said, suiting the action to the word. “Then you’re going to put on your prettiest dress and hat and we’re going down to the City Hall to get a license. Then we’ll be married by the first person that’s looking for the job. Then we’ll take a train for Charleston where the Columbian is still awaiting orders, and we’ll sail away under the tropical moon with a whole ocean liner to our two selves!”


  “But—but—!”


  “But me no buts!”


  “But you’ll have to be. here for the trial, I suppose.”


  “There won’t be any trial,” said Jack gravely. “Harmon Evers had a vial of cyanide in his vest pocket.”


  “Oh!” cried Kate. “He must be stopped!”


  “I promised not to.”


  “But is it right to let him cheat the law?”


  “He may cheat the law, but not justice! The state will be saved the expense of a trial, and the public a demoralizing newspaper sensation.”


  THE END
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  CHAPTER I


  THE TRANSFER


  At eleven o'clock of a moist night in December, Gregory Parr was making his way far westward on Twenty-third Street. At his right hand stretched that famous old row of dignified dwellings with pilasters and little front yards, and ahead of him was Tenth Avenue, the stronghold of the irish. The wet pavements glistened under the street lamps, and the smell of influenza was in the air. The street was deserted except for a cross-town car at long intervals, hurling itself blithely through the night on a flat wheel. Greg was on his way to the Brevard Line pier at the foot of the street to take passage on the great Savoia, premier steamship of her day and on this particular trip the "Christmas ship." The Savoia ran as true to the hour as a railway train, and was scheduled to leave at one A. M. in order to make the best rail connections. There was no reason why Greg should have walked to the pier except that at the last moment his heart was loath to leave little old New York, and even the least interesting of her streets called to him.


  As he walked he communed with himself somewhat after this fashion: "Lord! I didn't know the old burg meant so much to me till I made up my mind to leave it! After all maybe I'm a fool to pull up stakes here. I know the folks on this side; their ways are my ways. I speak New York. Perhaps in London I'll be like a fish in the grass." But his baggage was on the pier and he had paid a deposit on his ticket. It never occurred to him that he could still change his mind. On such trifles do the weightiest human decisions turn!


  He crossed Tenth Avenue and passed through the long block beyond with its escarpments of dark factories on either hand. At Eleventh Avenue the street opened into a plaza with the ferry houses facing him from the other side, and a long line of steamship piers stretching south, of which the Brevard pier was the nearest. Over the pier sheds Greg saw the masthead flight of the Savoia gleaming brightly and heard the soft murmur of escaping steam. On the corner was a little waterfront hotel, the Brevard House, with inviting brilliantly lighted bar. Greg was irresistibly drawn to enter. "One last drink to my own town," he said to himself.


  Within, the bar was absolutely typical, and therefore dear to Greg. There was the very red and well-wiped mahogany counter, finished with a round cornice to lean the elbows on, and with a brass rail below for feet. Behind the counter the usual elaborate structure of mahogany and plate glass reared itself to the ceiling, a super-mantel-piece as it were, while between counter and mirrors moved a pink-cheeked young man, in command, one might say, of the battalion of bottles behind him. Bar-tenders used to be mustachioed, but now they are smooth and pink-cheeked.


  To Greg's disappointment he found the place almost empty; he desired company; he longed to hear the racy speech of the Manhattan pavements before he finally shook their dust from his feet. There were two travelers, but they, having downed their drinks, were preparing to leave; across the room sitting at a table was a human derelict, without which no picture of a bar-room would be complete—but he was sleeping under his hat like a candle under its extinguisher. The only other customer present was a taxi-driver who was making friendly overtures to the bar-tender. For some reason the pink-cheeked one scorned him. These instinctive antipathies are impossible to explain; the bartender; as perfectly willing to hob-nob with the two travelers—invited to drink with them he took a swig out of his private stock of cold tea with gusto and charged them fifteen cents for the privilege; but as for the poor taxi-driver, well, they did not belong to the same herd, that was all.


  Rebuffed in this direction the driver turned eagerly to the latest comer, Greg. There was something almost pathetic in his anxiety to make friends. Every soul has those moments of desperate lonesomeness. Greg was not at all backward in responding. The driver was a spare little man in an overcoat sizes too big for him and almost reaching the ground. Greg was reminded of an old illustration of the Artful Dodger. He had a sharp, humorous, apelike face, much seamed, and in his eyes was a light at once childlike, impudent and deprecating. Taxi-drivers, that is to say "owl-drivers" like this one, wear no uniform, but they are unmistakable. It may be their overcoats which are full of character. This one was incredibly worn and shapeless. With it went a round cloth cap with a flap let down behind to protect the wearer's ears and neck.


  "Say fella," said this individual with engaging impudence; "drink with me, will yeh, if it's not a libetty?"


  "Sure," said Greg, "if you'll have another with me after."


  "What are you drinking?"


  "Rye high-ball."


  "Well I don't gen'ally dilute my liquor but just to be high-toned—say Jack! Two rye high-balls."


  The refreshment was duly served. Greg noticed that as the taxi-driver lifted his glass his hand trembled, yet he was a young and healthy-looking man. Greg wondered momentarily if he had a secret agitation, and then forgot about it.


  They exchanged opinions upon the quality of the whiskey and the rottenness of the weather outside. These and other pleasant conventionalities, not to speak of two high-balls apiece, opened the way for more personal communications. They decided they liked each other.


  "I'm Hickey Meech," said the driver. "Christened Robert at birth, but Hickey because I come from the country, though that's fifteen years ago, and I'm like to die before I see it again."


  "I shan't tell you my name," said Greg. "Meaning no offense, you understand; but it's been in the papers lately, and I want it to be forgotten."


  "Sure that's all right," said Hickey. "What's in a man's label anyhow; 'taint guaranteed by no poor feud law," He glanced sideways at Greg's good clothes. "You're a bit off your regular beat to-night, ain't you?"


  "I'm sailing on the Savoia"


  "The Hell you say! Well some guys has all the luck!"


  Greg laughed shortly. He experienced a sudden desire to talk about himself; to put his case before a disinterested party who did not know him, and whom he would never see again; it would help him to grasp his own situation, he felt. During the last difficult weeks he had not talked to any one.


  "I don't know as anybody would call me lucky," he said. "I've lately had a good crack over the head. Maybe it was good for my character, but it hurt just the same."


  "Oh, we all get those," the other replied sententiously.


  "My Dad died when I was a kid," Greg went on. "He left us well-fixed as things go. The property was all in the hands of his partner as trustee. Well, since then I've been accustomed to sucking my silver spoon, as you might say; went to the most expensive schools and college, and didn't learn much except how to drive a racing car. I can drive a car, but that's not going to lay up any bonds in a safe deposit vault.


  "Well, it's an old story, but, believe me, when it happens to yourself it has all the effect, if not the charm, of novelty! A month ago our trustee died and left his affairs in a snarl. Our property has just vamosed; he didn't steal it, you understand; It just naturally melted in his hot hands.


  "I managed to save enough out of the wreck—it was my first experience of business and I don't like it—to keep the girls from actual want, but there wasn't a penny left for me. Of course I was well known in certain circles and there were plenty of men who would have given me a job out of charity; but I wasn't going to be a poor relation in the crowd where I had once kept my end up with the best, I was pried loose from my old foundations and I wanted an entirely fresh start. So I decided to try my luck in London. No small town stuff for me. It seemed like a good idea when it came to me but now—I don't know— "


  The driver was all sympathy. "What's the matter? Leaving somebody behind you?"


  "No," said Greg smiling; "only the old town. I didn't know it had such a hold on me!"


  "Every dog loves its own lamp-posts," said Hickey. "It'll do you good to see the world. Wish to God I had the chance! And you'll make good. Even though you've lost your coin you've got the habit of class. Nobody can't take that from you. And people just naturally give up to a classy guy."


  "I don't quite get you," said Greg.


  "You've got style," said the taxi-driver. "Anybody could see you were accustomed to traveling with top-notchers."


  "Nothing in it," said Greg. "My 'style' as you call it only gets in my way now that I've nothing to keep it up on. I'd do better if I could begin life over on a section gang."


  "Don't you fool yourself," retorted the taxi-driver. "That's the way a swell always talks. 'Gee!' says he, 'if I was only a horny handed ton of soil I could make something of myself!' It reads well in a book. But take it from me, kid, the ditch-digger is the scratch man in the race of life; he's got twict as far to run. Why any ordinary fella born in a soft bed can keep it, but it takes one o' these here now Napoleons to win one. Look at me now. I may as well say I ain't no Napoleon and here I am. I was born to sweat, and I'm still sweating. Of course I got my vices. I shoot craps; that helps keep me poor. But it's the habit of being poor that's so hard to break. If I could only once get ahead far enough to buy me a real swell outfit nothing could stop me."


  "You're dead wrong," said Greg. "There's not so much in appearances as people like to think. Why, the richest man I know goes around looking like a rag picker. And there's many a fancy vest covers an empty stomach. A workman with a good trade is a king alongside one of those poor devils that clings to the edge of what is called Society."


  "Well, I'd like to try a little clinging."


  "There's nothing like honest work."


  "For others. Anybody can have my share. I wisht I had your chances, that's all."


  "I'd give my 'chances' as you call them quick enough for a trade."


  Hickey favored Greg with a queer look. "Do you mean that?"


  "Sure I mean it."


  There was a silence of a moment or two while Hickey dipped his forefinger in a wet spot and drew designs on the mahogany. At last he asked very offhand:


  "Would you call driving a taxi a trade?"


  "Sure. Why not?"


  "Well, why don't you try that? You said you could drive."


  "Well, in London I don't suppose I could compete with the native article."


  "I mean here."


  "I'm going to London, I told you."


  "But you don't have to go. According to yourself it's just a notion that you're sorry you took already."


  "What are you getting at?"


  "I'm just trying you out to see if you meant anything by your ideas. Are you willing to take a sporting chance?"


  "Try me."


  Once more Hickey hesitated, and then the proposal came with a rush. "Swap with me. I'll give you my flivver outside for three hundred and those clothes you're wearing. She's mine free and clear. Paid the final installment last week. She's not new, you may say, but all the better. She's well suppled up. And a bargain at the price. Got an elegant meter on her. Runs fast for fares and slow for the inspector. I'll let you try her out of course before you pay the money."


  Greg drew a long breath and stared at the other with widening eyes. His life had come to the parting of the ways, and he was free to choose any direction. This offer presented fascinating possibilities. Like most young men Greg fancied—it would be hard to say why —that the life of a cab-driver must be full of romance.


  "You wouldn't have to leave the old town then," Hickey went on craftily. "Believe me, you'd begin to see it for the first time. Inside and out!"


  Greg needed little persuasion. His own imagination pictured the adventure in more glowing colors than the taxi-driver had at command. It was something else made him hesitate.


  "Sorry," he said regretfully. "I haven't but two hundred in the world." An idea occurred to him, and his face cleared. "But I've plenty more clothes like these. They're in trunks and bags on the pier yonder. The outfit must be worth more than a hundred even at second-hand clothes prices. I'll give you the claim checks. I'll throw in the deposit receipt too, if you want to travel."


  "I'll take you," said Hickey with suspicious promptitude; but Greg on his part was too eager to be warned by it. "I'll take a flyer among the English swells. If I make any breaks over there, they'll think it's just because I'm a Yank."


  "Well, let's take a look at the flivver," said Greg. "I suppose she'll run."


  "Run!" cried Hickey. "She can run like Duffy in the quarter mile! Before we go out let me show you my papers is all right." He exhibited cards for his car license and operator's license.


  "You said your name was Meech," objected Greg. "These are made out to Elmer Fishback."


  "Oh, a coupla fellas owned the boat since Fishback," said Hickey. "The cards always goes with the car. You'll have to be Fishback when the inspector comes round. Here's my receipts for the payments."


  These were signed by one Bessie Bickle.


  "She financed the deal," explained Hickey. "She keeps a little yard over on the East side, and I rent space from her. You might do worse than keep on with her. Bessie's on the level. It's Gibbon Street south of Houston. Jumping-off place on the East side. Better put it down."


  "Gibbon Street; I'll remember it by the Decline and Fall," said Greg.


  Paying their shot they went out by the front door. The taxi rested easily by the curb, like an old horse asleep. She had a slight list to starboard—"From the bloated rich climbing aboard that side," explained Hickey. Her absurd little engine hood was like a nose without character, and the smoky lamps at either side like bleary eyes. To complete the likeness to a head, the top projected over the windshield like the visor of a cap. Greg was strongly reminded of the human derelict inside the bar and his face fell. Romance receded into the background.


  Hickey watching him close made haste to remove the bad impression. "Hell! Nobody expects looks in a flivver. Wait till you feel her move under you! She's a landaulet, see? The top lets down in fine weather. Take the wheel! Take the wheel! I'll crank her."


  Greg remembered afterward that during this preliminary inspection, Hickey stood squarely in front of the door of the cab, thus blocking any view of the interior. But it never occurred to him to look inside. He took the driver's seat, and Hickey cranked her. They started.


  They had not gone a hundred feet before Greg discovered, though Hickey kept up a running fire of praise to drown the myriad voices of the flivver, that her piston rings were worn and her transmission loose. She was indeed well suppled, a little too supple in fact. There were other rattles, squeaks and knocks that he could not at the moment locate. Nevertheless she ran; she ran indeed with the noisy enthusiasm characteristic of her kind. There is no false delicacy about a flivver. Greg never hesitated. He was a natural born mechanic, and the engine of a flivver held no terrors for him.


  When, having completed the circuit of the long block, they drew up before the Brevard House again, Hickey said anxiously: "Well?"


  "It's a go," said Greg curtly.


  A little sigh escaped the other. "Where'll we change?"


  "In the car," said Greg.


  "Ain't room enough," hastily objected Hickey. "If we're going to change we can't dress one at a time or the other would have to stop outside naked."


  "Well, I suppose we could get a room in this hotel."


  "And let Nosey the bar-tender in on our business? No, sir! I tell you. Let's go down behind the hogsheads." Below, along the deserted waterfront, were great piles of heavy freight which had overflowed from the pier-sheds. Here there were many secluded nooks suitable for their purpose. Letting the taxi stand in the roadway outside, the change of their outer clothing was soon effected. Greg handed over money, baggage checks and receipt for the deposit money; receiving in return the license cards and bill of sale.


  "Don't forget you're Elmer Fishback to the inspectors," said Hickey.


  In the light of an electric lamp overhead he strutted up and down the aisle between the rows of hogsheads, swinging Greg's stick and "getting the feel of his clothes" he said. They were several sizes too big for him by the way, but he seemed not to be aware of that.


  "Well, come on," said Greg. "Hop in, and I'll drive you up to the Savoia in style."


  His hand instinctively went to the door handle as he spoke. Hickey hastily pushed it aside. "Oh Hell, I'll ride on the front seat with you," he said. "I ain't proud."


  Greg ran her back to the Brevard Line pier. Many cabs were arriving now bringing luxurious parties direct from the theaters and restaurants. Greg took his place in the slow-moving line and in due course reached the first cabin gangway. Hickey hopped off, and hooking the stick over his arm, squared his meager shoulders with a swagger.


  "Well ta-ta, old chap," he said in a throaty voice; "I'll write you from dear old Lunnon."


  "By-by," said Greg, biting his lip. He was sorry he had to miss the comedy that would be played out on the Savoia's promenade deck during the next five days.


  The cabs pressing behind forced Greg to move on. Turning on the pier, he hastened away back to the town. As he went he endeavored to take stock of his sensations, but without much success; they were rather confused. Here he was a taxi-driver on his own cab, looking for a fare, he told himself, but without quite /believing it. The change had been too sudden. He couldn't quite rid himself of the feeling that he would wake up presently. He didn't feel like a taxi-driver inside. The whole thing seemed a bit unreal. He had an absurd feeling that the dark-windowed houses were racing past waving their stoops at him, while he sat still in the middle of the road.


  Little by little he began to believe in what had happened. For one thing the flivver made a most convincing racket. Yes, there could be no doubt of it! Here he was starting on the bottom rung of the ladder just as he had always told himself he wished to do. Well, time would show how far he could climb. Meanwhile there ought to be fun in it, rich fun! Many a dollar had Greg spent in his day on the prowling cabs of night! Here's where he would get some of it back. He knew the very air, the confidential, everything-goes-between-good-fellows air with which he must touch his cap and say: "Cab, sir?"


  The old flivver rattled and bumped companionably across town. Greg was making for the White Light district, of course, where fares were to be picked up after midnight. At Madison Square he turned north on the Avenue. With its disappearing perspective of twin lights in a double row reflected from the wet pavement it was like a Venetian canal at carnival time, but the old taxi was a noisy gondola.


  Greg had gone no farther than Twenty-sixth Street when he was hailed from the sidewalk by two men in evening dress, who had come perhaps from the club down the street. Greg pulled up beside the curb and leaned out to open the door as he had always seen the chauffeurs do.


  "Whereto, sir?"


  "The Chronos Club."


  One of the men made to get in and staggered back with a queer throaty gasp: "Good God, what's this!"


  Greg hastily slipped out of his seat. "What's the matter?"


  "A dead body!" the man gasped, and instinctively looked around for a policeman.


  On the floor of the cab before them lay a bulky body queerly huddled on top of an old valise. When the door had been opened the feet pushed out uncompromisingly. The light of a street lamp fell full on the upturned, yellow, dreadfully quiet face.


  Greg's mind after an instant's stand of horror worked like lightning. He shut the door pushing the feet in with it.


  "Oh, he's only soused," he said carelessly. "I didn't know his friend had left him behind. I'll have to take him to the station house now."


  Springing back into the driver's seat he opened her up wide. The two men looked after him with an uncertain air. The taxi leaped ahead. He turned the next corner on two wheels, and the next and the next after that. His blood was pounding in his ears. Finally in the middle of a quiet block he ventured to draw up and listen. No sound of a raised alarm reached him.


  CHAPTER II


  GREG'S FIRST FARE


  Greg had come to a stop beside a gas lamp in a long block of little houses. Not a soul was in sight, and no window showed a light. Slipping out of his seat he opened the door to have a better look at his gruesome freight. Perhaps after all he had been mistaken. When the door was opened the feet impatiently pushed out again. There was something piteously human in the aspect of these turned-up toes in common-sense shoes with soft kid uppers comfortable for old feet. There was no doubt that the man was dead; the slack, huddled attitude, the awful serenity of his expression proclaimed it. Greg ventured to touch his hand; it was death cold.


  It was the body of a man of middle age, plump rather than corpulent. He was well-dressed in a somewhat old-fashioned style, the open overcoat revealing a cutaway beneath, while a silk hat not new, lay on the seat of the cab where it had fallen. A gold watch chain still stretched across his waistcoat, and the little finger of the hand Greg touched displayed a handsome ring. So he had not been robbed. This ring bore a curious red stone cut in octagonal form. The clean-shaven face had a notably benignant look—this had been a kind old gentleman in life; he was very dark and had a slightly foreign look, a Spanish-American, Greg guessed. There was nothing to show how he had come by his death. The bag under his body was an old-fashioned suit-case with a collapsible side.


  Meanwhile the question was hammering on Greg's brain: "What am I to do? What am I to do?" His obvious duty of course was to take the body to the nearest police station, but he shivered at the prospect of what would assuredly follow, the searching questions, the pitiless publicity. He could not hope to conceal his identity, for as yet the cabman Elmer Fishback had no background. And then to have his family and friends read next morning how Gregory Parr had become the driver on an owl taxi and was implicated in a murder— well, anything rather than that!


  Why not dump the body out where he was, and let things take their course? The crime was none of his. But suppose, just as he started to drag it out of the cab, some one turned into the street, or came out of one of the houses? Or suppose, as was not unlikely, that the crime was already known, and the police even now were in search of a cab bearing his number? In that case to cast the body adrift would be to incriminate himself. For a moment or two Greg was inclined to abandon the whole outfit where it stood, but it now represented all he possessed in the world, and his native obstinacy would not permit of a surrender so abject. After all, he had done nothing wrong; he determined to see the thing through.


  A hot tide of anger surged up in him against the man who had fooled him. What made it more bitter was the fact that he had liked the garrulous little cabman and had taken his word, only to be betrayed. How easily he had been deceived—fool that he was! But if he could get hold of him—! Weil, even now it was only half-past twelve, and if the man really intended to sail on the Savoia there was time—! At this point in his reflections Greg shut the door again, and sliding back into the drivers seat turned his car and hastened back across town.


  His state of mind was very different from that in which he had so blithely set forth, for now he carried a burden of horror behind. The picture of that poor form of human clay seemed etched on his brain, and he could not forget it for an instant. He was frankly terrified too; the hardest thing in the world to get rid of is a dead body that you cannot account for. He conceived the idea of driving out in the country and abandoning it in a lonely road. In that case he would have to have gasoline. Suppose while his tank was filling, some one glanced inside. Perhaps he ought to stop and set the body up on the seat and put its hat on its head—but what was the use? At the first jolt it would fall over again. When Greg passed a policeman he instinctively slumped down in his seat, and his heart stood still for a moment as he awaited the expected peremptory hail. But he was allowed to pass.


  Back outside the Brevard Line pier, Greg stopped, at a loss what to do with his cab. He could not bring himself to drive out on the busy, lighted pier again; that they had escaped discovery the first time seemed miraculous now. He finally decided to leave it outside in a spot a little apart from the procession passing in and out. If anybody happened to look in while he was gone, well, so be it! The matter would be decided for him.


  It is scarcely necessary to state that Mr. Gregory Parr, alias Hickey Meech, was not aboard the Savoia. As Greg looked for him voices were already warning all but intending passengers ashore. "Mr. Parr," Greg was informed, had not paid the balance of his passage money, and his reservation was therefore canceled. He was not in the stateroom that had been allotted him. His baggage still lay unclaimed on the pier.


  "Safely hidden by now!" Greg said to himself bitterly, "leaving me to dispose of the issue of his crime! He knows of course that I dare not report the matter to the police! What a downy bird I have been!"


  With a long earth-shaking rumble of her whistle the Savoia began to back out of her slip, while Greg made his way heavily back towards the spot where he had left his cab. He took a survey of it from a little distance, prepared for instant flight if necessary, but there was no one near it. He approached it gingerly, cranked his engine, and drove away, his problem still unsolved.


  Once more the lights of the Brevard House across the plaza attracted him. The front door of the bar was now closed, but business was still being done by means of the side door. Greg went in with a foolish hope that he might find Hickey propped in his old place against the mahogany. It was doomed to disappointment, of course. The pink-cheeked bar-tender was still on duty. There was no use asking him if he knew where Hickey was, because Greg had seen on his first visit that they were not acquainted. The bar-tender looked hard at Greg, and the latter had not even the nerve to order a drink, but walked out again.


  As he came out he got a sickening turn. A man was standing close beside his cab, looking around. Had he looked inside? The windows were closed, and one could not see very well without opening the door. Greg's first impulse was to run for it, but once again his obstinacy forced him to stand fast, forced him to march up to the man. He was a tall, handsome, distinguished-looking individual of middle-life, with hawk-like patrician features. He had a slightly foreign air. His dress was perfection without being in any way conspicuous. He did not look as if he had just become aware of something horrible; on the contrary as Greg came closer he saw that the man was slightly intoxicated. "He does not know!" Greg thought with a great lift of the heart.


  "This your cab?" the man said in a thick voice. "Want to engage you." His voice retained only a trace of a foreign accent.


  "I've got a fare," Greg said.


  "Where?" asked the other trying to peer through the glass.


  "He's drunk," said Greg quickly. "He's lying down."


  The tall man sniggered in a foolish way. "Well, he won't mind waiting a bit then. Take me while he's having his sleep out. I'll ride in front with you."


  Greg reflected that he needed the money, and moreover that the man riding beside him would afford him a certain protection. Not much danger that he in his befuddled state would discover anything.


  "All right," he said. ''Where to?"


  "Jersey City," said the tall man pointing across the plaza to the Erie ferry.


  They seated themselves side by side and started.


  "Where did you pick up the drunken man?" asked Greg's fare.


  "Had him all evening," replied Greg. "His friends beat it and left him on my hands. I have to wait until he sleeps it off before I can collect my fare."


  "You'll have to wait a long time," said the tall man with his foolish snigger.


  It gave Greg a nasty turn. Was it possible he had seen or was this just the maundering of a drunken man? Perhaps he was not so drunk as he seemed. Greg thought "detective!" and his heart went slowly down into his boots. But surely this man with his inimitable air of breeding and his proud glance could not be a plain-clothes man. And anyway why should a detective want to take him to Jersey City? And if he were not a detective, what interest could he have in merely tormenting Greg. After a moment of sheer panic, Greg's spirits rose a little.


  In his turn he began to wonder what errand a man of this kind could have across the river at such a time of night. That quarter is not usually thought of as the abode of aristocrats.


  "Where to in Jersey City?" asked Greg.


  "I'll tell you when we get there."


  "I just asked because I don't know the town."


  "Neither do I."


  By this time they were at the ferry house. There was no boat in the slip and they had to wait outside for some minutes. When the gates were finally opened they were almost the first in line, but Greg's fare would not let him enter until all the express wagons, milk wagons, mail wagons and other late vehicles had gone in.


  "Wait till the last! Wait till the last!" he said. "It's safer."


  Greg laughed. "What do you mean, safer?" he asked.


  "I wouldn't want to be caught in the middle of the boat if anything happened," the tall man said with the obstinacy of one in his condition. "Drive on last, and stay out on the back deck in the open. It's safer."


  "There's nothing in that," said Greg.


  "Well, you do what I tell you anyhow. I'm willing to pay for what I want. Here's five dollars on account."


  Greg shrugged and took the money. He was sure then that he had the vagaries of a drunken man to deal with.


  As his fare desired he let his taxi stand out on the after deck of the ferry-boat. As soon as she left her slip this part of the deck was deserted, for everybody else instinctively pressed up forward to be ready to land. Greg's fare lit a cigar of wonderful fragrance.


  "This is nice," he said, taking his ease. "I don't like to be crowded on a boat."


  But presently he underwent a feather-headed change of mood. "Let's stroll up to the bow so we can see where we're going," he said.


  "But I thought you wanted to stay here," said Greg astonished.


  "As long as the cab's here it's all right," he said with perfect inconsistency. "I didn't want to be penned up."


  There was no making any sense out of this. Useless to argue with a man in his condition. "You go ahead," said Greg good-naturedly. "I'll stay with the cab."


  "No, you come too," the other said with childish insistence. "I've got to have somebody to talk to. Mustn't be left alone."


  Greg shrugged, and gave in.


  The Twenty-third Street ferry to Jersey City is one of the longer routes, and the passage consumes upwards of twenty minutes. There were not many passengers at this hour—in the center of the deck a group of half a dozen drivers comparing notes, and at either side as many late commuters and Jersey citizens homeward bound. The overhanging bow of the ferry-boat trod the dark water remorselessly underfoot. On either hand it heaved in a silent tumult, like an agonized black breast. Along the shores the lights, yellow, red and green, sparkled with an incredible brightness, and over the center of Manhattan hung a dim radiance like the reflection of the embers of a burnt-out conflagration.


  At Greg's elbow the tall man chattered on in the inconsequential way that accorded so ill with his aristocratic mask and falcon-like glance. "I hope the old boy's resting easily in the cab back there. He must be cramped lying on the floor." (So he had seen inside!) "Well, there's no accounting for taste in beds. You can't blame a man for taking a drop too much in weather like this. The dampness gnaws your bones. In my country the sun never forsakes us like this."


  "What country is that?" asked Greg idly.


  "Er—Peru," came the answer after a second's hesitation. He went on with his snigger: "I guess maybe I've had a drop or two too many myself. Two too many! English is a funny language! I had my first cocktail at five this afternoon—no, yesterday afternoon, and after dinner I seemed to lose count. Oh well, what's the difference! We only live once. I'll buy you a drink, cabby, when we land on the other side."


  In the middle of all this he pulled himself up short and a great breath escaped him—was it of relief? For a moment his foolishness seemed to fall away. "Well, that's all right," he murmured.


  "What did you say?" asked Greg curiously.


  "Nothing." He resumed his chatter. Greg scarcely remarked the interruption, but he remembered it later; remembered too, that the man had been listening.


  They returned to the cab. As they rolled out of the ferry house on the Jersey City side Greg said:


  "Where to?"


  His fare seemed to have become a little drunker. "Fellow told me you could get a drink in Jersey City any time you wanted. Said there was a place called Stack's over here. Something doing there all night. Stacks of liquor, stacks of fun—that's how I remembered the name. I forget the address. But it must be on the main street. Drive up a way and look for the sign."


  Greg, reflecting that taxi-drivers had more to put up with than he had supposed, obediently drove quite a long way up the principal thoroughfare leading from 'the ferry. No "Stack's" appeared among the street signs. Greg's fare hummed snatches of a little Spanish song to himself, and did not appear to pay the slightest attention to the signs.


  "Well, what do you want me to do?" asked Greg at last. "We seem to be coming to the outskirts now."


  "Oh, ask a policeman," said the tall man foolishly.


  Greg couldn't get rid of the feeling that he was being made game of. "What do you think I am!" he said. "If he did know such a place he couldn't give himself away by letting on. Very likely he'd want to run us in for asking."


  "Oh well, let's go back to New York then. We've had a pleasant drive."


  For a moment Greg forgot his role of the submissive cabman. "What the Hell—!" he began thoroughly exasperated.


  "What do you care so long as you get your pay?" said the tall man unconcernedly.


  Greg reflected that it did indeed make no difference, so he shrugged his shoulders once more, and turning, drove back to the ferry at a smart pace. He privately determined to charge this capricious fare double rates.


  On the return trip the tall man evinced not the slightest concern as to where the taxi was put on the ferry. He had got over his talkativeness. He sat deep in thought, smoking one cigar after another. When they landed on the New York side he curtly ordered Greg to drive him to the Hotel Tours at One Hundred and Second Street and Broadway.


  During the long drive to Eighth Avenue, to Columbus Circle, and up Broadway he scarcely spoke. He had apparently recovered from his drunkenness. The night air had cured him perhaps. As a natural result his spirits had sunk, Greg stealing curious side glances into his face as it was revealed in the light of the street lamps saw that his head was sunk on his chest, and that something grim and haggard and perhaps a little wistful had appeared in the handsome features. It suggested the face of a desperate gamester dreaming of the simple life.


  Somewhere about Eightieth Street Greg's engine began to sputter. His fare was evidently an experienced automobilist.


  "Gas running low?" he asked.


  Greg nodded, and looked out for a garage. The first they came to was an open-air place in a vacant lot. A light was still burning in the little office, and Greg I turned in. With a hail he brought a man out to the tank. He and his fare had to get out while the flivver was filled up. Afterwards the fare with true aristocratic carelessness handed Greg another bill and resumed his seat. Greg went back to the office with the man to get change. This was fifty feet or so behind the cab. It was dark in the vicinity.


  As Greg stepped out of the office he felt a light touch on his arm. He beheld an eager young face looking up into his, a face whose speaking beauty went to his heart like an arrow. The glance of the brilliant eyes at once implored his assistance and enjoined secrecy upon him. Greg was won before a word was spoken. As for the rest he saw a slender, jaunty figure in boy's clothes with cap pulled low over the head. Amazement grew in him, for he knew instantly that it was no boy. A boy's eyes could not have moved him so. He gazed at her breathlessly as at a lovely apparition. He did not realize that she was speaking to him. She had to repeat her question.


  "That's your cab there?"


  He nodded.


  "Where are you taking that man?"


  "Hotel Tours."


  "All right. I'm following in another cab. When you drop him go on for half a block and wait for me, will you? I want to talk to you."


  Greg nodded eagerly. Just here his fare looked around the cab to see what was keeping him, and the pseudo-youth melted like a shadow into the darkness. Greg resumed his place at the wheel in a kind of dream.


  CHAPTER III


  GREG'S SECOND FARE


  He made the rest of the run to the Hotel Tours in a high state of anticipation. That charming vivid face traveled between him and the asphalt on which his chauffeur's gaze was fixed. His delight in the prospect of the coming meeting was not unmixed with dread—for her. He shuddered to think of the risks she ran wandering about town alone in the small hours of night. Surely any one could see through her disguise at a second glance. Her character was written in her eyes—ignorant, innocent and daring. Clearly she had little idea of the dangers she was braving.


  His fare paid him liberally without demur and disappeared within the hotel without giving Greg a second glance. Greg went on for half a block and drew up beside the curb. Presently another cab came to a stop behind him, and the seeming youth got out and paid the driver. He (she) made a feint of entering the nearest doorway, and when the second cab had gone on, returned, and slid into the seat beside Greg as a matter of course. She had much the air of a confident child who expects to find the whole world friendly.


  *'We'd better go back where we can watch that hotel," she said. "I don't think he intends to remain there long."


  Greg was utterly charmed by that "we." She took it for granted that he was willing to help her. Well, she should not be disappointed. Little did he care what it was all about; he was on her side anyhow. He burned to assure her of this, but prudence suggested it might be better to let things be taken for granted. He was glad it was to him she had applied; he trembled to think of how she might have been deceived in another taxi-driver. It did not occur to him that she might, like children generally (she was scarcely more than a child) have an intuitive perception of character.


  He turned his cab around and they watched the entrance to the Tours from across the street.


  She plunged into the middle of her business without any preamble. "You crossed on the Twenty-third Street ferry. I couldn't find a cab just at that moment, so I had to follow on foot. So I lost you when you drove away on the other side. Where did you take him over there?"


  "Nowhere," said Greg. "It appeared he was just looking for a drink and when we couldn't find a place we came back to New York."


  "Is that all?" she said, disappointed and puzzled. "What reason did he give for getting out of the cab on the way over?"


  "No reason. He seemed to be a little drunk."


  "Drunk? I can't understand it. He's not a drinking man."


  "Who is he?" asked Greg with natural curiosity.


  She gave him a look of appeal. "Don't ask me. I can't tell you the truth."


  Her speech had an alluring quality of strangeness. It was not that she spoke with an accent exactly; it was more like the speech of an American who might have lived long among foreigners, Greg could not read her race from her features; she had great brown eyes with a fleck of red in them when they caught the light; her skin was creamy. He could not tell the color of her hair because of the cap that she had pulled completely over her head in the style that youths affect, but he guessed it was dark red to match her eyebrows. She had a soft and babyish mouth that did not seem to go with the fiery eyes. Greg guessed that the eyes expressed her character, while the mouth had just been thrown in to make her adorable. Her voice was too deep for her size, but that was no doubt assumed. Sometimes when she forgot it scaled up. She was displaying a boyish nonchalance that was altogether delightful and funny. To tease her Greg offered her a cigarette. She declined it.


  "I smoke a pipe," was her astonishing reason.


  She did not, however, offer to produce it.


  As she had forecast, the tall foreigner did indeed presently issue from the Tours, and hailed one of the cabs waiting below the entrance. Greg cranked his engine. The other cab turned around at the corner and passed down beside them. Greg took care to be hidden behind his cab as the other passed. Climbing in he followed it as a matter of course.


  "What time do you suppose it is?" asked his companion.


  "About three."


  "What a night!" she murmured.


  "You're dead right!" said Greg grimly. He remembered what he carried behind and shivered.


  They sped down town over the smooth pavement of Broadway. That erstwhile busy street was deserted now except for an occasional motor car like themselves roaring up or down with wide open throttle and except for the-ubiquitous cats prowling diagonally across from curb to curb on errands known to themselves. The street lamps shone down like moons as indifferently upon solitude as upon crowds; all the shop fronts were dark.


  Greg, it need hardly be said, was fairly eaten up with curiosity concerning his passenger, yet he could not question her. Her air of friendliness and confidence disarmed him. Questions implied a doubt. She volunteered no information about herself, but seemed to feel the necessity of saying something.


  "Perhaps I ought to be riding in behind."


  "Oh, no!" said Greg very quickly.


  "Well, I thought it might look odd, my sitting here in front."


  "Why shouldn't a taxi-driver be giving a friend a lift, especially at this time of night?"


  This seemed to make her uneasy. She said: "All right; but you know I'm hiring you really, just like anybody."


  Greg felt a most unreasonable hurt. "I didn't ask for any pay," he said gruffly.


  She was distressed. "Oh, you mustn't let your feelings be hurt! I've got to pay you, you know. You don't know anything about me."


  Greg answered with a look that meant: "I'd like to!" But she did not take the hint. Aloud he said: "I won't take anything."


  She let the matter drop.


  The cab they were following drew up at the great Hotel Meriden at Eightieth Street.


  "I thought so," murmured the girl. "He is stopping here. The chase is over for to-night. Drive on for a block or two, then come back. It will give him a chance to get to his room."


  Greg obeyed. As they returned and circled in front of the hotel she said:


  "Don't stop at the entrance. Go on to the end of the building and wait there."


  They came to a stop opposite the last of the great windows that lighted the lobby and the lounge of the Meriden. Greg wondered, if the chase were over, what they were to wait for. The answer came directly, conveying an important bit of information obliquely.


  She said, pointing to two lighted windows on the third floor of the hotel: "I daren't go in until he goes to bed. Do you mind if I wait here with you?"


  "Do I mind—!" said Greg.


  His tone was perhaps a little too warm. She glanced at him suspiciously. Greg tried to look unconscious. Meanwhile he was revolving the significance of what she had just said. So she lived here too, and was, she implied, a member of the tall foreigner's household. It occurred to Greg that her speech resembled the man's: they used the same phrases as people do who live together. Certainly in no other respect was there any likeness. Greg frowned. He resented the thought that man and girl might be related.


  She broke in on his thoughts by saying in her abrupt, boyish way: "You don't seem like a common taxi-driver."


  "Well, I haven't been one long," said Greg smiling.


  He reflected that the surest way to win a person's confidence is to offer one's own, and he proceeded to tell her the story of his meeting with Hickey Meech, and how they had changed places, stopping short, however, of the grim denouement.


  The girl was charmed. "Oh, I like that!" she cried bright-eyed. "I'm glad you didn't want to leave America! I love America. I'm an American."


  He wondered a little what impelled her to state this fact so defiantly, as if it had been called in question. It cheered him though, for certainly the man they had been following was not an American. So they could not be close relatives.


  "I'm so glad it was you!" she went on.


  "So am I!" he said smiling.


  "A person like you can understand."


  "But I understand nothing."


  "Ah, don't ask me!" she said with a painful air. "I can't explain. It's a family affair!"


  That put Greg back where he had started from, he was silenced but not satisfied.


  "Suppose I need you again?" she asked. "Would you be willing?"


  "Try me!"


  "How can I get you?"


  "Well, I haven't any address yet. The man I bought the cab from told me where he kept it, and I suppose I'll hang out there. Have you anything to write it down with?"


  She nodded, and produced a tiny note-book and pencil.


  "Elmer Fishback," he began.


  She wrote it down, smiling to herself at the comical sound of the syllables.


  "My right name is Gregory Parr," he hastily added.


  "That's better," she said.


  He continued: "Care of Bessie Bickle—he didn't say whether she was Miss or Mrs."


  "I'll just put B. Bickle."


  "Gibbon Street south of Houston."


  She wrote it all down.


  All this while Greg was wondering how she expected to get across the lighted lobby and by the hotel desk without discovery. The question tormented him. Finally he could contain it no longer.


  "You can't go in—like that," he blurted out.


  She instantly mounted on her high horse. "What do f you mean?"


  "Well, you know—anybody could see " he stammered, "anybody could see that you were—well, that you were not a boy."


  She sharply averted her head from him. He saw the crimson tide creep up from her neck.


  "I don't see what reason you have for saying that," she murmured.


  He strove stumblingly to put her at her ease. "Oh, it isn't your clothes. They're all right. You look out o' sight! But—but—well, a girl is different. It's not altogether a matter of looks. I mean the charm of a girl sticks out all over you."


  She ignored this. "I'm not going through the lobby," she said abruptly, "but through the service entrance. I bribed the watchman on the way out, and he will let me in again."


  Greg breathed more freely. A constrained silence fell between them.


  "I'm not altogether a fool!" she presently burst out sorely. "I didn't venture out until long after dark. And I kept away from all brilliantly lighted places. Nobody found me out but you."


  "That's all right," said Greg. "But suppose—well, suppose I hadn't been, well—decent."


  "I would have known exactly what to do!" she said with an intimidating air that made him smile broadly. "But I knew you were the instant I looked at you," she added.


  "Thanks," said Greg.


  She was still sore. "I don't see how you could have guessed!" she went on. "At home when we have theatricals everybody says I make a perfectly dandy boy!"


  "That's different," said Greg smiling.


  "What must you think of me!" she murmured in an humbler tone.


  "Nothing but what is good," he said quickly. "I would be a fool if I thought otherwise. I was only anxious for you because I supposed you did not know the risks you ran."


  "I knew," she said. "I armed myself."


  Greg was both amused and thrilled at the diminutive size of her and her unquestioned courage.


  "It seemed necessary for me to do it," she explained further, "though after all I have accomplished nothing. I did it for some one—some one I cared for very much."


  A sharp little pang of jealousy shot through Greg's breast.


  Another cab drew up at the entrance to the Meriden in their rear. Greg's companion stuck her head out to see who it was. She quickly drew it in again.


  "Two of the gang!" she said excitedly.


  "What gang?" asked Greg involuntarily.


  "His gang, the politicians. They've come after him, I suppose. We'll know in a minute."


  Leaning forward in front of his companion Greg saw two men entering the Meriden, one of whom carried a heavy suit-case. They were inconspicuous-looking men, soberly dressed, both under the average height, one stocky, one thin. They had a foreign look; like the man they came to see. As they passed back I into the hotel they came within range of the big window beside Greg's cab, and the two could sit back and watch them at their leisure. They proceeded to the desk and made an inquiry. The clerk took down his telephone receiver. After a brief colloquy over the phone, he nodded to the two men, who thereupon seated themselves near by.


  "He's coming down-stairs to them," murmured the girl.


  Sure enough, Greg's former fare, the tall foreigner, presently stepped out of the elevator. He had his hat and overcoat on and carried a valise.


  "Going out again!" said the girl excitedly. "Going away, it seems!"


  When the men met no greetings were exchanged; it was as if they had but lately parted. The three moved away from the vicinity of the hotel desk engaged in low-voiced conversation. They came to a stand not far from the window through which Greg and the girl were watching them. Here they stood talking with guarded expressions, never thinking of looking out into the dark street.


  He who carried the suit-case exhibited it to the tall man, who thereupon called the single sleepy boy on duty at this hour and gave instructions. The boy took the suit-case and the tall man's own valise and, proceeding to the entrance, summoned a cab; the bags were put inside. Meanwhile the three lingered a moment to finish their talk. The heavier of the two newcomers took from his breast pocket a rather bulky little black book and handed it over to the tall man. The latter's eyes visibly gleamed with satisfaction as he hastily ran over the contents. He pocketed the book.


  At sight of the book a startled exclamation escaped from the girl beside Greg. "Why—why, that's my uncle's book! How did they get it?"


  Greg marked well the look of the book. It seemed to be a "loose-leaf" note-book with a number of miscellaneous papers of different sizes and colors, caught in on a patent fastener. It was somewhat long and narrow, of a size that would just fit a man's breast pocket, and it was bound in black seal leather.


  After the transfer of the book the three men started to move towards the hotel entrance.


  "Shall we follow?" asked Greg.


  "Of course !" she said.


  Slipping out of his seat, he cranked his engine in order to be ready for them. The three men got in the waiting taxi, and it came on past them bound downtown. Greg fell in behind them, but not close enough to excite suspicion. Down that broad empty street one could see for half a mile.


  The girl did not speak again during this part of the journey. She was staring ahead of her under knitted brows; the softness was all ironed out of the babyish mouth and her little hands were clenched. Greg wondered mightily what grim thoughts could be filling a creature so sweet and delicate. He felt that he could aid her twice as efficiently if he knew what it was all about but he would not risk a rebuff by asking again.


  At Seventy-second Street the cab in front stopped beside the subway station, and Greg slowed down while they watched to see what the men would do. The two short men alighted and disappeared down the stairs. The cab went on.


  "We follow the tall man?" asked Greg.


  "Certainly The others don't matter."


  Straight down the long empty course of Broadway they were led at top speed; through the mile of automobile warerooms, now dark, and the half mile of theaters and restaurants where a few lights still maintained a dingy semblance of festivity, including the strange blue glare of the little photograph stores, which for some mysterious reason keep open all night. In this quarter a few revelers were still to be seen, bound more or less homeward, their loud and repetitious assurances of regard only broken by violent quarrels; while owl taxis like Greg's own surreptitiously followed them on the chance of picking up business. Still they kept on down Broadway through the nondescript stretch between Herald and Madison Squares, the Tenderloin of a bygone day.


  "He must be bound for Brooklyn," said Greg.


  But at Twentieth Street the car in front turned to the east. Greg followed at a discreet distance. In that dark and silent quarter greater care was necessary if they wished to keep the man in front from guessing that he was followed. At Gramercy Park his car turned south again into Irving Place, and they lost it for a moment.


  When they cautiously turned the Irving Place corner they saw that the other cab had come to a stop half-way down that short street. Even as they looked the tall man's bags were carried into a building on that side. His cab went on.


  They drove slowly past the place where he had disappeared. It was a modest little hotel with a Spanish name: Hotel dos Estados Unidos. Through the windows of the lobby they saw the tall man standing by the desk, apparently being assigned to a room.


  "What does he come here for?" murmured the girl more and more perplexed.


  Greg went on for a block, and turning, came slowly back on the other side. The hotel lobby was now empty, except for the dozing clerk behind the desk. Greg brought the cab to a stop just beyond the hotel where they could still command an oblique view of the lobby.


  "What now?" he said.


  "I don't know what to say," she murmured. "I can't imagine why he should come here to sleep. I can't believe that he does mean to sleep here. I believe he'll be out again. Let's wait and see."


  They continued to discuss the situation, a discussion with little profit as far as Greg was concerned, for he lacked a clue. The burden of her cry was:


  "If only I knew what he was up to!"


  By and by another cab drew up to the little hotel and a man and woman got out; innocent belated travelers these, who have nothing to do with the story; but the sight of them gave Greg an idea.


  "I might slip into the lobby while this man's registering," he said, "and glance over his shoulder. I could find out then what name the other registered under. I could make out to be after a drink of water or something. That is, if you wish me to."


  "Yes, do so!" she said eagerly. "It might give us a clue."


  Returning to her two minutes later Greg said: "He wrote himself down as Antonio Bareda of Santiago de Managuay."


  The effect on the girl was startling. She fell back in her seat. "What! My uncle's name! Has he stolen that too? Oh, something terrible is going on!"


  Greg stood with a foot on the running-board at a loss what to say. He finally murmured diffidently: "If you could tell me what you suspect—"


  "I can't! I can't!" she cried. "I don't understand it myself. It is too horrible!"


  Presently more composed, she said: "One thing is sure, I daren't leave here now. I must find out what he's up to if I have to wait till morning. But you must be tired out. Why don't you get in the back of the cab and sleep until daylight, then I'll call you, and you can relieve me. If necessary I can run the car. We have one at home to save the big car."


  Greg reminded afresh of his original grisly passenger felt a cold chill down his spine. That problem remained to be solved. He hung irresolute.


  "Go on, get in," she urged, putting her hand around like a chauffeur to open the door.


  Greg hastily gripped it. "Don't open it!" he cried.


  She looked at him in astonishment.


  "The fact is there's something I didn't tell you," he lamely explained. "I've got a sou—I mean a drunken man in there."


  "What! You mean we've been carrying him around all night!"


  "I guess he didn't mind."


  "Oh, bother!" she said. "We'll have to dump him out here. There's no help for it. This is important. It may be a matter of life and death!"


  In speaking, she instinctively turned her head and looked through the glass behind her.


  "Don't look!" cried Greg cold with horror.


  But she only pressed her face closer to the glass. "There isn't anybody there," she said.


  Greg astonished threw open the door. It was true. The cab was empty. He gasped; his jaw dropped; he stared at the empty place like an idiot.


  "What's the matter with you?" said the girl laughing. "I suppose he just woke up and walked off when you weren't looking."


  "He was past walking," said Greg.


  His grim air impressed her. "What do you mean?"


  "He was dead."


  "Dead!" she cried. "Are you mad?"


  Greg shook his head. "Dead as mutton!"


  Her lip trembled like a child's. "Good heavens, what a city this is!"


  "So it seems!" said Greg grimly.


  "What had happened to him?"


  Greg told her what part of the story he had omitted before.


  "Then that was why the man was so anxious to sell you the cab?"


  "That was why."


  "What has become of it?"


  "God knows!"


  They looked at each other in dumb amazement. Suddenly the girl's expression changed.


  "Did my—did that man who was riding with you know?" she asked sharply.


  "No. I told him the same as I told you; that my other fare was drunk."


  "I wondered why he rode outside with you. It is not like him to do such things. You are sure he had no hand in it?" she persisted.


  This was a new thought to Greg. "Why, no," he said. "How could he? He just happened to pick me up later. But I don't know. Why not? There was something queer about all his actions."


  "What was he like, the dead man?"


  "A nice old gentleman; plump, smooth-shaven, kindly-looking; looked like a Spanish-American. By Gad! they were all Spanish, weren't they?"


  The girl's face gradually sharpened with anxiety now.


  Greg went on: "There was a valise under the body; that's gone too."


  "Like that you saw in the hotel up-town?" she asked breathlessly.


  "The very same! I never thought of it!"


  A low cry escaped the girl.


  "He had an odd-looking ring on; octagonal red stone with characters cut in it."


  "My uncle!" she cried despairingly. "I suspected it! They have done for him! I was too late!" She covered her face with her hands.


  Greg gazed at her in silent sympathy.


  The hands came down; the soft face hardened. "No time for mourning now. Since I couldn't save him, I mean to avenge him!"


  "If I could tell you how sorry I am!" murmured Greg.


  "Don't sympathize with me," she said quickly. "It brings the tears back. I must be hard. Help me to be hard."


  "I am at your service in all ways," he said simply.


  "You see what happened now?" she said.


  "I am beginning to."


  "I don't know yet how they killed him, but it's clear enough how they disposed of the body. That man learned in some way that it was in your cab. That is why he hired you to take him across the river. The other two men were on board the ferry too. But I paid no attention to them because I was watching him, the man in your cab. When you and he left the cab I followed you up forward. Then the other two went to the cab, of course; searched the body, and then cast it over the rail. You see now why he made you drive on last."


  "Of course!"


  "Planned with devilish cleverness!" she cried. "That is like him! Why weren't my eyes opened to his true character earlier! But I'll make him pay! If the body is missing, will it be possible to bring the crime home to the murderer?"


  "Difficult," said Greg. "It may be found floating in the river."


  "How could one find out if it was found?"


  "It would be taken to the morgue."


  "Watch for it for me, will you?" she cried eagerly. "I couldn't go to such a place. You watch for it, and if it is brought there secure it for me!"


  Greg promised. "What do you suppose is his object now in masquerading as the man he killed?" he asked.


  "That I can't guess. I know what happened; I don't know what underlies it all. We've got to find out."


  Once more that "we" inspired Greg to high deeds.


  In speaking of the man they had followed it was natural to turn to the spot where they had last seen him. As he did so Greg saw his very figure reappear once more in the lobby of the little hotel. He called the girl's attention to it.


  "Quick! Crank your engine!" she said excitedly. "I thought he would be coming out again!"


  The tall man spoke to the clerk, and the latter took down the telephone receiver.


  "Calling for a taxi," suggested Greg.


  Meanwhile he got his engine started, and climbed into the seat beside her.


  "Better move down the street a little way," she suggested. "He might catch sight of us here."


  Greg obeyed. They waited in the next block. In due course a taxi-cab drew up before the little hotel, and the tall man got in, without baggage. The cab turned west in the side street. Greg followed at a furlong's distance.


  This time the chase was not very long. They were led around the lower side of Union Square and down University Place. The first cab turned west in Ninth Street, and crossing Fifth Avenue drew up before a residence on the south side of the dignified, old-fashioned block beyond. Greg kept on to Sixth Avenue. "Did you get the number?" she asked.


  "Five-thirty."


  "I thought so. That's the headquarters of the politicians. I have seen him address letters there."


  Meanwhile the other cab having dropped its passenger had returned eastward.


  "Go back to that house!" ordered the girl. Her eyes were shining like embers. A great excitement possessed her.


  They drew up before the door of five-thirty.


  "Are you a brave man?" she asked abruptly.


  Greg, much taken aback, answered as stoutly as he could: "I hope so."


  "Then take this, and bring me back the little black book." She pressed a piece of cold metal into his hand.


  For a brief second Greg hesitated. The strange command took his breath away.


  "I do not ask it for myself," she pleaded. "The happiness of a whole people depends on it!"


  Greg seriously doubted the wisdom of the proceeding, but being young he could not take a dare from a girl. He slipped out of his seat.


  "Keep the engine running," he said. "Whom shall I ask for at the door?"


  "Señor Francisco de Socotra."


  He crossed the pavement. That which she had thrust in his hand was a small but business-like automatic revolver.


  CHAPTER IV


  IN THE HOUSE ON NINTH STREET


  The house fronting Greg was built according to an old-fashioned plan imported from Continental countries, of which there are two or three examples still extant in the older parts of New York. Though but a small house it was laid out on a liberal plan. At one side great double doors carried a driveway through to the rear. In other words, in the old days the carriage and pair of the owners had driven right in the front door.


  Greg pulled the old-fashioned bell, and presently one side of the big door swung open of itself operated by a lever within the house. This in itself had an uncanny effect. Inside Greg found himself in a well-proportioned corridor running through to the yard behind. He took the precaution to leave the big door slightly ajar behind him. At his right hand were severally a service entrance, a wicket and the main door of the house.


  The corridor was empty. It was lighted by an electric globe in the ceiling. At the wicket appeared the head of a negro servant who with a villainous scowl demanded to know what he wanted. After all it was four o'clock in the morning; a servant might reasonably be indignant at being called up at such an hour (though, by the way, this man was fully dressed), but there was more in it than that. Greg thought he had never seen so evil a face, and his hand instinctively closed tighter around the revolver in his pocket.


  In a firm voice he named the man that he wished to see, and the negro after a hard stare directed him with a nod to the main door beyond. He closed the wicket. Greg waited with a fast beating heart.


  After no great space of time the door was opened and de Socotra himself stood before Greg with an expression of strong curiosity. It was borne in on Greg afresh that he was an uncommonly handsome man; moreover, villain though he might be, there was a superb boldness in his air that commanded an unwilling admiration. Recognizing the chauffeur that had driven him earlier in the night, he fell back warily.


  Greg gave him no time to think. Stepping close to him, he drew the revolver and pressed the muzzle to his ribs.


  "If you cry out I'll pull the trigger," he whispered harshly.


  The man's ruddy brown face paled yellow, yet he kept a certain measure of self-possession, his eyes did not quail. "What do you want?" he asked in a firm, low voice.


  "The little black book."


  The man's eyes narrowed. "I don't know what you mean." he said quickly.


  Greg saw a tell-tale bulge over his right breast. "You lie!" he said. "It's in your pocket. Quick with it. or I'll shoot!"


  A curious glint showed in the other's jetty eyes which never left Greg's. His hand went slowly inside his coat and reappeared with the little black book. Greg with a leaping heart took it in his free hand; this had come easier than he had dared hope. He started to back down the corridor, keeping de Socotra covered with the gun. The latter came to the door and stood watching him with expressionless face.


  Greg dared not look behind him. It was about twenty-five feet to the big doors; he had measured it with his eyes; say, eight long paces. He had taken five, when the sound of the door softly latching behind him caused his heart to contract sharply. He whirled around. At the same instant de Socotra sprang at him. Greg was seized from both sides before he could find a mark to aim at.


  The second who had seized him was the negro servant, a fellow of gigantic stature with muscles like steel bands. As Greg started to run he had caught him in his embrace, pinning Greg's arms close to his sides and keeping the gun deflected downwards. De Socotra with a blow on Greg's wrist disarmed him. Greg's struggles were as vain as those of an infant. He ceased to struggle, designing to save his strength for a better occasion. Moreover he was afraid the sounds of a struggle might reach the girl outside and provoke her to some rash act. With her puny strength she could not help him now.


  De Socotra repocketed the little black book, also Greg's revolver. He relaxed and laughed mockingly. "I don't know what your game is, my man, but evidently it was a little beyond you!"


  Greg glared at him. "Murderer!" was on his tongue's tip, but prudence restrained him from uttering it.


  "Look here," said the other suddenly; "tell me who sent you here, and the door shall be opened for you to go, I don't fight with cabmen. You may go back freely to him who sent you and give him my compliments."


  Greg obstinately closed his mouth.


  "It's a fair offer," said de Socotra mildly. "Better take it. There are men up-stairs who will not let you off so easily."


  Again he waited to give Greg a chance to speak.


  Finally he said: "I can't wait here all night, you know."


  "You needn't wait," said Greg. "I'm not going to tell you."


  De Socotra favored him with a sharp look. "I beg your pardon," he said ironically; "I see you're no cabman. Milio, bring him up-stairs."


  He led the way into the house through the main door. The negro followed, half carrying Greg, half pushing him before him. At the steps he tossed him up as easily as a straw man. Greg ground his teeth at the humiliating posture, but still forbore to struggle. The first room of the house was a foyer hall, handsomely finished in paneled walnut, but without any furniture. A finely carved stairway came down at one side. De Socotra mounted with leisurely tread; the man was as straight as a tree, his small head poised with inimitable arrogant grace. The negro carried Greg after. Greg might have given him considerable trouble on the stairs, but he still saved his strength until he should see some chance of getting away.


  On the floor above they passed into the front room, their entrance creating a veritable sensation among the small crowd of men gathered there. No sound had warned of trouble below. This was likewise a handsome room but without any furnishings except some cheap pine tables and chairs. Heavy stuff curtains hung before the three windows, but these were evidently for the purpose of darkening them, rather than for decoration. It looked like the hastily improvised meeting-place of a political circle or a gang of plotters.


  There were about a dozen men in the room, some Spanish-Americans, others undoubtedly of these United States. The two men who had come to de Socotra at the Meriden were both present. All stared at the negro and his burden with amazed eyes, and questions in both Spanish and English were fired at de Socotra.


  The latter moved among these men with the air of an undisputed leader. Their agitation amused him, and he made them wait awhile before he answered. To the negro he said:


  "Put the man down. He can't escape. Stand by the door."


  When he finally deigned to answer their questions, he spoke in English. Greg marked that he said nothing about having ridden in his cab earlier, but let them assume that he had never seen Greg before. Greg supposed this was because he did not care to confess that the explanation of Greg's reappearance was a complete mystery to him; for all his cool airs de Socotra was deeply puzzled by that. The two men who had seen to the disposal of the body apparently did not recognize Greg. They could not have seen him but for a moment as he drove on the ferry in the dark.


  All the men in the room were amazed and panic-stricken to learn that some outsider knew of the little black book, but no word was dropped that gave Greg any hint of the contents. A furious polyglot discussion arose. The more frightened demanded that Greg be put out of the way instanter—one spoke of burying his body under the cellar pavement. Others who kept their heads better insisted on the necessity of first finding out who had sent him, and how much he knew of their affairs.


  De Socotra listened with a cynical, detached air. Finally he said: "Well, gentlemen, there's no advantage in letting him hear more than he knows already. I would suggest that you confine him in another room, until you settle what is to be done with him."


  At this moment one of the Spaniards, a stocky, scowling youth with a purplish scar on his left cheek bone, peeped through the curtains hanging before one of the windows. He said in English: "His cab is still at the door. The engine is running."


  "Who can run it?" asked de Socotra.


  "I can," said the previous speaker.


  "Then go down and run it away somewhere—anywhere, and leave it."


  The man moved toward the door. Greg's heart sunk, thinking of the girl. The door was well guarded, but there was no one in front of him at the moment. He sprang across the room. Taken by surprise they were not quick enough to stop him. Snatching a curtain aside, with a blow of his two fists he smashed out the glass behind and cried:


  "Beat it! Beat it!"


  He was instantly snatched away from the window, but he had the satisfaction of hearing the old flivver get under way long before the man could get down stairs; he had the satisfaction, too, of seeing the cool and cynical de Socotra grind his teeth and mutter a curse as he realized that the explanation of what he so much wanted to know had been just outside the door all this time.


  The uproar in the room was redoubled. They rushed at Greg now, pummeling him, and trying to kick him. He fought back blindly. He would have been worse hurt had they not got in each other's way. It was some moments before de Socotra could make his voice heard.


  "Gentlemen! You forget yourselves! Hands off him! The window is out. Do you want to arouse the neighborhood?"


  They drew back scowling. The room became quiet again. Greg, bruised, fiery-eyed and panting, had his back against the wall.


  De Socotra went on in his icy voice: "If it is necessary to execute this man in the interest of the Cause all right. But I will not have you maul him like a pack of terriers. You, Sforza, conceal yourself behind the curtains and see if an alarm has been raised in the street."


  One disappeared through the curtains. The negro was dispatched for rope. When he returned Greg's wrists were unceremoniously tied behind his back, and his ankles tied. The man at the window reappeared to say that while several windows near by had been thrown up, the aroused ones had apparently gone back to bed without taking action. The negro picked up the helpless Greg and carrying him into the back room on the same floor dropped him like a sack, and left him alone.


  For awhile he took no notice of his surroundings. To be trussed up like a fowl ready for roasting seemed to be the lowest degree of ignominy possible to a man: a despairing rage filled him; his heart seemed like to burst his breast; he rolled helplessly on the floor.


  Then dimly he began to realize that his impotent rage was only destroying him, and little by little with a great effort of the will he succeeded in disciplining it. He had to think, and in order to think a clear brain was necessary.


  Must he end in that house like a trapped rat? Youth at the flood could not conceive of coming to an end. He put that thought from him. "I will get out! I will!" he told himself. "They dare not kill me if I am not afraid!"


  Meanwhile the girl outside might contrive to aid him. But he determined not to count on her. She was so little and young and inexperienced she would not know what to do. What could she do? If she applied for help it would be only to betray her own secret. She ran her own terrible danger. He shuddered. Well, that thought must be put out of his mind too. Let him once get out and he would save her.


  Greg took careful stock of his surroundings. The room he was in was a companion to the room in front. It occupied the whole width of the house, and it had but the one door opening into the central hall. Opposite were three tall windows looking to the rear. Enough light came through them to show Greg that this room like the others was bare of furniture. There was a handsome chimney piece against the right hand wall. The house was solidly built and no sounds reached him.


  Suddenly the door was opened softly, and for an instant Greg's astonished eyes beheld a woman's figure outlined against the faint light in the hall. She came in and closed the door behind her, and he heard her hand feeling softly along the wall for the switch. It clicked and the room was flooded with light. Greg saw her, then the light went out again. Her startled eyes had taken in the fact at a glance that the windows were uncovered. Presumably they were commanded by the windows of houses in the rear.


  In that briefest of glimpses she was unforgettably impressed on Greg's vision. It was a strange apparition in that empty and sinister house; a beautiful woman, a lady in evening dress! It was black velvet, snugly fitting, against which her arms and neck gleamed like marble. She was a dark beauty, another Spanish-American perhaps, but taller than the run of Latin women; she had hair like a raven's wing, eyes like twin black pools and voluptuous crimson lips. She was carrying something, but he had not time to see what it was.


  She came towards him in the dark, bringing a subtle perfume. "You poor fellow!" she murmured. "Can I do anything for you?"


  Greg's feelings were mixed; he took it for granted that she was one of the same lot; moreover he was ashamed to be found by a woman in so lowly a posture. "Who are you?" he asked sullenly.


  "Your friend," she breathed.


  One in Greg's position could hardly refuse an offer of friendship. His heart warmed to her. Yet he did not altogether abandon caution. Something about her still repelled him; her foreignness perhaps. She spoke excellent English, but not with the unconsciousness of the native born.


  "How can I help you?" she murmured.


  "Help me to get out of here," said Greg bluntly.


  "I daren't!" she whispered. "They would kill me if they found out. Besides it is useless. The house is full of men. All the doors are guarded."


  "Cut this rope and I'll take my chances of getting out."


  "I daren't," she wailed. "But maybe I can loosen it a little."


  Careless of her fine dress, she dropped to her knees on the dusty floor beside him. What she had in her hand she put down. It sounded like a plate. Greg rolled over, and with her soft warm hands she fumbled with the knots at his wrists, not with much success. Her hands trembled a little as if in confusion at being forced to touch a strange man. Greg was thinking principally of the plate.


  "What was that you brought?" he asked.


  "You are hungry?"


  "Famished. I suppose it's ten hours since I ate."


  "There was nothing cooked in this house, but I brought biscuits and chocolate. Are your hands more comfortable now?"


  "Not much. How can I eat with my hands tied?"


  "I will feed you," she said with a charming confusion in her voice.


  She proceeded to do so, feeling for his lips with her fingers and pressing chocolate and sweet biscuits between them. In good sooth the situation was romantic enough, the warm breathing woman bending over him in the dark, fragrant as a flower; there was something infinitely caressing in the touch of her fingers, nevertheless Greg remained cold. He could think of nothing but how to get out.


  "You are not like a common taxi-driver," she said presently.


  Greg was reminded with a little pang of the other woman who had said that. "I'm a taxi-driver," he replied. "As to common that's not for me to say."


  "You speak like an educated man."


  He shrugged. "Who are you?" he asked for the second time.


  "A prisoner like yourself."


  It occurred to him as strange that a prisoner should have been so anxious to keep lights from showing in the windows. "What sort of joint is this anyhow?" he asked.


  "Joint?"


  "Who are these men? What are they?"


  "I don't know. They tell me nothing."


  "But if you live here you must hear and see what goes on. What do you make of it?"


  "It's politics of some kind," she said vaguely. "I don't understand. How did you happen to come here?"


  "I was sent."


  "By whom?"


  "A fare who engaged me on the street."


  "What sort of person?"


  "Well, I'm not much of a hand at description. An ordinary looking fellow, middle-aged, plainly dressed, nothing special about him."


  "You're just fooling me!" she said reproachfully. "You don't trust me."


  "Why should I trust you?" said Greg bluntly. "You don't answer my questions but only ask me others."


  "Ask me anything, anything!" she said passionately. "I look to you to save me!"


  "Who are you, and what are you doing in this house?"


  "It's a miserable story!" she said in a shamed voice. "My name is Clelie Mendizabal. I am a Peruvian. My father died a few years ago leaving us penniless. I had to go to work. Well, in Peru a girl who works for her living is looked down upon, so I determined to come to New York. They said that the streets of New York were fairly paved with gold. I had no difficulty in finding work here, but I soon found that a working girl has no easy time in America either. There was a man from my own country who made believe to be my friend—I trusted him—Ah! I was so friendless here! I thought no wrong. I went about with him—Oh, how can I go on! One night a month ago he brought me to this house saying that it was a restaurant. I—I have not been out of it since!"


  Somehow this piteous tale failed of conviction. For one thing the teller, in the one brief glimpse he had had of her, had seemed much too radiant and blooming to be the victim of so terrible a fate. Moreover, she had seemed to tell it with a certain gusto that suggested the pride of authorship. It might be true, but Greg resolved to keep an open mind.


  "Why don't you throw up the window yonder and call for help?" he asked.


  "They're locked."


  "Windows are never locked on the outside," he said dryly. "You could hang from the sill and drop without danger. It can't be more than twelve feet or so to the ground. And climb over the fence into one of the other back yards. Or if you couldn't get over the fence you could scream for help until the neighbors rescued you."


  "People don't want to rescue one like me," she said mournfully.


  "Nonsense ! Times have changed. They're crazy about it nowadays. Cut me loose, and I'll undertake to get you out."


  "But I'm afraid of you. Who are you? Tell me truly."


  "Elmer Fishback," said Greg, grinning in the dark.


  "Who sent you here, really?"


  "I told you. A fare who picked me up. I don't know his name."


  She put her two hands on his shoulders and brought her face close to his; he sensed the great languorous eyes in the dark. "Trust me," she whispered. "You will never regret it!"


  Greg was exquisitely uncomfortable. He desired to make use of this woman if he could, but he found himself unable to produce the slightest semblance of warmth. He got out of it the best way he could.


  "A man bound hand and foot like this can feel nothing for a woman," he said. "He is not a man but a mere log! Free my hands and I'll show you!"


  Her instinct was not deceived. She drew away with a sharp little movement in which Greg apprehended danger. "How can I trust you if you will not trust me?" she said somberly.


  "What difference does it make how I came here if the main thing for both of us is to get out?"


  "I couldn't go with you unless I knew who you were. Won't you tell me how you came here?"


  Greg was already at the end of his powers of dissimulation. "No," he said curtly.


  She rose with a single movement, and gliding to the door threw it open. "Francisco!" she called.


  De Socotra's leisurely figure appeared in the light of the doorway. "Well, my dear?" he drawled mockingly.


  She was glad to throw off the mask, it seemed. "I can get nothing out of this fellow. Better hand him over to the men." Greg had suspected her throughout, nevertheless this frank unmasking outraged his sense of decency. "You liar!" he cried involuntarily.


  She was clearly revealed in the doorway. He saw her elevate her fine shoulders and smile at de Socotra. No man surely could have displayed such hardihood. "If there's nothing further for me to do I believe I'll go home," she said, affecting to stifle a yawn.


  "Very well, my dear. Pleasant dreams."


  She passed from Greg's sight.


  De Socotra made a signal to those outside, and two men followed him into the room. He had a small pocket flash which he threw on Greg. To the two men he said:


  "I give him in your charge now to be treated as you see fit. Better have Milio carry him down cellar for you where his cries cannot be heard."


  The brawny negro appeared and hoisted Greg on his back. Greg believed he had heard his doom pronounced, and his heart was low. All of a sudden life seemed ineffably sweet. He set his jaw hard, and glared at his enemies. They should not see him weaken.


  Greg was carried back down the carved stairway. The two men whom he looked upon as his appointed executioners followed, and in the position in which he was being carried there was nothing for Greg to do but look in their faces. He saw no mercy there. The one had a stiff, rough crop of hair that started to grow far back on his head, and a long, scraggy neck. He swallowed continually. He looked like a carrion-eating bird. The other was still more horrible: short and dumpy with a moist, livid face like something half-cooked in too much grease. These two were followed by others of their ilk. The more human-looking individuals remained up-stairs. With every step of the descent something seemed to whisper to Greg: "Take your last look at light and life!"


  The dark beauty, closely cloaked and veiled for the street, had preceded them down the stairs. When they got half way down Greg heard the door from foyer to corridor close behind her. Her exquisite heartlessness surprised him. "It's nothing to her what they do to me," he thought, feeling a little pin-prick of wounded self-love even in the face of the horror that awaited him at the foot of the cellar stairs.


  Greg's bearer turned under the stairs to a door that stood presumably at the head of another flight. But even as he laid his hand on the knob they all heard the sound of running feet in the corridor and the negro paused. Two soft little fists beat frantically on the house door. One ran to open it. There stood the dark girl beside herself with terror.


  "The police!" she gasped. "Outside in the street!"


  They didn't require her warning. The house was filled with the sound of a pounding on the big doors. A peremptory voice demanded admittance.


  "They know we're inside," gasped the girl. "They saw me as I opened the door to go out."


  Instantly the house was in confusion. The negro dropped Greg on the floor. All thought of their intentions towards him was forgotten. Those above came scampering down the stairs. De Socotra was the only one who retained his presence of mind.


  "Keep cool!" he admonished them. "The door is strong. We have time to get out. Get your hats and coats. Abañez, you know the way; lead the others. I will come last."


  Grabbing up their outer wear they fled as softly as mice through the door into the corridor. The negro Milio, leaving with the rest, was sharply recalled by de Socotra.


  "Take this man with you," he commanded. "Do you want to leave him behind to identify us all?"


  Very unwillingly the negro picked up Greg again and followed the others out into the corridor. De Socotra put out all lights and brought up the rear. They turned to the right in the corridor, that is to say, towards the rear of the lot. Through a covered way at the back they gained another building, presumably the original stable of the establishment. As the stable door closed behind them, Greg heard the blows of a heavy piece of timber on the front doors. De Socotra locked the doors that they passed through.


  In the back wall of the stable there was a door which admitted them to still another building, a rear tenement apparently on the lot abutting behind. It was empty. They then crossed a narrow paved court, and struck through a long close passage. The lights of a street gleamed at the far end; a trolley car rumbled in the distance—inexpressibly friendly sound to the prisoner.


  At the mouth of the passage the fugitives all clung together, apparently afraid to venture out into the lighted street.


  De Socotra coming up with them commanded: "Do not linger here. There is no one in sight. Scatter in different directions. Do not run. You are safe enough. There is nothing to connect you with the Ninth Street house. Go! You will hear from me in due course."


  They melted away, leaving only de Socotra and the negro in the passage. The latter had dropped Greg to the pavement. It was of brick, and a tiny trickle of cold water ran down the middle of it. The negro made some whining complaint to his master that Greg could not catch.


  "Oh, crack him over the head!" said de Socotra impatiently. "Stick his body in some out of the way corner, and go to your own place. Don't leave the rope behind for evidence."


  That was the last Greg knew. Oddly enough he heard the sound of the blow that he did not feel. Consciousness was snuffed out.


  CHAPTER V


  THE TAXI YARD


  Greg came to to find himself in a sort of deep and narrow well with rough stone walls on either hand and flag-stones beneath him. He was sensible that he was not alone, but his companion was no more than a hazy shape between him and the strip of pale sky far overhead. A strong odor mixed of stable manure and stale whiskey nauseated him. He was sore all over and there was a splitting pain inside his skull. He had no sooner opened his eyes than he was glad to close them.


  As from a distance he heard a voice, husky but kind, say: "Don't think you ain't got no bones broke, Jack. Can you get up?"


  Opening his eyes again Greg saw a deplorably dirty, unshaven face bending over him, but the blear eyes were compassionate. If one could overlook the dirt and forget the spirituous emanation, there was something taking about the face, a quality of childlike innocence of soul. The voice went on:


  "Say, can't you get up? We want to get out of here before they open up the stable. These stable fellas are fierce and fresh. Ain't got no guts."


  Greg with an effort contrived to sit up. Pain made his head swim, but he would not give in to it. In a few moments he was able to stand, leaning for support against the rough stones. He saw that he was at the bottom of a deep area-way between sidewalk and foundation wall. The building was a great stable. From the open barred windows below the street level came the quiet sound of munching and an occasional stamp on old planks.


  He got a better look at his unknown friend. On the stage such a make-up would have been hailed as a triumph: his hat had the jaunty air of utter abandonment; his overcoat made Greg's own look as if new come from the tailor's, the holes in it with the various layers of interlining protruding their frayed edges were like strange blossoms applique; through his broken shoes his bent old toes winked shamelessly.


  He was fussing around Greg like a hen with one chick. "How do you feel now, Jack? The steps is just behind you. Take it real slow. I'll come behind to keep you from falling backwards. I'd carry you only I ain't got me strength back since I had the shakes."


  Little by little they got up the long steep steps. At the top Greg rested himself against the iron fence that topped the well. "I was flung over there," he thought wonderingly. "Lord! I must be tougher than I thought!" He saw that he was in MacDougall Street between Clinton Place and the Square, not more than two hundred yards or so from where the gang had issued from the passage.


  "I was leaning against this very fence thinking, when I look over and see you down there," said the ragged one. "Your white face was looking straight up at me. First-off I thought I had 'em again! But you never see no men when you have 'em—only squeezy things. So I goes down to have a look. It was only by accident I happened to be here. I was on my way down to Washington Street, but it was early and I stopped to think. If you get down to Washington Street when the commission houses open you get lots of things; an old salt fish maybe, or a grape fruit that's half good, or a cabbage with a good place in it. The salt fish is the best. It gives you a peach of a thirst. Then I follow the brewery wagon on its rounds, and get the drips when they bring the empty kegs up from the cellar. But it's too late now. All the boys will be there before me."


  Greg felt of his pocket. "I've got money," he said. "I'll blow you to a regular square meal."


  The other with a nod accepted this as no more than his due. "Of course I could have rolled you before you come to," he reminded Greg, "but I'm on the level, I am. Anybody will tell you Danbury Joe is on the level. Danbury Joe, that's me."


  He went on to recite his personal history in a lyrical tone that suggested the oft-repeated tale. "I used to be a hat manufacturer in a hat town, a millionaire. Yes, sir, I sported a dicer and opened wine with the best of them. I had a house with ten rooms and a pair of iron deer on the front lawn, and my lovely daughter was educated in Europe, yes sir, it's the truth. But she run away and married a grocer salesman and it broke the old man's heart. He ain't never been the same—Say, Jack," this in a more natural tone, "if I had a whole dollar I could buy me a bottle of cough medicine." He coughed affectingly.


  Greg handed over the dollar.


  "We hadn't ought to stand here," Joe went on nervously, "the sun's up. A cop might get nosey. If there's anythin' I hate it's a nosey cop. If you're able to walk I'll take you to my hangout. It's an old vacant house on the south side the Square. We go in through the area door when there's no one looking. It's a great crowd there ev'y night. You hear wonderful stories of travel around the fire."


  Greg thanked him but declined the invitation for the present. He was beginning to feel stronger. "If I could get a cup of coffee and a bite I'd be all right," he said.


  "Follow me," said Joe. "I know a place round in Sixth."


  


  Half an hour later Greg, still stiff and sore but otherwise himself again, started to make his way from Sixth Avenue through Ninth Street. In the broad light of day he felt not a little conspicuous in his shabby taxi-driver's make-up, but nobody appeared to look at him. His heart beat fast as he approached the little house with the big doors. As soon as he turned the corner he saw a policeman on guard in front and a little knot of the curious gathered near.


  Arrived in front of the house he saw that the big doors had been smashed in. The policeman stood swinging his club, bored and nonchalant, in sharp contrast to the gaping by-standers. Thirsty as he was for news, Greg dared not call attention to himself by applying to Authority. Instead, he loitered among the on-lookers, keeping his ears open. He heard a stout woman with a shopping-bag say to her friend:


  "My dear, I always said there was something funny about that house. No Christian people would live in such an outlandish contraption. Why, those front windows down-stairs are the kitchen windows. I looked through it once when it was for rent. Think of having your kitchen windows right on the sidewalk! Any one who walked by could see you in your boodgewar cap! They say a crazy foreigner built it years ago, and I don't doubt it.


  "Well, last night I heard a crash of breaking glass —there it lies still on the sidewalk, see? It's from the parlor window above. And a man's voice roared out twice: 'Beat her! Beat her!' just like that. My, but I was scared. I just pulled the blankets over my head. No use lookin' to my Albert for comfort in the night. He sleeps like the dead!"


  Greg got more exact information from an Irishman in a gingham jumper, the engineer of an apartment house perhaps, who was describing the affair to another man.


  "I know the cop on the beat. He told me the rights of the case. Seems about four this morning a taxi druv up to the station house, and a young fellow, a mere lad they say, run in and told the Sergeant that a guy was being murdered at Five thirty West Ninth. So the Sarge called half a dozen of the reserves and they rode back with the kid in his flivver. They beat in the door but the gang got out through a secret way at the back into Clinton Place and scattered. They made a clean getaway. There wasn't a thing in the house to show what they'd been up to. Nothin' but some kitchen chairs and tables. Now they're trying to trace who hired the house from the old lady what owns it, but she don't know. She got her rent in advance and that's all she asked."


  "What about the boy who gave the alarm?"


  "There's a mystery about him too. In the excitement he disappeared with his cab, and nobody had thought to take down his number. A real good-lookin' boy, they said; not over sixteen year old."


  Greg hung around a bit, but no further information was forthcoming,, and he finally went on. His heart was heavy with anxiety for his plucky little companion of the night before. So she had been the means of saving him. But what had become of her when daylight overtook her? what had she done with the cab? The only thing he had to go on was the fact that he had given her the address of the yard where he had meant to keep the cab. Perhaps she had taken it there. He started to find out.


  Gibbon Street proved to be a little thoroughfare on the extreme ragged edge of Manhattan island, a little backwater of the town passed by by the main currents. It was three blocks long with a bend in the middle. Down one side stretched a row of dilapidated little brick tenements occupied by freer spirits than the dense rookeries farther west; on the other side were lumber yards, coal yards and small manufactories. Greg had no difficulty in finding what he sought. Just at the bend in the street between two yards a little store bore the sign "Bickle's Grocery."


  It was a little aged two-story house with the mortar coming out from between the bricks. The store was surely one of the smallest in New York. Peeping through the window Greg saw a bewildering variety of objects displayed for sale. Besides the storekeeper there could hardly have been room for more than three customers at a time. Beside the store was a gateway and Greg went through here. The bend in the street made an irregularly shaped lot and it opened up unexpectedly behind. Around two sides of this yard was built an open shed providing stabling for half a dozen taxi-cabs or so.


  There were four cabs there at the moment, among which he instantly picked out his own. He knew her by her rakish list to starboard. His license number, by the way, which he had scarcely taken note of before, was T7011. The cab seemed to be all right, but this was the lesser half of his anxieties; where was its late driver? He looked inside half hoping to see a little figure curled up on the seat, but it was empty.


  A baritone voice hailed him from the back door of the little house, a voice with a "no-nonsense-now" ring: "Hey, fella, what do you want?"


  Greg beheld a fat woman with arms akimbo regarding him fiercely, a woman more than fat, mountainous. It was the kind of fat that goes with the highest degree of activity and energy; that massive forearm might have felled a prize-fighter. Moreover the honest, choleric blue eye proclaimed the tartar; it was the proprietress, no doubt, and a person to be propitiated.


  Greg approached her, cap in hand. She did not relent at all; on the contrary she seemed to find in his politeness an added cause for suspicion.


  "I'm the new Elmer Fishback," he announced. "I bought old T7011 from Hickey Meech last night. Here is the bill of sale he gave me."


  She looked over his papers with a sharp eye. "Do you want to stay on here?" she demanded.


  "If you please, ma'am."


  "My terms is the same to all. Dollar and a half a week in advance, with free water from the tap for washing, I serve meals to them that wants them at seven, twelve and six only. Regular fifteen cents; second helping a quarter. Beds twenty cents a sleep night or day."


  "That's reasonable," murmured Greg.


  "You're right it's reasonable, times like these." She fixed him with a terrible eye. "There's one thing's got to be understood at the start. I says the same to every man that comes here. I'm a respectable woman and I won't stand for no crooked work, see? Your car is registered from this address, and if you get into trouble the police will come here for you. I won't stall them off. So it's up to you, see?"


  "I understand, ma'am," said Greg humbly.


  In spite of herself a twinkle lightened her grim glance. A long and no doubt disillusioning experience had made her suspicious of strangers, and there was much about Greg that remained to be explained; at the same time his clean youthfulness must have appealed to her after the tag ends of humanity she was accustomed to dealing with. She liked him and tried not to show it.


  Greg taking courage from the twinkle said: "I got I into a bit of trouble last night—nothing crooked on my part, ma'am, but a gang in Ninth Street set on me and beat me up. A friend brought my cab in for me, a young boy; you didn't happen to see him, did you?"


  Bessie Bickle shook her head. "I sleep nights like a Christian," she said grimly. "That reminds me of something else. I don't hold myself responsible for anything left in the yard. All day I'm in and out my kitchen and I keep an eye out, but at night it's up to you. Most of the boys is out all night anyway, and when they're in they're gen'ally sleeping in their cabs. There's Blossom waked up. Ast him if he seen your friend."


  As Greg turned away from the door she called to him, still with the grim air that he soon learned she had adopted out of self-protection: "Say you, breakfast is over now, but come in to dinner on me. There's spare-ribs and cabbage."


  "Much obliged, ma'am," said Greg. He thanked the stars that had directed him to such a friendly soul in a selfish world.


  A man had shoved his car out of the shed and was preparing to wash it at the hydrant. Since the water was allowed to find its own sweet way out of the yard there was always a muddy hole in the middle—which did not lessen the labor of washing. Even now the man was cursing the mud. Greg had been struck by his name Blossom; but when he raised his head Greg saw that he who bore so poetic an appellation was no beauty. The "Blossom" was a brandy blossom perhaps, referring to his nose. He was a lean, exhausted-looking, morose individual.


  "H'are you?" said Greg affably.


  A grunt was the only reply.


  "How's business?"


  "Rotten!"


  "Bad weather for taxis."


  "Rotten!"


  "What's the matter? You seem a bit down on your luck."


  "Rotten!" declared Blossom, like a bird with one note. "I got a pain in me back and two flat tires; a fellow done me out of my fare last night. Everything is rotten!"


  "I'll help with the tires," said Greg.


  The morose one stared. "You're new," he said grimly.


  Greg nodded towards T7011. "My car," he said.


  "Oh, the machine gun," said Blossom. "God help you! Rotten old boat! Where's Hickey?"


  "I'd be glad to know that myself."


  "Owes me half a dollar," said Blossom.


  "Have you seen my friend that brought her in?" asked Greg anxiously, "young boy?"


  Blossom shook his head. "He woke me up backin' and fillin', tryin' to snake her in. I knew it was a green hand bringin' In the machine gun. I cursed him, but I didn't get up. Us fellows gets little enough sleep. He was a determined cuss all right; stuck at it till he got her in."


  Watching Greg's handy way with the tires Blossom said: "You're not so new."


  "First time I've been on my own," said Greg, wishing to convey that he had long been a chauffeur for others.


  "You made a mistake," said Blossom dejectedly. "Rotten life! Look at me. You're tormented night and day not knowing how you're going to come out. As soon as you get square something breaks on you and there's another repair bill. Give me another man's car under me and my pay Saturday night."


  "Oh well, there's the independence of it," said Greg.


  "To Hell with independence! Independence don't pay no repair bills!"


  When the tires were fixed Blossom desired to borrow a pump. As he got it from under his front seat Greg saw what had escaped his notice before, a little label pasted on his wind-shield on a line level with the eyes of any one who should sit at the wheel. On it was written in bold characters:


  p class="centerspcbld">"Seek and ye shall find."


  Greg grinned to himself in high satisfaction. She had her wits about her! Handing over the pump to Blossom, he returned to his car and proceeded to make a thorough search.


  Tucked behind the back seat he found a small hard object wrapped in a bit of paper. The paper opened in his hand, and his astonished eyes beheld a beautiful platinum corsage pin set with a dozen gleaming diamonds. Workmanship and stones were of the finest; a glance told him it was worth hundreds of dollars. There was more writing on the inside of this paper.


  
    "This is for necessary expenses. Pawn it.


    I'm going back to the hotel."

  


  An exclamation from Blossom caused Greg to look up. He dropped the pin in his pocket. Another man had entered the taxi yard. Greg's attention was first caught by the suit he wore. It had a strangely familiar look. It was one of his own! The wearer was no other than Hickey Meech.


  "Well, I'm damned!" said Greg involuntarily.


  CHAPTER VI


  GREG'S RIVAL


  The nine hours had worked a great change in Hickey. Gone was the dashing air; he drooped in every line of his loose clothes. But he was still grinning. It was a shamefaced, impudent and appealing grin that he bent on Greg.


  "H'are yeh?" he said, sidling towards him.


  Greg hardened himself against the grin. "By God, you have a cheek!" said he.


  Hickey jerked his head towards the flivver. "What have you done with—you know—It?" he asked in a hoarse whisper.


  "It's disposed of," said Greg grimly.


  "And a good job too!" said Hickey with undisguised relief. "I knew you had a head on you," he added propitiatingly.


  "Oh you did, did you? You and I have got a long account to settle, old fellow!"


  "Aw, be nice," said Hickey cajolingly. "What have you got to grouse about? You've got the flivver, haven't you? I've got nothing."


  "Where's the two hundred you got from me?"


  Hickey blew into the empty air. "Gone! Just like that! I'm cleaned out."


  "Booze?"


  "No. Craps."


  Greg shrugged.


  "Oh, I know I'm a fool," said Hickey with a kind of cheerful despair. "You don't have to tell me. Every man has his own special kind of dam foolishness. Mine's the little bone cubes." He snapped his fingers. "Come you little lubly seben!"


  "You've got a nerve to show yourself around here."


  "Only place I had to come to," said Hickey simply. "Besides somepin told me you wouldn't be hard on a poor mutt like me,"—this with his inimitable insinuating grin. "Let me sleep awhile in the flivver, will yeh? I'm all in."


  In spite of himself Greg began to relent. "If you want to square yourself with me you've got to tell me the truth about how you came by that body," he said.


  "You didn't think I croaked the guy, did you?" said Hickey.


  "No. But I want to know all the circumstances. A lot has happened since you unloaded it on me."


  "Ain't got much to tell," said Hickey. "I see by the papie last night that the Allianca from Central American ports was sighted off the Hook and was going to dock about ten o'clock. Well, when one of them little vessels docks at night it gives us fellows a show, see? for the swell drivers won't come down-town for it. So I goes to the pier and I draws two of them dagoes; one was him that I threw in with the flivver, see? and the other was a small slender fella with a little black mustache. The old guy couldn't speak no English; the young fella talked for him. He told me to take them to Jersey City by the Twenty-third Street ferry, see?


  "Well, I drove up West and up Eleventh Avenue and I was almost to the ferry when I hear a funny noise in the cab behind me, a scrabbling sort of sound. I looked around, and it looked to me like the old boy was having a fit. So I pulled up beside the curb and opened the door. That was in front of the Brevard House where I met up with you later.


  "The old fella was hanging over all limp-like with his hands hanging to the floor, and the young guy was trying to pull him up. Say, that young guy was scared, he was. He was so scared he was green. He says to me as well as he could for his teeth chattering: 'My friend is took sick,' says he, 'real sick.'


  "Well, I didn't need anybody to tell me that. It seemed natural for the fella to be scared. I helped him boost the old dago up on the seat comfortable. 'Hold him up a minute,' says the young guy, 'and I'll run in here and ast where's the nearest doctor guy.'


  "Innocent as a baby, I was. Oh, yes, soft as a rotten orange; soft in the head. I stood there holding the old fella up and the little slender guy he scampered like a mouse into the bar of the Brevard House. I soon saw the old guy was all in. I waited one minute, two minutes, I dunno, and then it come to me like a clap that I'd been sold. I pulled the old guy's legs out a little so's he wouldn't fall over on his face, but then darned if he didn't slide out of the seat on his back and crumple up on the floor. But I slammed the door on him and run into the bar. I ast the bar-keep for the little slender guy. 'Just walked through,' he says, 'went out by the side door.' Say, I was sick!


  "Well, that's all there is to it. It give me such a nasty turn I lost me nerve. I couldn't just bring myself to go back to the flivver with that pore old soft floppy corp in the back. Him walking around on two legs as good as myself, not a half hour before! I stood there lappin' up whiskeys and then you come in. We talked —say, maybe I wasn't glad to have somebody to talk to! and one thing led to another, and I had an impulse to sell the whole outfit to you and like a fool I did. I had ought to have carried the corp direct to the station; they didn't have nothing on me. But I always was an impulsive guy. It has been my ruin!"


  Greg saw no reason to doubt any part of this story; the details were convincing; moreover they fitted with what he already knew. Evidently the actual murderer, de Socotra's agent, had been thrown into a panic by the cabman's unexpected discovery of the crime. He had fled, and thus de Socotra's plans had been momentarily upset.


  "What killed the old man?" asked Greg.


  "Search me," said Hickey. "There was no mark on him that I could see."


  "Would you recognize the young man with the little black mustache if you saw him again?"


  "Would I! Night or day; from in front or behind."


  "Our job must be to find him," said Greg. "It'll be worth something handsome to you if you can run him down."


  "Who was the poor old guy?" asked Hickey, "a South American millionaire?"


  "Not exactly. I'll tell you the whole story in time. Can't stop now. Did you claim my baggage on the pier?"


  Hickey shook his head. Diving into his pocket he produced the crumpled claim checks. "I was afraid you'd catch me if I stopped to claim it."


  "Good!" said Greg. "These clothes will come in handy. First of all I'll drive to the pier and get them."


  Hickey put on a make-believe aggrieved air, "Hold on. What do I get out of this? The clothes are mine, ain't they? Part payment for the flivver."


  "That'll be about all," said Greg grimly. "I didn't contract to buy a hearse, remember."


  Hickey hastily changed his tune. "All right. All right. You needn't get sore. You can have your old clothes."


  "Just the same I'll deal liberally with you," said Greg. "We'll make the old cab do double duty. When I'm sleeping or busy you can run her, and vice versa. If we keep her in repair she ought to provide a living for both. If you'll turn over your takings to me, I'll settle with Bessie Bickle for your keep and credit you with the balance. When you've paid back the two hundred you got from me I'll retire from the concern in your favor. I pay for repairs, and we go halves on oil and gasoline."


  Hickey agreed that this was more than fair.


  "All right, climb into Blossom's cab and take a sleep while I'm gone. Or get a room from Bessie. I'll have to have a room to change in when I get back. We have a lot to do to-day."


  "Do you mind staking me for a little breakfast?" asked Hickey meekly. "I'll take it outside if it's all the same to you. I'd sooner face a she-tiger than brace Bessie between meals."


  "All right, jump in, and I'll drop you at the first lunch-room."


  In half an hour Greg was back at the yard with his baggage. In the meantime Hickey, following his instructions, had engaged a room by the week from Bessie in their joint interest, and was even now snoring on the bed. Greg carried his things up, and opening his bags proceeded to array himself with particular care. He was bound to remove the impression of a snuffy owl driver that he must have made on a certain party. He sighed with satisfaction at the comfortable feel of his own clothes.


  When he was dressed he remorselessly woke Hickey and dragged him to his feet. Hickey assumed the driver's cap and coat that he had discarded. When they passed through Bessie's kitchen on the way out that worthy soul opened her eyes very wide indeed at the sight of the figure of elegance Greg was making. She came to a stand and planted her hands aggressively on her hips. Clearly, fine clothes were associated in her simple mind with questionable conduct. Greg's gloves confirmed her worst suspicions.


  "I'll be back in time for dinner," said Greg airily. "I'm not going to let you off those spare-ribs."


  Bessie pursed up her lips. "My poor kitchen ain't fitting to serve the likes of you," she said.


  "Don't be sore just because I've put on my sporting rags," said Greg. "Need 'em in my business."


  "Fine business, I daresay," said Bessie, sniffing.


  "I see you think I'm a confidence man at the least," said Greg. "When I come back I'll tell you the whole story while we eat. I want your good will."


  "Well, I won't express an opinion on it till I hear it," said Bessie tossing her head. Nevertheless Greg saw that she was pleased.


  He got in the cab, "Where to, sir?" said Hickey, touching his cap with a grin.


  "First to a pawn-broker's," said Greg. "I've heard that Salomon's on Sixth Avenue is a good place."


  "I know it well," said Hickey. He cranked the flivver, and with her customary preliminary back-fires she was off.


  Greg got three hundred on the corsage pin. This he reserved for the girl's business, of course. He still had a little for his own expenses.


  He next directed Hickey to take him to the Hotel Meriden, without having any very clear idea of what he would do when he got there. He did not know whom to ask for.


  As Greg mounted the steps of that great hostelry two porters in blue flannel jumpers, laden with hat-boxes, suit-cases, hand-bags and dressing-cases enough to outfit a fashionable seminary came out of the door followed by three ladies, a maid and a young gentleman. At sight of the lady nearest him Greg's heart almost leaped out of his breast. It was she.


  He was almost bowled over. He had much ado not to stop and stare like a booby as they passed. He had told himself of course that she would look very different in her proper clothes, still he was not prepared for this. She seemed to have changed her very soul with her outer attire. In boy's clothes she had been boyish: In girl's clothes she was intoxicatlngly feminine. French hat, rich furs and artful-simple suit; coiffure, filmy veil, cunning little boots—much money and more art had been expended to create that perfect effect. And the whole was enhanced by the rose-leaves of youth and the shine of eager eyes. Her hair was dark red and it was her greatest beauty.


  Greg was momentarily intimidated by so high a perfection. Girls, if they wish an imaginative lover, should beware not to turn themselves out too much like princesses. She passed him with not a foot between; she must have recognized him, but her glance passed over him as if he had not been. It hurt Greg shrewdly. Surely she might have given him the merest flicker of an eyelash without danger. She was chattering in Spanish.


  Next to her was a handsome matron who might have been the girl's mother, only she looked like a Spanish-American, and the girl looked American without the Spanish. At the sight of the third lady Greg was more astonished than ever. It was none other than the vivid dark beauty who had deceitfully made love to him while he lay bound in the Ninth Street house. She recognized him; there was no doubt about that, though she betrayed it by no more than a startled contraction of her glance. From Greg her eyes went with lightning swiftness to the other girl, and Greg forgave his friend for cutting him.


  Greg looked hard at the young gentleman of the party. A hot little flame of jealousy scorched his breast, for a subtle deference in the young man's air informed Greg that he was not a member of the family. Which girl was he after then? He had not been among those in the Ninth Street house. In his way he was perfection too; exquisitely slender, arrogant, assured; an Olympian youth. He looked like the slightly exhausted scion of a long Castilian line. Greg's intuition told him that this proud youth would aim higher than the dark-haired beauty who, beside little auburn hair, looked common; and Greg's honest, democratic heart hated him at sight.


  All this happened in a breath of course. The party passed to the sidewalk, and Greg went into the hotel.


  He went to the desk. To the clerk he said with an offhand air: "I just passed a young lady on the way out who recognized me, and I can't place her. A little lady with dark red hair; she was with two other ladies who looked Spanish."


  Greg's appearance was a sufficient warranty to the clerk. "Oh yes, Señorita Amèlie de Socotra," he said.


  Greg's heart went down. "De Socotra," he repeated like a man trying to remember. "And who were the other two ladies?"


  "Señora de Socotra, her mother, and Señorita Blanca Guiterrez, a relative, a cousin I believe."


  "Ah yes, now I remember," said Greg. "Are they of the family of Señor Francisco de Socotra?"


  "Why yes, his wife and daughter."


  Greg's brain whirled a little. He couldn't reconcile this with what the girl herself had told him. He suddenly became aware that the clerk was staring at him.


  "Of course," he said, "I met them in Havana. Are they leaving?"


  "Yes. Señor de Socotra was called to Peru last night."


  "Peru?" said Greg, dryly. "Peru in irving Place," he thought.


  "And the ladies decided to go up to the Marsden Farms Hotel in Westchester County to await his return."


  "The Marsden Farms Hotel; thank you very much."


  As Greg turned away from the desk he perceived the Castilian youth reentering the hotel. So he had just been putting the ladies in the cab. Greg kept the tail of an eye on him, and when he presently strolled into the bar in his languid high-born manner, Greg followed.


  The young man with a condescending air ordered a Bronx cocktail.


  "Our drinks are scarcely good enough for him," thought Greg bitterly. Greg himself, a few feet distant from the other, ordered a drink he did not want, and continued to nourish his hatred with watching the other.


  The young man sipped his drink quite unconscious of the violent distaste he had engendered in the one near. He asked the bar-tender a question. His English was poor and he had difficulty in making himself understood. It appeared that he wanted to know how long it would take him to drive to Thirty-Sixth Street, as he had an engagement there, and did not wish to start too soon.


  Greg intervened and gave him the information he wanted. The young man recognizing a gentleman in Greg, unbent a little, and they fell into chat. He mentioned that the address he had spoken of was the The Owl Taxi office of the Managuayan consul. Greg pricked up his ears.


  "You are from Managuay?" he asked.


  The young man nodded.


  Greg impelled by his burning curiosity said: "I met two ladies from Managuay once. It was in Havana at the Palacio Presidential."


  "Ah yes," said the other, "we all go to Havana in the winter."


  "Señora and Señorita de Socotra," said Greg, watching him close.


  "Ah," said the other languidly, "my fiancé."


  CHAPTER VII


  THE UNDERTAKER


  Greg and Hickey dined with Bessie Bickle. Greg's zest in his adventure was gone; there was a pretty stew of suspicion and jealousy in his breast. In his first bitterness he even told himself that the little red-haired girl was no better than the rest of the gang. Nevertheless he had promised to tell Bessie the story, and he did so, disguising his changed feelings as best he could. That is to say, he told them the main lines of the tale; certain details it seemed more discreet to keep to himself.


  The volatile Hickey's sympathies were completely won. "Count on me to help you against them dagoes!" he said. Bessie, while kind, was less expansive. One could see that she was reserving judgment on a Miss who flew about town in taxi-cabs in the middle of the night dressed in boy's clothes.


  After dinner Greg and Hickey yielded perforce to Nature's demands and slept for a couple of hours. Later Greg dispatched Hickey in the flivver to pick up some business if he could; for the firm would shortly be in need of funds. Greg himself started by trolley car for the morgue. He told himself self-righteously that, however his friend has deceived him, he would carry out his part to the letter. Pressed to tell lost in what she had deceived him he could not have told; but he was sore.


  Entering the imposing little building on the East Side water-front his heart failed him a little, thinking of ghastly sights awaiting within. But he was spared all that. He saw only a business-like gentleman in a conventional office.


  It appeared that a body such as he described had indeed been found in the North River that morning and had been brought to the morgue in a police launch. The description tallied in every detail down to the ring with the curious red stone. There could be no mistake. But to Greg's intense chagrin it transpired that, only an hour or so before, the body had been identified and claimed by one who pretended to be the dead man's nephew. Having satisfied the authorities of his right to receive it, he had had the body transferred to an undertaker's shop.


  The name given had been Alfieri. The dead man was said to have jumped overboard from a ferry-boat while demented. The claimant had been identified to the satisfaction of the authorities, which suggested to Greg that the gang he had to deal with possessed wide-spreading influence in the background. The authorities had been the more easily satisfied because there was no mark on the body to suggest foul play; and besides the man's jewelry a considerable sum of money had been found on his person. There was no question of a robbery.


  Greg satisfied himself with obtaining the address of the undertaker, and said nothing here about the facts of the case. He suspected that the newspaper offices must be in close touch with the morgue, and he had no desire to explode a public sensation until he was surer of his ground.


  The body had not been taken to one of the humble establishments in the neighborhood, but to a fine place half way up-town; "mortuarian" read the sign. It was the first time Greg had been in such a place. He found the religio-commercial atmosphere, the heavy professional commiseration rather oppressive. "Why can't undertakers be simply business-like?" he asked himself.


  In the handsome, subdued private office of the proprietor he found himself faced by a clayey-faced individual, irreproachably and sably clad, whose expression of preternatural woe was lightened in spite of himself by a spark of anticipation at the sight of, as he thought, a new customer. Greg disliked him at sight. Nobody likes an undertaker; not their fault of course; they have painful associations for all.


  "Good afternoon, sir," said the undertaker with an air that seemed to say further: "I know the sad errand that has brought you to me, and I feel for you from the bottom of my heart!" Just the same Greg had the feeling that he would have rubbed his hands, had he not been told that it was unrefined.


  All this made Greg a little brusquer than he need have been. "I understand you received a body from the morgue this afternoon said to be that of a Señor Alfieri."


  The undertaker's manner changed. "Morgue" brought out so bluntly offended his delicate susceptibilities. He apprehended an unfriendly atmosphere. He signified an affirmative.


  "Is it here now?" asked Greg.


  "May I ask what is your interest in the matter?"


  "I represent the dead man's niece."


  "Yes, it is here."


  "May I see it?"


  "Er—Not at the moment. It is being prepared. A little later perhaps—if you will be good enough to bring the necessary authorization."


  "Authorization from whom?"


  "Señor Alberto Alfieri, the dead man's nephew, who engaged the services of my establishment."


  "Would you mind describing this man to me?"


  The undertaker looked astonished, but complied nevertheless. "A young Spanish-American gentleman, short and stocky, very dark, pale skin through which his beard showed though he was freshly shaven, a purplish scar on his left cheek bone."


  Greg recognized the description of one of the men in the Ninth Street house. "I believe I have met the gentleman," he said dryly, "but I cannot promise to produce credentials from him. Instead I will try to bring the dead man's niece here to-morrow morning to identify the body."


  "That will be too late, sir."


  "What do you mean?"


  "My instructions are to have the body cremated without delay. I ship to the crematory this evening."


  Greg struck his fist into his palm. "I might have guessed as much!" he cried.


  "I don't understand you, sir.'*


  "You have been deceived!" said Greg earnestly. "This is really the body of Antonio Bareda who was murdered. His murderers are trying to destroy the evidence of their crime."


  The undertaker smiled indulgently. "My dear sir! This is a preposterous charge! You may be assured that I satisfied myself everything was in order before I accepted the work."


  "How 'in order?' " Greg demanded.


  "The death certificate, the permit from the Board of Health, the younger Mr. Alfieri's credentials "


  "They have both money and influence," put in Greg.


  "The dead man's jewelry was still on his person when the body was brought here."


  "Men are murdered for other reasons than to secure their valuables. Look here, if I bring a reputable physician here will you allow him to perform an autopsy?"


  "Not without the consent of my client."


  "I hope he paid you in advance," said Greg.


  The other shrugged.


  "Did he give you an address?"


  The other named a number far up-town.


  "I'll swear it is fictitious. Will you do me the favor of investigating the address?"


  "I am not convinced of the necessity for that."


  "But you will at least delay the shipment of the body until I can get in communication with the dead man's niece?"


  "I Intend to carry out my instructions to the letter."


  Greg perceived that the man was wholly under the influence of the handsome fee that had been paid him. He felt that he was wasting his time, but he tried one more appeal.


  "But don't you see, sir, that in asking you to delay matters I could have no possible motive except to discover the truth, while the motives of those who wish to destroy the body so hastily are at least open to suspicion?"


  "You should go to the police," was the cold reply. "That is what the police are for."


  "I can't open a vulgar newspaper sensation until I am surer of my ground."


  The undertaker rose. "Sorry I can do nothing for you."


  Greg tried a new line. "Look here, when you have shipped this body, your interest in it is at an end, isn't it?"


  The other shrugged expressively. "The ashes will be returned to me in due course. The order includes a handsome urn for their reception."


  "A bit of stage-play," said Greg bitterly. "It will never be called for. If this body happened to come back here from another direction would you accept an order to embalm it?"


  "That would hardly be ethical," was the smug reply. "Of course if the crematory cared to take the responsibility of departing from my order, you could take it to some other embalmer."


  "Can you suggest anybody?" asked Greg slyly.


  "Well, there's my son," replied the clay-faced one blandly. "He is just starting in business for himself. But it's in Brooklyn."


  "That doesn't matter."


  He gave an address.


  "Thank you very much," said Greg dryly. "Where is the crematory?"


  "Silver Pond, Long island. About eighteen miles out on the Port Franklin branch."


  "What time are you sending the body out there?"


  "It leaves here about five. I understand they are always put on the eight-fifteen train arriving at Silver Pond about nine."


  "Is the crematory near the station?"


  "Some three miles distant, I believe; in a very lonely neighborhood."


  Greg thanked him and they parted, having reached an excellent understanding after all.


  


  Greg called up the Marsden Farms Hotel from a telephone booth. Lover-like, he anticipated a melancholy satisfaction in telling the girl who had used him so badly, as he told himself, how he had been working in her behalf. He was prepared to be nobly cold and self-sacrificing and virtuous. Unfortunately for these fine feelings he was told by the office of the hotel that no one of the name of de Socotra was stopping there. Thinking perhaps they might have registered under an assumed name, he described the ladies, but was assured that no such persons had arrived during the day.


  Once more jealousy, anger and rage had full sway over him. She had purposely given him the slip, he told himself. She had only used him the night before for her own purposes. Very questionable purposes they seemed now. Well, he'd be hanged if he did any more for her! If he couldn't find her again he would donate the three hundred dollars to a worthy charity. Even while he raged against her a still small voice whispered to him that the glance of her flame-like eyes had been clear and true, but he would not have it so.


  The more he told himself he would think no longer of her, the more the mystery of her teased him. If she were de Socotra's daughter how could she be an American as she had so proudly asserted? And if she were de Socotra's daughter how could she turn against her own father even though she had discovered he was a villain. That she was not deficient in natural affection her grief on learning of her uncle's death had shown; but Greg could not conceive of a daughter putting a mere uncle above her father. And if she loved America and Americans how could she possibly think of allying herself to anything so essentially un-American as the exquisite, enervated Castilian youth with his little head and his vacant, arrogant glance?


  In the turmoil of his feelings Greg walked all the way down-town to the taxi-yard. As he passed through the little store Bessie told him there was a man waiting to see him.


  "But nobody knows me at this address," said Greg astonished. "Who did he ask for?"


  "The driver of T7011."


  Greg went through to the yard. The man waiting there wore the uniform of a taxi-driver of the better class, but there was no sign of a cab.


  "You want to see me?" said Greg.


  The other had a naturally truculent manner. "I don't know whether I do or not. I want the driver of T7011."


  "That's me."


  He scornfully looked Greg up and down. "G'wan! You ain't one of us!"


  "Sure, I am. I'm off duty now."


  'Tain't good enough, Jack."


  "Come into the house and the woman will identify me."


  Bessie, full of curiosity, was already at the kitchen door. She assured the man Greg was what he claimed to be, but the obstinate fellow having made up his mind was not to be swayed.


  "I don't know you," he said to Bessie. "I don't know any of yez. It's a bad neighborhood."


  The highly incensed Bessie gave him a good piece of her mind; this naturally only confirmed him in his obstinacy.


  "If the cab's yours where is it now?" he demanded of Greg.


  "My partner has it out."


  "Likely story! I'll wait until I see it before I believe it."


  "Suit yourself," said Greg marching into the house in a rage.


  Fortunately for his much-tried temper it was not long before Hickey returned. Hearing the "machine-gun" come in, Greg went out into the yard and found the two chauffeurs in talk.


  "I can't make out what he's driving at," said Hickey scratching his head.


  "Let him tell me," said Greg. "First tell him that this is my cab."


  Hickey did so. The other driver was not in the least abashed. Indeed he plumed himself more than ever on his astuteness.


  "I drive for the New York Western cab service," he said. "They keep a sharp tab on us fellows and the gas we use, and I couldn't get down here until I was off duty. This morning at the Terminal three ladies engaged me: that is they was four in the party but one was a servant— "


  Greg's heart began to beat.


  "Old Spanish-looking dame and two pippins, blackhead and red-head. Say, red-head was a little queen she was, with a little green hat and a whole grizzly bear around her neck, I guess it was—"


  "Never mind her description," said Greg impatiently. "We know her. Get ahead!"


  It only had the result of delaying the story still further. "Say, who's telling this, you or me?" burst out the irritable one. "I ain't telling it for your pleasure anyway, but for her that sent me. What if I do drive a taxi-cab, when I'm off duty I'm as good a man as any."


  "Sure!" said Greg. "You're all right! But for God's sake get on with your story!"


  "Well, I was ordered to take them to an apartment house on Riverside, the Stickney Arms it was. Ninety-fourth Street, big, swell place. Half a van load of hand-baggage they had. While it was being carried in the young lady had a chance to speak to me private. Says she: 'Go to Bessie Bickle's taxi-yard on Gibbon Street south of Houston—'


  "When she got that far the black-haired one turned around sudden, and we made believe to be counting the bags. The old lady happened to call the black-haired one and little red-hair had a chance to finish : 'Tell the driver of T7011 that you brought me to this address.'


  "That's all. Slipped me a couple of dollars she did, but I would have come for nothing. A peach!"


  Greg experienced a complete revulsion of feeling. Gone were all his hard and angry thoughts. She had sent him word; she was all right!


  "Good work!" he cried. "I'll give you another two myself if you'll let me."


  The driver was not unwilling.


  


  Poor Hickey, who had been looking forward to a "second helping" at Bessie's table and a good sleep, was turned around and bidden to drive to the Stickney Arms for all the flivver was worth. On the way Greg debated how to establish communications with his little friend. What he had seen himself, and what the chauffeur had told him, suggested that she was under the closest surveillance, and it behooved him to be careful in approaching her. Suddenly an idea occurred to him that made him chuckle and slap his knee.


  He had Hickey stop at a druggist's where he purchased a sheet of showy note-paper and an envelope, and on the counter indited this note:


  
    "The young man with the blue tie noticed by the young lady with the silver-fox furs on the steps of the Hotel Meriden this morning desires to make her better acquaintance. Read the personal column in the Sphere tomorrow."

  


  The Stickney Arms proved to be a towering structure in what might be called the Jerry-Gothic style, the "Gothic" having been manufactured in a terra-cotta kiln on Staten island. It was, notwithstanding, a very-fine place of its kind, with a truly royal red carpet down the sumptuous corridor from front door to elevators, and in attendance four young Apollos wearing blue uniforms with gold cords across their breasts. One was to open the door, one to answer the telephone, one to run the elevator and one just to stand around and look ornamental.


  The last boy had a peculiarly knowing look, and to him Greg addressed himself. Before saying anything he made a suggestive movement with his hand, to which the boy instinctively responded. A dollar bill changed hands like lightning. The blue-clad one assumed a responsive air.


  "Little girl with dark red hair," said Greg, "black suit, little green hat, big soft fur around her neck; travels with two Spanish-looking ladies; do you know her?"


  The boy nodded. "Sub-let a furnished apartment on the eighth floor. Moved in this morning."


  "What name?" asked Greg.


  "Soak-oat-er, or somepin like that."


  "Slip her this," said Greg, showing his letter. "Only into her hands, see?"


  The boy pocketed the letter. "I get you, boss."


  Greg returned to his cab in high satisfaction. He had every reason to believe that the note would be delivered. Trust a New York hall-boy in matters of this kind! But even should it fall under other eyes, it could not but put them on a false track.


  "Now for a bang-up feed," said Greg to Hickey. "We need it, for there's a big night's work beginning."


  "Beginning!" groaned Hickey. "I thought my work was done!"


  CHAPTER VIII


  THE HOLD-UP


  Hickey took Greg to a restaurant on Third Avenue that to him represented the ne plus ultra in eating-places. It was called "Dick's" on its signboards, or "Greasy Dick's" in affection by its habitues. Whenever a restaurant gets a derisive nickname like this you may be sure it is a good one. Within there was a double row of mahogany tables end to against the side walls, leaving an aisle in the middle up and down which paraded the sociable waiters, who published each man's order to the kitchen in the voices of stentors. Greg and Hickey sat down together; elegantly dressed young gentleman and shabby owl-driver; and such was the democratic spirit of Dick's that none paid the least attention.


  They ordered an extra double sirloin with onions, the most expensive dish the bill-of-fare afforded. It was a treat to hear the impressiveness with which the order was transmitted to the kitchen. On the way to the restaurant Greg had stopped at a stationer's to buy a map of Long island, and while they waited for their meal he studied it.


  "What's the program for to-night?" asked Hickey.


  "Holding-up a dead-wagon," said Greg with an entirely serious air.


  Hickey fell back in his seat aghast. "What!"


  Greg laughed.


  Hickey shrugged philosophically. "Oh well, you're the pilot," he said. "It's up to you. Remember I'm a nervous man, that's all."


  With the point of a fork Greg indicated Silver Pond on the map. "There's our mark," said he. "We cross the Williamsburgh bridge and leave Long island City by Van Buren Avenue. The rest is easy. The Crematory's not marked on the map but—"


  "What's a crematory?" interrupted Hickey. "Any-thin' like a creamery?"


  "Not much like it," said Greg. "We'll go to the railway station and inquire from there. I suppose I ought to have a gun "


  "Good God! what for?"


  "How can you pull off a hold-up without a gun?"


  "Then you mean it, a hold-up?"


  "Surest thing you know."


  "Lordy! Lordy!" murmured Hickey. "What a fellow you are! You'll have to attend to the gun-play yourself. I'm too nervous!"


  "I will. I don't mean to use it really, just flash it. I We've got a little all-steel monkey-wrench that will give a perfect imitation of an automatic in the dark. That will do. We must fill up the flivver with gas, put I in a quart of oil, and let down the top."


  "Why the top?" asked Hickey. "It's cold."


  "You'll see. We have to have sixty or seventy feet of rope too."


  "Is anybody going to be hanged?" asked Hickey with a shiver.


  "No. That's to stretch across the road."


  Replete and glowing inside, they lighted big cigars and returned to the flivver. Having filled up with gas and oil and bought the rope, they left town by the route indicated. The journey to Silver Pond was without incident. Having plenty of time they let the old flivver roll at her natural gait along the suburban highways. Silver Pond marked the limit of the suburbs in this direction; beyond was the open country.


  They reached the station at twenty minutes to nine. The agent's office was closed, but there were several little stores opposite including a bar. Here Greg applied for information.


  "What time does the train get here that brings the —er—bodies to the crematory?" he asked, looking as much like a bereaved relative as he could.


  "Nine-three," was the reply. "Expectin' somebody?"—this with a sympathetic air.


  Greg nodded lugubriously, and the bar-tender shook his head in sympathetic unison. "What'll you have?" he asked, suggesting that therein lay the cure for all woes.


  "Rye high-ball," said Greg. "Do they send the bodies right out to the crematory to-night?"


  "Sure. When they're notified there's anybody coming the motor-truck meets the train. He'll be along any minute now."


  "Oh well, I'll drive on to the crematory and wait for brother there," said Greg.


  However, he took time to sip his drink, for he wished to have a look at the motor truck in order to be sure of identifying it on the return trip. In the course of a few minutes it drew up at the station opposite, and Greg marked it, a covered van of the style ordinarily used by undertakers, abounding with black-enameled trappings of woe. Greg observed that for its duty on the night roads it carried a search-light over the driver's head. This would effectually serve to distinguish it from other cars.


  The bar-tender came to the door and pointed out the road they should take. "Three miles," he said; "follow the macadam and the telephone poles. You can't miss it. It's their own road that they built. Nobody wants to live down that way."


  In order to avoid exciting remark Greg got in the body of the cab, and they started. As soon as they were out of sight of the saloon, he swung himself around the running board to the seat beside Hickey.


  "The train is due in fifteen minutes, supposing it's on time," he said. "Give him five minutes to load up, that's twenty minutes' start we have. Time to run all the way out to the crematory, choose the best spot along the road and come back to it."


  "I like this job less and less," said Hickey with feeling. "I'm a nervous man."


  "I'll play the heavy villain's part," said Greg calmly, "You only have to be property man."


  "Suppose there's two of them?"


  "There was only one on the driver's seat just now."


  "He might have a friend coming out on the train."


  "Sure, and he might have a hand grenade in each pocket."


  "Oh, Lor'!" said Hickey, taking it quite seriously.


  It was a clear night, moderately cold, and the moon was shining. This was fortunate for them, since the old flivver, designed exclusively for street travel, carried no headlights. By the light of the moon Greg searched the roadsides for the spot best suited to his purpose. For that matter one place was about as good as another along that lonely road. They passed no houses. Two hundred yards from the station they plunged into the woods, and continued through woods the most part of the way. What fields they passed were evidently the back fields of farms that fronted on other roads. The road was smooth, level, and with but few turns in it.


  In a few minutes a cleared hollow or vale opened up before them with the crematory buildings grouped around a pond gleaming wanly in the moonlight. The surroundings were laid out like a park. The main building with its tall slender chimney had the look of a power house or a pumping-station; but knowing what it was, this chimney had a gruesome fascination of its own.


  "All that is mortal of many a man has gone up that stack," said Greg.


  Hickey shuddered. "I'll take the worms for mine," said he.


  "Back again now," said Greg. "I have the spot in mmd.


  About half way back Greg ordered Hickey to stop. "That tall tree ahead on the right. Draw up in the shadow beneath it. There's a bend in the road a hundred yards ahead. Far enough to give him time to stop, but not far enough to give him the tip to turn back."


  "I don't like this job," wailed Hickey, for perhaps the dozenth time. His teeth were chattering.


  Greg, who was not exactly an experienced highwayman himself, felt a little shaky and dry in the mouth, but if he had let Hickey see that the driver would surely have collapsed. Greg maintained the assumption of perfect calm.


  "You have nothing to worry about," said he, "If anything goes wrong you were simply hired by me to bring you out here. You had never seen me before. And when we got here I forced you to do my bidding at the point of a pistol, see?"


  "Suppose the driver has a gun?"


  "Mine will be out first."


  "But yours is only a monkey-wrench."


  "He won't know that."


  "But—"


  "Look here, you're wasting time. Put out your sidelights, take the tail light off your car, and then come help me stretch this rope across the road."


  They got the rope ready between tree and tree, and then let it lie in the road in case another car came along before the one they wished to stop. Greg tied a handkerchief in the middle of the rope to make sure it would not escape the driver's attention. He had the red tail light ready as a further summons to stop.


  "That clothes line won't hold him up no more than a cotton thread if he wants to drive her through," objected Hickey.


  "He won't know but what it's a steel cable."


  "I don't like this job."


  Greg made haste to keep him busy. "Cover your radiator, and let the lap-robe hang down over the license number. Tie a rag over the rear license-plate. Let down the front window. Detach the meter and lay it on the floor."


  "What's that for?"


  "It'll be in our passenger's way on the ride home," said Greg grimly.


  For nearly a minute before it hove in view they heard the approach of the crematory car through the night. He was driving her hard.


  "It's a six," said Greg listening with a professional ear. "He's got a bum spark plug. She's running on five legs."


  "I'm not the man for this job," moaned Hickey. "I'm sick!"


  "Hide yourself behind the flivver. I'll call you when you're wanted."


  Hickey obeyed this order with alacrity.


  Finally the rays of the searchlight showed around the bend ahead, jigging up and down with the movement of the car. To Greg it seemed as if she would never turn the corner. His heart was beating like a pneumatic hammer. He clenched his hands to keep them from trembling. He had the dummy pistol in one.


  Meanwhile rope, handkerchief and red light were in place. Finally the dazzling white light swung around the corner and illumined them. Power was shut off. The great car came to a stop with the scrape of locked wheels on macadam. Greg stepped out of the shadow. He had turned up his collar and pulled down his hat-brim in the time-honored style.


  "Get down from your seat," he commanded.


  It appeared he had a cool customer to deal with. "Sure, Mike!" was the undisturbed reply. The man jumped down.


  "Hands up!" said Greg.


  He was obeyed. At the same time the cool voice said: "Sorry, old man, but you've stuck up the wrong train. I ain't carrying no consignment of gold this trip. Thirty-four cents, a pocket knife with a blade missing and a dollar watch, that's the lot. You're welcome to it for the experience."


  Greg grinned in return. This was a victim after his own heart. "Much obliged," he answered, matching the other's tone. "Keep the change. This hold-up isn't meant for you personally."


  "What is it then?"


  "I just want to give your passenger a transfer."


  "Gee! A stiff! I suppose you're one of these here now medical students then."


  "If you like."


  "I didn't think they was so hard-pushed for stiffs nowadays. Well, take your choice. A stiff more or less is nothing to me. We get hardened to 'em in this business."


  Greg ordered Hickey to start his engine. "Run her into the road," he said, "and back her up to Charon's boat."


  While Hickey was performing this evolution Greg and the crematory driver continued to converse amicably.


  "Is the door locked?" asked Greg.


  By way of answer the other threw the doors open.


  Two pine boxes of significant shape were revealed one above the other.


  "Take your choice," said the driver.


  "Did you read the labels before you loaded them in?" asked Greg. "I want the one marked Alfieri."


  "Oh, the dago. He's on the bottom. He's the heaviest."


  "Have a cigar," said Greg. "Have a couple."


  "Much obliged, Jack. Certainly square of you. Wouldn't mind being stuck up any night if they was all like you. 'Life is slow in this neck of the woods."


  They lit up and puffed comfortably together.


  "Sorry I'll have to report my loss as soon as I get in," said the driver. "You see the station agent helped me to load up and he's a cranky cuss, not a regular guy like you and me. What's a stiff more or less to a reasonable man! But you see the relatives kick up such a dust."


  "That's all right," said Greg. "We have to take our chances of course."


  "Tell you what I'll do though. I'll give you five minutes or so before I drive on."


  "Thanks, that'll help."


  By this time Hickey had his car in place. They ran out the lower of the two pine boxes; with his flash Greg made sure that it was the one they wanted; then they hoisted it over the lowered top of the flivver. The driver helped right willingly. When they got the box in place one end rested on top of the back seat and the other end stuck through the front window. When they put up the top of the car, only the front end of the box showed, and this they rendered less conspicuous by draping it with the black lap-robe.


  "You'll have to lean forward to see around the end," said Greg to Hickey. "I'll ride behind."


  They screwed on the tail light, gathered up the rope and all was ready for the start.


  "Well, so long, fellows," said the crematory driver.


  As soon as they started Hickey's spirits rebounded, and he began to brag quaintly. "Say, that guy was polite all right. He had to be! I was watching him. One ugly move on his part and I'd a dropped on him like a load of brick."


  "Oh, you're a dare-devil all right," said Greg dryly.


  Hickey subsided.


  At the Silver Pond station they took the main road from Long island City by which they had come, but beyond the village they took the first side road to the left, and aided by the map made their way cross country by various unfrequented roads to one of the highways leading to Brooklyn.


  "It's a good thing the undertaker's in Brooklyn," said Greg. "They'll probably telephone in and have the bridges and ferries watched."


  "They'll trace us to-morrow," said Hickey nervously.


  "I doubt if anybody will be sufficiently interested. The crematory will report to the undertaker; the undertaker will endeavor to communicate with his client, and will find that he gave a fictitious address. The matter will go no further. De Socotra's gang is not likely to learn that we have the body until we tell them ourselves."


  Reaching the outskirts of town they chose the less frequented streets. Concealed though it was, that square-ended box was of a curiously suggestive size and shape, and both chauffeur and passenger were nervous. However no one seemed to notice them; or if they did, the cab had passed out of reach before action could be taken. One suspects that taxi-cabs often race through the streets at night with queer burdens.


  The address given them was in one of the more important streets of the Park Slope district away on the other side of the borough. A garage was maintained in connection, and it was with fervent relief that they rolled inside and the door was closed behind them. They were received by a younger replica of the clayey-faced man, who exhibited a studied imitation of his father's professional manner. Everything was made easy for them here: though nothing was said about it, they were evidently expected. But it cost Greg a pretty penny.


  They returned to New York. At the bridge entrance they were stopped, and a policeman stuck his head inside the cab. But there was nothing in the least suspicious about the fashionable young gentleman riding there, and the officer apologized. He declined to state what he was looking for. Perhaps he was afraid of ridicule.


  Greg had Hickey drive him to the office of the Sphere newspaper where, in plenty of time for the morning edition, he inserted two advertisements in the personal column. The first read:


  
    p class="noindentleft">"Boy:


    Pick T7011 to win. Look in the place you know of.


    Greg."

  


  These few simple words were the result of a long process of selection and elimination on the way back to town. Greg assured himself that the girl would understand, but that no one else in the world could.


  The second advertisement read:


  
    p class="noindentleft">"Red Head:


    Meet me Southwest corner Twenty-third and Fifth Ten A. M.


    "Green Tie."

  


  This of course was merely camouflage for the benefit of any one who might have intercepted the note that Greg had sent up at the Stickney Arms.


  "Home, James," said Greg to Hickey. "We'll celebrate our success by treating ourselves to a whole night's sleep."


  "Thank God for that," said Hickey. "I'm ready for it."


  CHAPTER IX


  THE FLIVVER AS A POST-OFFICE


  Shortly before ten next morning Hickey was despatched in the flivver to the Stickney Arms. Small probability of any delicately nurtured ladies venturing out before that hour. Hickey's instructions were detailed and explicit.


  "I've got to send you," said Greg, "because I might be recognized. You're to take up your stand just above the entrance to the apartment house where you can roll down to the door at the right moment. You may have to wait a considerable time. Throw back the hood of your engine and fool around inside with a wrench. This will give you an excuse for standing there so long, and will enable you to turn down anybody else who might want to engage you. But keep your eye on the entrance to the apartment house, and the minute that the girl you have heard described so many times comes out, close your engine and call attention to your cab as if asking for a fare, see?


  "I don't know if they let her out alone or not; probably not. If she is by herself bring her down Riverside past the Soldiers and Sailors monument, where I will be waiting under cover. If you have her inside alone, point up with your finger as you pass the monument and stop beyond, and I will join you. But if one or both of the other women are with her, point down as you pass and keep on to wherever they wish you to take them. Don't forget now; point up for good news and stop; point down for bad news and keep on."


  "I get you."


  "One thing more. Supposing the ladies come out together and you are engaged to take them on a shopping expedition or anything like that, when they are through with you, charge them bargain rates, see? Give them a discount of twenty per cent off the legal fare. Tell them it's because you're trying to work up a regular trade and you hope they'll engage you again. If we can only get them to hire you every day in advance, it will establish first-rate communications."


  "I'm on," said Hickey.


  Greg rode up-town with him as far as the Soldiers and Sailors monument. On the way he scribbled a note worded in such a way that none but the one it was intended for would be able to make sense of it. In it he told the girl he had secured the body as she had desired, and asked for further instructions. He was very cold and formal, hoping that she might be led to ask the reason when she replied. He tucked this note behind the seat in the spot where he had found the diamond pin.


  Concealed behind the bushes that grow around the case of the monument, Greg was obliged to wait more than an hour for Hickey's return. When he finally made out the flivver pursuing its lopsided way down the drive, Hickey was pointing down, and Greg's heart went down in unison. Of those inside as they passed, Greg had only a glimpse of the brilliant Señorita Guitterez who was sitting on the little seat facing back. Greg walked aimlessly down the Drive, a prey to heavy doubts and anxieties. Suppose that after all there was an understanding between the other girl and the deceitful Bianca: suppose they had shared his note and were even now laughing over it. That this was inconsistent with the facts as he knew them, had no effect on Greg at the moment. He was jealous, and incapable of reasoning clearly.


  Meanwhile time hung heavy on his hands, and once more he walked half the length of the town. It was impossible for him to put his mind to anything else until his doubts were resolved.


  Hickey returned to the yard at one. Before exchanging a word with him, Greg flung open the door of the cab, and thrust his hand behind the back seat. His fingers met with a folded paper that he drew out with burning eagerness. His first feeling on beholding it was one of blank disappointment for it seemed to be his own note. But upon opening it he saw that while it was his own note, she had written an answer on the back. His eyes flew over the microscopic lines.


  
    p class="noindentleft">"My friend:


    "I am writing this in the rest room of a department store, having given my jailer the slip for a moment. It must be brief. Bianca watches me by his orders I suppose: I cannot imagine what has made them suddenly suspicious of me. She tries to keep me from guessing that she watches; a pretty comedy! I will explain more fully when I see you. For I must see you. It is impossible for me to plan anything by letter. There is one thing that ought to be done; de Socotra should be watched. Find a reliable man to do it if you can. You will be needed for other things. We haven't seen him for the last two days, but he telephoned mamma that he'd be at the office of the Managuayan consul—East Thirty-sixth Street at three to-day, if she wanted to call him up. He could be picked up there.


    "Ah, my friend, I was so glad to get your good letter! How ever can I thank you! How clever you are I I laughed at your stratagems in the midst of my anxieties. How nice you looked yesterday morning, and what a blessed relief to see you unharmed! I burn to hear all that has happened. Trust me, I will find a way.


    "Amy."

  


  A great, glad reaction took place in Greg's breast. The pale December sun suddenly shone with the warmth of June, and the dingy, muddy yard seemed transfigured. As for Hickey, he could have hugged him. She trusted him I called him friend! gave him her own name! Amy! how sweet and how absolutely fitting! Nothing foreign about Amy!


  But a lover is never satisfied for long. Hard upon his first warmth a little chill struck through his breast. Friendship was all very well in its way, but he wanted more than that. He thought of the supercilious Castilian, and writhed. Did he get more? He was aware of the fact that a girl feeling herself safely anchored to one man becomes free of her "friendship" to others. If she ever intended to give more perhaps she would not so readily have given so much!


  He was recalled to himself by the sight of Hickey's sly grin. Evidently he was giving everything away in his face. Frowning portentously he asked very offhand what had happened.


  "Nothing," said Hickey. "I done just what you said. The three ladies come out of the apartment house together. I carried 'em from one store to another shopping. I caught the little girl looking at me funny-like once or twice, but I never let anything on. When I took 'em back home, I knocked off twenty per cent as you said, and the old lady fell for it like a baby. She engaged me to call for 'em again at two thirty to take them to a concert at Harmony Hall."


  "Good!" said Greg. "I'll write an answer to this while you're eating. Get a good dinner, Hickey."


  Hickey grinned slyly, and gave the windshield a wipe. As Greg walked away he murmured to himself: "Cupid's messenger, that's me!"


  Greg sat at his table biting his pen. It was not that he had nothing to say but too much. His heart was charged with enough matter to fill a quire—but there was that damned Castilian! He dared not let himself go until the other was explained. He made a mighty effort to be merely friendly as she had been —-warmer feelings only broke through once or twice as will be seen.


  
    "Certainly we must meet. It is too dangerous to commit things to paper. But I know so little of the circumstances surrounding you that I must leave the arrangements to you. All I can say is, rely on me absolutely—for anything. How weak that sounds! Please don't thank me. What I have done is nothing. It was just an adventure. I shall not be satisfied until you make some real demands on me. I am making friends for us. In case of need you can depend on the driver. Why do you stay where you are if you are surrounded by enemies? I have read your letter a dozen times already, trying to guess what is hidden between the lines. Not what I'd like to find there, I'm afraid. Please don't insist so hard on my being your friend. It makes me savage. Find some way to let me see you. This uncertainty is horrible. I can do nothing but walk the streets. I will see that a certain party is watched. I hope you wrote to me during lunch time, but I don't suppose you did. I will look while the concert is going on.


    "Greg."

  


  It must not be supposed that this was arrived at in a single draft. Greg was still writing when Hickey called up to him that it was time to start, whereupon he finished in a hurry and carried it down to its hiding-place. To Hickey he said:


  "I suppose they'll want you to carry them home from the concert. While it's going on you can hang around and pick up any business that offers. But first of all after you have dropped them at the hall meet me at the corner of Sixth and Forty-third so that I can see if she left anything for me on the way down."


  Hickey drove out of the yard with the sly grin that provoked Greg, or half provoked him, for at the same time he was well assured that he was faithfully served in Hickey.


  Greg looked around the taxi-yard. Three of the cabs were in, the owners presumably sleeping inside. Greg peeped through the windows considering which one would best suit his purpose; the morose Blossom, honest, thick-witted Bull Tandy, or old Pa Simmons. He decided on the latter; Pa Simmons, red and white as a snow-apple, was so indubitably the cabman, no one would ever suspect him of acting in another capacity. Pa Simmons was never seen without his cabman's overcoat; he seemed atrophied from the waist down, and one guessed that he had not walked more than a hundred yards at a time in thirty years. In imagination he still dwelt fondly on the days when he had driven a gentleman's private hansom; now his vehicle was an antique Pack-Arrow that still retained a faded air of luxury in its dim enamel and worn upholstery.


  At Greg's summons Pa Simmons sprang up blinking rapidly, on the alert for a fare. There was something at once plucky, piteous and comical in his assumption of youthful sprightliness. His face fell at the sight of Greg, for he suspected a practical joke. Yet he and all the cabmen liked Greg for his unaffected friendly ways. All knew by now that Greg was involved in a fascinating mystery.


  "Will you take a job for me, Pa?" asked Greg.


  "On the level?" asked Pa Simmons warily.


  "Dead level. By the day, with gasoline and all expenses. I want you to do a little detective work."


  Pa Simmons' blue eyes brightened. "I'm your man! I allus said I'd make a A1 sleuth. Lay the matter open to me. It'll be a pleasant change not to be looking for fares for a few days."


  An arrangement was quickly effected, and Pa Simmons, armed with a careful description of de Socotra, was dispatched to the address on Thirty-sixth Street.


  Half an hour later Greg was impatiently waiting at the corner of Sixth Avenue and Forty-third Street. Down the block he could see the cabs driving up to Harmony Hall, and the two streams of pedestrians converging at the door. As he waited he took out his note-book and wrote:


  
    "There's nothing special to say since morning except that I have put a reliable man on you know whose trail. But I thought you might like to have a greeting on your way home from the concert, and the real reason is that it's such a pleasure to write to you that I can't help myself anyway. I'm waiting on the corner for Hickey (your driver) to see if there is anything for me tucked behind the seat. Of course it is scarcely possible you had a chance to write while you were home to lunch, but I shall be disappointed just the same if there is nothing there. Queer kind of post-office, isn't it? Here he is—"

  


  Hickey drew up beside him with his grin. But he might grin as hard as he liked for all Greg cared if there was a note there. His eager fingers did indeed meet with a little folded square of paper and he drew it out beaming.


  Hickey remarked: "I guess it takes some managing for her always to get that same seat when they go out."


  Greg read:


  
    "I have to be as quick and sly as a rat with my little pad of paper that I keep inside my dress and pull out when I get a few seconds alone, and whisk out of sight again when I hear anybody coming. So excuse me if I sound scrappy. We are dressing for the Cottlecert. I suppose I ought to wait until I hear from you before writing again, but I have had an idea and I can't keep it to myself. There is a young man in Managuay who used to be my dear uncle's assistant or secretary and is, I am sure, his devoted friend. He must know all the circumstances leading up to this dreadful situation. We ought to have him here. His name is Mario Estuban; his address 37 Calle Pizarro, Santiago de Managuay. Please cable him and ask if he can come at once, expenses paid. If he answers yes I'll give you the money to be forwarded by cable. He is poor. Mamma calls that it is time to go. First thing as we seat ourselves in the cab I shall slyly slide my hand behind me. I shall be so sad if there is nothing there, but I am sure there will be.


    "Amy."

  


  Upon reading this Greg finished his own note:


  
    "I have just read yours written as you started for the concert. It makes me happy. Why? because you feel about these notes the same as I do—only not so much. At least you say you do. Girls have the privilege of keeping their real thoughts to themselves. I wish I knew yours. I'm on my way to send the cablegram.


    "Greg."

  


  Hickey went on to pick up a dollar or two for the firm if he could, while Greg wended his way to the cable office. He smiled to himself thinking of the imperious little lady who so coolly commanded a man from Central America to come to her aid.


  At six o'clock Greg and Hickey met in the yard. Once more Greg, telling himself there could not be a letter for him,—how could she have written during the concert?—nevertheless felt for it, and lo! the little folded square was there, fatter than the others.


  
    p class="noindentleft">"Dear Greg:


    (It was the first time she had used his name; he had not dared write hers.) "Isn't there an old saying to the effect that in boldness there is safety? If there isn't, there ought to be. I am sitting right out in the open theatre writing to you, and I mean to take my time and say all I want. Mamma sits between me and Bianca, so that the latter cannot read what I am writing. Her efforts to do so, while making believe not to, are too funny! Does she think I am a complete idiot? I write small to tantalize her. Finally, unable to bear it any longer she asks with an innocent air to whom am I writing? I reply with an air no less innocent: 'to Clorinda.' Clo-clo is my chum in Managuay. Blanca then says with gentle reproach: 'But you know, dear' (she dears me with every breath, the crocodile!), 'Francisco asked us not to write home during this trip because it was necessary to his business that people should not know for the present where we were.' I reply: 'I'll show it to Francisco when we see him, and if he disapproves I'll tear it up.' Of course I'll contrive to have another letter ready to show him.


    "I am not enjoying the concert any the less because I am writing to you. The orchestra is playing the Romeo and Juliet overture—Tchaikowsky's, and delicious chills are running up and down my spine. The nicest thing about music is that one doesn't have to think about it while it plays. One may think what one pleases and the music glorifies one's little thoughts. I feel now as if I were an elf swinging to one of the prisms of the chandelier under the celling. Did you ever feel like that? I wonder if things will ever arrange themselves so that you and I can go to a concert together like regular friends. But I forgot—for some reason you do not want to be friends. I do not understand that part of your letter. It grieves me.


    "I must tell you I have made a plan for us to meet to-night—we need not meet as friends, but just to talk, business. Our maid Nina is devoted to me, and I can depend on her absolutely. Fortunately it happens to be the custom in our family that each one's room is his castle. We lock our doors when we retire, and no one thinks of disturbing another except in case of necessity. Well, when everybody is safe in bed I shall dress myself in some of Nina's clothes—since my former disguise seemed to shock you so terribly, and Nina will let me out by the service entrance. There is a separate servant's stairway and elevator in this building. And she will let me in again when I come home. Let the driver be waiting for me in Ninety-fourth Street, say, at eleven, for we go to bed early. Don't you come yourself, the risk is too great. I particularly forbid you to come. Arrange a suitable place for us to meet, and we will decide what must be done.


    "Silly! the reason I stay where I am is very simple; I have no other place to go. Mamma is the only friend I have in America barring yourself. I am not at all prudish, but I couldn't very well—well, could I?


    "They are playing D'Apres Midi d'un Faun now.


    "Your rejected friend,


    "Amy."

  


  CHAPTER X


  AMY'S STORY


  Greg's immediate impulse was to confide in Bessie Bickle. That good soul looked interested but dubious.


  "Will she have her boy's pants on?" she demanded.


  "No," said Greg smiling.


  "That's all right, then. Mind, I'm not saying I blame her; if she can get away with it, all right. But I wouldn't have the face myself to talk to a girl with boy's pants on; I wouldn't know where to look. You can have my parlor to sit in."


  "You must come in too," said Greg. "I want you to know her. She needs a woman friend."


  "But you said she was a high-toned lady. What would she want with the likes of me?"


  "Well, I don't know, if it comes to that, you're pretty high-toned yourself."


  "Go along with you!"


  Bessie's parlor was the front room over the grocery store. The room was the secret pride of her heart, though, poor soul, she had little enough occasion to use it. So carefully was it kept that it looked as spick and span as when it had first been created, perhaps twenty-five years before. There was a Brussels carpet on the floor with a design of bunches of red roses on a green ground, and there was a green plush "parlor suit." In the center of the room stood a marble-topped table with wonderfully curly legs, and upon it there was a plush album, and two piles of "gift-books" placed criss-cross. On the mantel-piece was an imitation onyx clock, flanked by a superb pair of near-bronze Vikings with battle-axes which you could take out of their hands if you wished.


  Over the mantel hung a crayon portrait of Bessie's second husband, the late Mr. Bickle, fresh from the barber's. He occupied the place of honor presumably because he was the more recent. He was faced from across the room by Mr. Daniel Creavy, his predecessor. Mr. Creavy was cross-eyed and the crayon artist, evidently a grim realist, had disdained to modify his squint by a jot. There were several other pictures colored and representing sentimental situations entitled: "Parted," "The Tiff," and "The Green-eyed Monster."


  As the time drew near when Hickey might be supposed to return with his passenger, Greg and Bessie waited in the parlor. Bessie in a stiff, rustling black taffeta was magnificent and very high-toned indeed. She had adopted a manner to match, and sat in awful silence with her hands in her lap, while Greg fidgeted. He found himself endlessly computing the number of yards that had gone to make that voluminous costume. The word had gone round the yard below that Greg's friend, the little South American Princess (as reported by Hickey), was coming that night, and one by one they all found some excuse for dropping in on the chance of seeing her: Bull Tandy, Blossom, Ginger McAfee; only Pa Simmons was missing.


  They heard the machine-gun when she first turned the corner from Houston Street, and Greg sprang down the stairs. Hickey had been instructed to bring his passenger to the front door of course. Bessie waited in monumental dignity at the top of the stairs. When Amy alighted from the flivver Greg, had he not known it must be she, must have looked twice before recognizing her. In her comical tight little jacket and elaborate cheap hat she was the belle of the service entrance to the life. Amy, it appeared, was an incorrigible comédienne; though there was no need for her to play her part just then, she could not help bridling, ogling and flirting her skirts like the coquette of below stairs. Greg chuckled and Hickey roared.


  But by the time she reached the head of the stairs she had sobered down. From Bessie's imposing port she gathered, no doubt, that the landlady was not a person to be trifled with. Her abrupt transition to demureness caused Greg a fresh chuckle.


  When she removed the absurd hat and jacket she put off the parlor maid for good. In her simple dress she was her own exquisite little self. Bessie, in the presence of one even surer of herself than Bessie was, became a little uneasy, and it was Amy's turn then to put Bessie at her ease. As for Greg he could not look at her enough. It was the first time he had seen her glorious hair uncovered. It was the color of bright copper, of a certain glowing variety of chrysanthemum, of a horse chestnut fresh out of its burr. It was the sort of hair, full of light, that does itself; any old twist creates the effect of a coiffure.


  Greg gazed in a sort of delighted despair. He thought: "She is ever so much more charming than I supposed. She's a new woman every five minutes; a dozen women in one! What man could ever hope to tie her down. She would always elude him like a pixie. She's too charming; a man would have no chance against her. God help the man that she enslaves; she'll keep him jumping through hoops!"


  Meanwhile Bessie and Amy were doing the polite.


  "It's an honor to welcome you to my poor home, Miss de Soak-oater," said the former grandly.


  "Miss Wilmot," corrected Amy,


  Bessie looked surprised. "But Mr. Parr said—"


  "I know, that's part of my story. I'll tell you directly. What a charming room you have, Mrs. Bickle. So cozy and characteristic!"


  After that Bessie was hers. "Well, I aim to keep one nice room," she said complacently, "though I live in a street where niceness is hardly looked for."


  "What must you think of me appearing from nowhere?" said Amy.


  "Mr. Parr has told me about you. It is a strange story."


  "But he only knows a little of it. I have come to tell you the whole."


  "Wait a minute," interrupted Greg. "The fellows are down-stairs. They sacrificed half their earnings to-night on the chance of seeing you. Do you mind if I bring them up for a moment?"


  "By all means bring them up!" said Amy.


  When Greg went to call them Bessie with an apology disappeared for a moment, returning with a strip of linoleum which she put down near the door.


  "There's a mud-hole in the yard," said she.


  The four men—for of course Hickey came with them—filed into the room in their shabby overcoats, caps in hand. A threatening look in Bessie's eyes warned them not to step off the linoleum. It was hardly big enough to hold them all. They were almost overcome. Though they carried such young ladies in their cabs as a matter of course, to be personally introduced to one of them was another matter. They could scarcely lift their eyes to hers; their voices died away in their throats. There was nothing of the pixie about Amy now. Towards these dumb souls she exhibited an angelic kindliness.


  "You're Hickey," she said to the first in line. "Of course I feel as if I knew you quite well already, but I'm glad to have the chance of speaking to you."


  "This is Bull Tandy," said Greg indicating the next.


  "William Tandy," corrected that individual acutely distressed.


  "Oh, I like Bull much better," said Amy quickly. "There's something so strong and steady about it."


  "This is Ginger McAfee," said Greg.


  "Another nickname! And a good one! You look gingery!"


  The delighted Ginger could only grin and wag his head from side to side like an imbecile school-boy.


  "Blossom," said Greg coming to the end. "Nobody knows his other name."


  "Billups," said Blossom in a voice so sepulchral they all had to laugh, and their embarrassment was much relieved.


  "How do you do, Mr. Billups," said Amy. "Don't mind if we laugh at your name. We like you none the less for it."


  "You have another friend here, Pa Simmons," said Greg. "He's away on your job to-night. You'll have to meet him another time."


  At this point Bessie coughed as a hint that it was time for the men to go. But Ginger McAfee stepped forward to the extreme edge of the linoleum and cleared his throat.


  "Excuse me, Miss," said he, "but us fellows made up something we wanted to say to you, and they picked on me to put it over, because they said I got the tongue of a ready speaker. But it ain't much to say. It's just this. Without wishing to pry into your private affairs at all we heard that you was up against it like. I mean that you had undertaken the job of putting a gang of crooks where they belong. Well, what we want to say is, if we could help we'd jump at the chance, that's all. If you need a man or a gang to back you up, try us. Us and our boats is yours to command!"


  Amy was touched. Her eyes were misty as she replied simply: "Thank you. Ginger, and all of you. It's sweet to find friends. I shan't forget you."


  After they had filed out Amy sat down on the green sofa and started her tale,


  "My real name is Amy Wilmot. My father, Gerald Wilmot, was United States minister to Managuay. Managuay, as you know, is a small Central American republic. During my father's term of office there he married a Managuayan lady, Emilia Bareda, and I was their only child. My mother died while I was still an infant. My father brought me up with the assistance of a succession of servants more or less inefficient. Of course I was very badly brought up, but I was happy.


  "My father was a generous, frank and liberal-minded man, and all the men in Managuay like him were attracted to our house. Young as I was I can still remember the good talk around our table—especially since I have begun to try to think for myself. My uncle Tony, Antonio Bareda, was such a man as my father, and they were the closest of friends. Uncle Tony was continually at our house. He understood children and I idolized him.


  "Well, the climate of Managuay is an unhealthy one except for natives, and when I was eleven years old a fever carried off my kind, wise father. I was too young of course to realize what his loss meant to me. Of course I grieved as children grieve, but like a child I soon adapted myself to my new surroundings.


  "These were very different from what I had known up to that time. Since my father had no near relatives, I was adopted by my mother's cousin, Señora de Socotra, who taught me to call her mamma. She is a dear kind soul too, and I love her dearly. The only thing I have against her is that she gave me a Spanish name, while I was still too young to realize what I was giving up. She called me Amèlie de Socotra, by which name of course I have always been known. But I mean to take my own name back now.


  "Mamma is devotedly attached to her husband, and actually after living with him for twenty years has no idea but that he is a model of all the virtues. But she is simplicity itself. I have noticed since I have become suspicious of him myself that Mamma will believe any tale, however wild, that he tells her. It is his discovery that I am not so gullible that has made him suddenly suspicious of me.


  "For some reason I never could bring myself to call him 'father.' He encouraged me to call him Francisco, and I have always done so. He has invariably been kind to me in his casual, offhand way, which is not the same of course as a real affection. I always acted towards him as my instinct told me he wished me to act, that is to say, the amusing child, the plaything for idle hours. He was the master, the source of all good things. If anybody had asked me if I loved him, I suppose I would have said yes, but I can see now that I never did, though I saw nothing but his charming, good-humored, amusing side.


  "The de Socotras are of the old Spanish stock, very prominent in Managuay; and in addition Francisco has made a great fortune to revive the ancient glories of his house. How he made it I don't know. I am ashamed to confess my ignorance of the practical side of life. While Francisco is always deep in affairs he has no regular, visible business like other men. He has no office. He never appears to do any work, but just 'confers' with men of all kinds. It has something to do with politics.


  "But there is no doubt about the reality of the fortune. He was rich before I went to live with them. We live in grand style at home. I remember how grand it seemed to me when first I went to them. Later of course I learned to take everything for granted, and came to think that it was the only way for nice people to live. We have a fine house in Santiago and a magnificent country place among the hills. I had horses to ride, automobiles, jewels, troops of servants who looked up to me as a superior being. We went to Havana every year, or to Paris if Mamma felt equal to the trip, and bought more clothes than we could ever wear.


  "It is small wonder that a girl should be spoiled by a life like this. Half-grown girls are fatally impressionable. I completely forgot the saner, healthier ideas I had been taught in the beginning, and soon began to look upon myself as one of the chosen ones of earth, responsible only to God who looked with great leniency on the faults of one like me. Life was very busy and pleasant. Everything helped one not to think. I imbibed the idea that it spoiled a woman's looks to think. So I just frivoled.


  "I was a good deal freer than the other Managuayan girls and I got the name of being very daring. Much was excused me because I was half-American. I was the one who got up the private theatricals and took the boys' parts myself. The old ladies talked with bated breath of how I rode and hunted in knickerbockers. I loved to shock them. You do not know our Spanish dowagers. They acted on me like a perpetual dare.


  "I never saw my dear Uncle Tony after I went to live with the de Socotras. I missed him at first, but it was delicately intimated to me that he was really not one of us, and after awhile I believed it. Little girls are natural snobs. When I grew up I began to understand that Francisco and Uncle Tony were on opposite sides in politics. In Managuay men become extraordinarily bitter over politics. In our house Uncle Tony was called renegade, socialist, traitor to his class, atheist, and I don't know what. I had only the vaguest idea of what was meant by politics. I never read the newspapers.


  "I cannot give you any idea of the situation in Managuay at present except to say that in a general way Uncle Tony was on the side of the poor people and Francisco, of course, on the side of the rich. I sided with Francisco naturally. They told me the poor people were envious and discontented; that if they were not kept under, they would burn and destroy and never rest until they had made us as poor as themselves.


  "One day in Managuay,—it is really only a week ago, though it seems like seven years, I have traveled so far since,—we were still at Casa del Monte, the country house, and Nina came to me—at home Nina is my own maid, though when we travel she serves both Mamma and me,—Nina came to me and said that a gentleman wished to speak to me and that he was waiting under the banyan tree in the Jardin des Plantes.


  "For a moment I was very indignant at the idea of any man bidding me to a rendezvous through my maid, but I saw from the expression on Nina's face that this was no ordinary cavalier. I asked her who it was. 'Señor Bareda,' she said in a scared way; 'He said to tell you, your Uncle Tony.'


  "Well, at the mere round of the dear name a sudden warmth flooded my breast. I forgot all the harsh things I had heard said about him in that house; I forgot that I considered myself on the other side from him; I remembered only the days when he had taken me on his knee and recited funny rhymes about the King of the Cannibal islands. I ran to him as fast as I could go.


  "The Jardin des Plantes was Francisco's private botanical gardens, planned after the famous gardens in Martinique. It occupied a great stretch of level ground at the foot of the hill on which the house was built. Trees, shrubs and flowers from every quarter of the earth were growing there. The banyan tree is famous in Managuay. It is far from the house, but near the public road on the other side. It made a little natural arbor all to itself, and there was a stone bench under it, on which I found my Uncle Tony sitting. I wondered who had steered him to the spot.


  "He looked so sad and kind and patient, and he was not at all fashionably dressed, that my heart went right out to him; the selfish, self-indulgent years slipped away and I felt like a child again. He won me before he said a word. He kissed me on the forehead as he used to do, and said smiling:


  " 'Is it very wrong for a gentleman to ask for a secret meeting with a young lady if he is sixty-four years old, and she his niece? If I had gone to the house I should not have been admitted.'


  " 'But how did you get here?' I asked. 'How did you get hold of Nina?'


  " 'Her brother is a friend of mine. I sent a note to her through him.'


  "Every word of that talk is engraved on my mind. 'Sit down beside me,' he said. 'Let me look at you.


  How beautiful you are!' He said that you know; I merely repeat his words. 'And quite the glass of fashion, the mold of form! What have they taught you, my child, except how to dress well?'


  "When he asked me that I suddenly seemed inexpressibly ignorant to myself. 'Why—why, nothing much, I guess,' I stammered. He smiled such a dear smile. 'Oh, well, if you feel that you know nothing there is still hope for you.'


  " 'I suppose you wonder what my errand is,' he went on, 'and now that I am here I scarcely know how to tell you. It was an impulse of the heart. I felt somehow as if my heart could not rest unless I saw you before I went away.'


  " 'You are going away!' I cried, already experiencing the sinking sensation that one feels at the prospect of losing an old friend. 'They are driving you away!' I added, thinking of Francisco.


  "He smiled a different kind of smile. 'No, they are not driving me away. I go for Managuay.'


  "'Where?'


  " 'To the United States. I sail on the Allianca tomorrow. It is a dangerous errand from which I may not return.'


  " 'Dangerous!' I cried like the foolish child I was, 'but there's no danger nowadays!'


  "He smiled and answered with another question. 'Do you know anything about me? what I stand for? what de Socotra stands for?'


  " 'No,' I said, 'Francisco only abuses you. He tells us nothing.'


  "My uncle was silent for awhile. It was at this time that he took out the little black book and showed it to me, saying what I repeated to you night before last: 'The happiness of a whole people is bound up in this!' But he seemed to change his mind, and put it away without saying more. 'No, I shall not tell you,' he said, 'for if anything happens to me de Socotra would be your only protector. I dare not take the responsibility of setting you against him. I will only say this; that he opposes all I hold dear. And he would say the same of me I have no doubt.'


  " 'I am so ignorant!' I murmured.


  " 'Well, at twenty years old that is natural enough,' he said kindly, 'but at twenty-five, say, it will be different. God will never accept ignorance as an excuse from an adult. That was really my purpose in coming. I felt it my duty to my sister's child to make an effort to awaken you while I could.' He looked around at the luxuriant, perfectly-kept gardens. 'You would never awake in this castle of indolence.'


  " 'But I am considered extremely wide awake,' I objected.


  " 'I mean in your mind. It is time you thought of things.'


  " 'What things?'


  " 'Well, life and people and how you stand towards them. You must read and observe and make up your own mind as to what is right. You must examine the rules that have been laid down for you and decide for yourself whether they are meet.'


  " 'But what is the use?' I said like a child. 'Here I am. I can't change anything.' 'You can change yourself.'


  " 'What's the matter with me?'


  "He smiled in both kindness and fun. 'One who did not love you might call you a thoughtless, pleasure-loving butterfly. Are you satisfied with that?'


  "I believe I began to cry then. I had always thought very well of myself, you see.


  "He went on: 'I know it seems a dreadful task to the young, to think. But it need not be. Try the wings of thought warily. Be satisfied with little flights at first. I mean, think with your heart, too. That ought not to be hard for a woman. Consider the poor people in the city below, who, by the workings of an evil system, are actually enslaved to the rich. Are you willing to continue to pass your days in delicious idleness at the cost of the women and children down there; the little children already bent and emaciated by overwork, who have no release in sight but death?'


  " 'I am not responsible!' I cried aghast.


  " 'But you are!' he said sternly. 'For the very people that I speak of work on the plantations and in the factories that pay the dividends that bought this exquisite dress you are wearing, and that string of pearls around your neck.'


  "I tore off the pearls and tried to press them into his hand. 'Take them and sell them and give them the money,' I implored him.


  " 'Put them on again,' he said coldly. 'They do not ask for charity, but justice.'


  "Well, there was much more to the same effect. I don't suppose you need it as much as I did, so I will hasten on with my story. This was exactly the way Francisco had said that Antonio Bareda talked, but somehow in my uncle's own kind voice it had a very different effect; it had the ring of the truth. If he had been content simply to have lectured me like a schoolmaster I should have listened with my tongue in my cheek, and would have hastened to tell Francisco afterward, and laugh with him. But Uncle Tony seemed sorry for me; that was what brought the tears to my eyes. And he was so very kind, and so ready to laugh, too, and he understood me so well. I didn't understand half what he said, but I knew from his deep sad eyes that he was right. I had never seen the proud and confident Francisco's eyes soften.


  "When he left me I wept bitterly I cannot describe my state of mind; fear for him, fear for myself, lonesomeness, self-distrust, all had a part in it. Of course the final effect was what he had intended. Willy-nilly I began to think of these matters. Since that hour I have not been able to stop thinking. And even if this dreadful tragedy had not taken place I should never have been the same as I was before.


  "When Francisco came up from the town that day I watched him with a new and critical gaze. Under the elegant, courteous, smiling air, I became aware of a suggestion of ruthless cruelty. For the first time it struck me that his handsome eyes were too close together. On the present occasion I saw that under his debonair nonchalance which never varied, he was deeply concerned about something.


  "At dinner when the servants had left the room, the cause of it came out. He was obliged to make a hurried trip to New Orleans on affairs of the government, he said. I must explain that mamma is of a soft and affectionate nature and prides herself on the fact that she has never been parted from Francisco. Francisco, whatever his faults, is devoted to mamma and humors her in all things. Consequently he is obliged to carry us with him wherever he goes, though I am sure it is often inconvenient. So when he said New Orleans we began to plan our packing.


  "We would go aboard his yacht La Tinita at bedtime, he said, and she would weigh anchor as soon as she was coaled. It must be given out that we were merely going cruising in the Caribbean, he said. Secrecy had often been enjoined on us before, and we had taken it as a matter of course. To his own household Francisco could do no wrong.


  "But this time my suspicions were aroused. I wondered what devilment he was up to. It did not occur to me to connect our sudden departure with my uncle's journey. 'New Orleans' put me off the track. The Allianca went to New York. Moreover the idea of a personal enmity between the two men had not yet been suggested to me. I merely thought of them as belonging to different parties.


  "At sea next day I had the impulse to try to draw out Francisco. He is always especially good-tempered at sea. We were sitting in deck-chairs under the lee of the after deck-house; mamma was there too, and I said:


  " 'Francisco, what is the political situation in Managuay?'


  "He stared and laughed. 'Good Heavens, child! what put the idea of politics into your head?'


  " 'I'm no longer a child,' I objected. 'I must begin to know about things.'


  'Not politics, I hope!'


  'What is politics, anyway?'


  'Politics is knavish tricks,' he said teasingly.


  " 'Well, you're a politician, aren't you?'


  " 'No, I'm a statesman,' he said with a wink.


  " 'Please be serious. What party do you belong to?'


  " 'The Conservative party. Why?'


  " 'What party does my Uncle Tony belong to?'


  "I saw that I had flicked him on the raw His eyes narrowed, he sucked in his lip. Almost immediately he was smiling again. 'What on earth made you think of him just then?'


  " 'I often think of him.'


  " 'What have you heard about him lately?'


  "The anxiety with which he asked this suggested to me the wisdom of lying. 'Nothing but what you say about him,' I replied with a clear brow.


  " 'Are you still fond of him?' he asked with a queer look.


  "'How could I be?' I answered, 'not having seen him in eleven years.'


  " 'I'm afraid you would find your Uncle Tony much changed,' he said gravely. Francisco's manner was really admirable, but I could not forget his terrified start at the first mention of the other man's name. 'He too, has become a politician. You ask me to what party he belongs; well, he calls himself a liberal, but that is a cloak used by many an unsuccessful self-seeking man. I'm afraid your Uncle Tony must be put down as a thoroughly bad man, my dear. He is poor, as you know; his patrimony was squandered before it reached him. Well, poverty is no disgrace of course, but it is the way in which a man sets about to rehabilitate his fortunes that betrays his quality. Most men set to work; others fall to scheming. Your Uncle Tony has chosen the worser way, I'm sorry to say. He is what men call an agitator, a demagogue. His sole aim is to stir up strife. He has deliberately set to work to inflame the passions of the mob to the point of revolution, not caring how much ruin is wrought thereby, or what blood spilt, if he may thereby be carried to a place of power. Do you understand?'


  " 'Perfectly,' I said. I thought of my uncle's deep sad eyes and did not believe a word of it. The possessor of those eyes a 'thoroughly bad man,'—impossible. I began to suspect that the 'thoroughly bad man' was much nearer me at that moment. From that time forward Francisco ceased to have the slightest influence over me.


  "Our talk about politics languished. 'Put it out of your pretty head, my dear!' said Francisco. 'Thank God! that horrible unsexed creature, the political woman, has not yet penetrated to our Managuayan Eden, Never forget that a woman's sole duty is to be beautiful. Leave politics to us coarser beings, men.'


  "I saw that my political education would not be much furthered by Francisco, and that I should probably learn more from him by appearing to be the feather-headed creature that he commended. So I started to chatter. But he was not perfectly satisfied that he had laid the political bogie in me. More than once during the remainder of the voyage I caught him glancing at me queerly. He was thinking perhaps of my half-American ancestry. Francisco hates Americans, though he never lets that appear of course while he's in America.


  "It was on Wednesday night that we left Santiago de Managuay. La Tinita is fast, and we landed in New Orleans on Friday. We had no sooner got there than Francisco announced that his plans were changed, and we were going on to New York by train. As soon as he said New York I began to wonder if his trip had anything to do with my uncle.


  "We left New Orleans on the first train. Two men joined us there, Managuayans. When I say pined us, I mean they conferred with Francisco en route. He did not present them to us. My curiosity was fully aroused now. I longed to hear what they talked about. But they held all their conferences in a private compartment.


  "We reached New York on Sunday morning and went to the Meriden. We found Bianca Guiterrez already established there. Bianca is a second cousin of Francisco's. I don't know how she got to New York. She was in Managuay three weeks ago. I must say that in Managuay the women look rather askance at Bianca, and she does not exactly move in society. She is a prime favorite with the men of our set, particularly Francisco. I have sometimes thought,—but that doesn't signify.


  "When we reached the Meriden other men kept turning up, none of whom was presented to us. From one thing and other, scraps of telephone conversation, chance remarks picked up, I gathered that there was a little circle of Managuayan politicians established here in New York, whose meeting-place was in that house on Ninth Street. What their purpose was I could not guess. There were some Americans among them too.


  "In particular there was one man, Abanez, who seemed to be a sort of leader among them, a leader under Francisco you understand; for it was clear to me that Francisco was the master of them all.


  "The day we arrived this Abanez was closeted with Francisco for awhile in our sitting-room at the hotel, and at last I had an opportunity to overhear one of Francisco's mysterious conferences. My bedroom adjoined the sitting-room on one side, mamma's on the other; she was asleep. I don't know where Bianca was. Her room was in a different part of the hotel.


  "I was in my room when Francisco and Abanez entered the sitting-room. Perhaps Francisco thought I was asleep too, or it may be that it never occurred to him that the doors are thinner in this country than at home. In the beginning they were cautious enough, but as they went on they forgot and raised their voices a little. As soon as I heard them come in, I softly drew the key out of my door and put my ear to the keyhole. I felt not the slightest compunctions in eavesdropping, for I was sure that I was helping the right.


  "It was maddening at first, they talked so low. I could hear nothing. Then Francisco, it appeared, lost his temper. I heard him say: 'I'll tell you why I came up here. It looked to me as if this job was in a fair way of being bungled. I wanted to oversee things myself. Do you understand the importance of it? Do you understand that if the slightest thing goes wrong it will mean complete ruin for all of us? On the other hand if it's properly carried through, we can sit back, we'll have no more trouble.'


  "Abanez' reply I could not hear. From his tone I guessed that he was trying to placate Francisco. The latter then said:


  " 'I didn't think much of the man you sent down, this de Silva.'


  "Abanez said deprecatingly: 'He was the best I could lay hands on at such short notice. As I told you, I hoped you might be able to supplant him with somebody better from down there.'


  " 'In Managuay?' said Francisco scornfully. 'Where everybody and everything is known? What chance would we have of foisting any of our people off on Bareda? As for Bareda's own people, they are incorruptible. I've tried them and I know.'


  "Abanez evidently asked him next what was his objection to de Silva. Francisco replied impatiently:


  " 'A conceited little bravo. No one but a fool like Bareda could possibly have been taken in by him.'


  "Again Abanez said something I could not hear.


  "Francisco said: 'It was all right up to the time I left, but they will be thrown together for five days on the ship. Bareda may well smell a rat before they reach New York.'


  "I missed Abanez' reply.


  "Francisco went on impatiently: 'I didn't think much of the scheme he outlined to me either. It sounded fantastic. The simplest measures are always the best. Why didn't you have him taken to the Ninth Street house? You can drive right in there out of sight of the street.'


  "Abanez said: 'That would have necessitated taking the taxi-driver into our confidence. We had no one on whom we could rely.'


  " 'Good God! Why didn't you buy a taxi-cab, and put one of our men on it?'


  " 'It did not seem feasible.'


  "Francisco was getting angrier and angrier. 'Do you mean to tell me that you are going to depend on any chance taxi-cab that you pick up on the pier?'


  "As Francisco stormed the other man became more obsequious. 'It could not be avoided,' he explained. 'You see when the steamship docks the cabs are admitted in single file and engaged by the passengers in order as they come. There was no way in which we could ensure that de Silva would get a particular cab.'


  " 'There is always a way!' cried Francisco. 'If you use a little head-work! Well, it's too late now to change de Silva's instructions. I wish I had attended to these preliminaries myself. Anyhow, I shall be on the pier. Later I'll go to the ferry to see what has happened.'


  "There was more, but Francisco seemed to have recollected caution, and I could not hear it. What I had heard caused me a terrible feeling of uneasiness, but I had nothing definite to go on. It is perfectly clear now, when we know what happened, but you must remember my situation. I never dreamed of anything so terrible as the truth. Think of my ignorance and inexperience. Why, I had lived in the same house with Francisco for nine years. I could not conceive of him as a murderer.


  "But it was clear enough that mischief of some sort was afoot, with my Uncle Tony as the intended victim. I thought perhaps they intended to rob him of the little black book, on which he set such store. I determined to warn him if I could. I made up my mind that I would be on the pier myself when the Allianca came in, and tell him exactly what I had overheard.


  "From a newspaper I learned that she was due the next day, Monday. Several times on Monday I called up the steamship office, and finally learned that she had been sighted, and was expected to land her passengers at ten o'clock Monday night.


  "This was a blow. I had anticipated difficulties in getting away by myself during the day—living in a strange hotel, mamma did not want to let me out of her sight for a moment; but to get away at night seemed quite out of the question. I almost gave up. I was terrified on my own account too. One hears such awful tales of New York after dark.


  "Fortunately I had Nina to help me. At first I decided to take her, and go openly to the pier in a cab, but then I recollected that Francisco was going to be there, and would certainly see us. I did not yet dare to defy him openly. Finally I decided to disguise myself and go alone.


  "I sent Nina out to buy me an outfit of boy's clothes which she succeeded in smuggling into my room. At dinner Francisco remarked that he had a business engagement, but offered to take us to the theater on his way, if we wouldn't mind coming home in a cab by ourselves. I pleaded a headache, and of course mamma would not go without me.


  "The same headache provided me with an excuse to go to bed after dinner. Dear mamma insisted on fussing over me until I nearly went out of my mind! The precious minutes were slipping by so fast! I only got rid of her by insisting that sleep alone would cure me, and that I must not be disturbed. The instant she left me Nina, who was waiting, slipped in and helped me dress. I got out of the hotel as I have told you. Nina had fixed matters with the watchman.


  'T got a cab to the pier, but alas! I was too late. The Allianca was already made fast to her pier, and the passengers even then were driving away. Only those were left who were having trouble with their baggage. There was no sign of my uncle. But I saw Francisco at the entrance to the pier lighting a cigar, and I determined to follow him to see what was to come later.


  "On that water-front street, he took a car bound uptown and rode to a ferry slip some blocks above. I was on the back platform. I remembered the references to a ferry in his talk with Abanez. At the ferry-house he met two men, men I had seen before at the hotel; he seemed to be surprised to find them there, and at what they told him. I dared not approach close enough to overhear what was said, for I knew that my disguise would not stand a close inspection. The three of them waited there for some time, obviously growing all the time more anxious and impatient.


  "Finally Francisco set off across the plaza to a little hotel there, and went in to telephone perhaps, or to get himself a drink. I could not follow him in of course. While he was inside you drove up in your cab and went into the bar. Presently Francisco came out by another door. Something in the look of the cab seemed to arrest his attention. He looked it over. He opened the door a crack and peeped in. I know now what he saw there, but of course I couldn't guess then. He turned around with an ugly smile. Then you came out, and he engaged you, and rode off on the front seat. There was no other cab handy. I ran across the plaza after you, and managed to get on the same boat. Well, you know all the rest. That's my story."


  


  Bessie had listened to this tale with ever-deepening indignation. "A black villain!" she cried. "This Francisco fellow! Him with his castle and his yacht and his money and all! He ain't got no call to be crooked. It must be pure cussedness. And I hope you bring him to "the rope, I do!"


  Amy had ended her story on a note of dejection, and now to Greg's surprise her eyes were full of tears. "It's not so simple," she murmured. "I think of mamma. This would kill her if she knew!"


  Bessie made a clucking sound of sympathy. "But she'll have to know sooner or later," she said.


  "She'll have to suffer of course," said Amy, "but I must think how to save her from the worst."


  Bessie got up. "I expect you and Mr. Parr have your plans to talk over. I'm going down-stairs to make you a cup of hot coffee before you start out in the cold."


  Greg thought: "Good old Bessie! She's a lady!"


  Nevertheless, left alone with Amy as he had so much desired, a sudden diffidence overcame him, and he could find nothing to say. Amy had fallen into a kind of study, and scarcely seemed to be aware of his presence.


  Finally he said: "What do you want me to do?"


  "Ah, if I knew!" she murmured.


  To Greg's direct masculine mind there was but one course to be taken. "We have the body safe," he said, "and the conversation you overheard in the hotel supplies the necessary link of evidence. I could go to the police and ask for his arrest."


  The surprising girl's eyes flashed at him. "I will not have it!" she cried. "That is stupid!"


  "But—but you said you wanted him brought to justice," stammered Greg.


  "Would you expect me to go on the witness stand and swear his life away—with mamma listening there? Here in a strange country!"


  "But you said—you were an American."


  "So I am—in spirit. But I have lived all my life in Managuay. Give me time."


  "But we cannot let him go free. That would be making ourselves accessory to the crime."


  She looked at him strangely. "I shall not let him go free. I am thinking how to punish him. I shall punish him in a way that even you will admit is sufficient."


  A dreadful fear made Greg's eyes widen.


  She apprehended it without his speaking. "Oh, I shall not kill him myself," she said. "I suspect I am too much American for that."


  She went on presently: "I have a feeling that the murder of my uncle is only the first act in a whole drama of crime that Francisco is planning. We must prevent it! If I only knew what was in that little book! You have had no answer to your cable to Estuban?"


  Greg shook his head.


  "Even if he comes it would be a week before he could get here. Francisco will not wait a week."


  Bessie interrupted them to say that the boy from the druggist's at the corner had come to say that Greg was wanted on the telephone.


  "That will be Pa Simmons," said Greg. "Back in a jiffy."


  This was what Greg heard over the wire in Pa Simmons' crinkly voice:


  "This you, Greg? This is me. Do you get me? Well, I picked up that party all right at the address given, and I stuck to him closer than a brother all afternoon and evening. I'll give you a full report when I come in. I just called up now to say that at eleven-thirty I followed him to the Stickney Arms, and he's there yet. Looks to me like he was going to stay all night. If you want the place watched any longer you'll have to send up one of the boys to relieve me, because I'm all in. I gotta have my sleep."


  "All right, Pa," said Greg. "Come on home,"


  When Greg got back to Bessie's, Bessie and Amy were drinking coffee together like sisters. A slight alteration in their demeanor as he came in, suggested that they were exchanging confidences that were denied him. Greg felt a little sore.


  He reported what Pa Simmons had told him.


  Amy sprang up. "Good!" she cried, "He'll stay all night of course. I'll go right home. If he still has the little black book upon him I promise you I'll get it before he leaves the apartment."


  CHAPTER XI


  THE RIDE HOME


  Hickey brought the flivver round to the front door again. As Amy got in and saw Greg preparing to follow, she said with a great air of surprise:


  "Oh, you're not coming."


  "Why, of course I am," said Greg with a surprised air as good as hers. "Why not?"


  "But it isn't in the least necessary. I came alone."


  "I know. But I want to come."


  "Oh, thank you, but I don't think you'd better."


  "I'm coming," said Greg doggedly, and got in and closed the door.


  She drew stiffly into her own corner, and stared out of the window. Greg not at all sure of his ground was nevertheless doggedly determined to see the thing through. His peace of mind demanded that he come to some kind of an understanding with her.


  They rode for five blocks in silence.


  Finally Greg said: "Why do you treat me so?"


  It then appeared that this young lady who claimed to be an American still retained a considerable share of the fiery Latin temperament. "Treat you so!" she burst out. "Treat you so! How about the way you treat me! I showed you as plainly as I could that I didn't want you to come. What do you wish me to suppose when you come anyway? Do you wish to remind me that it is your cab, and you have a right to come?"


  "But why?" stammered poor Greg. "What have I done since earlier to-night. Why didn't you want me to come?"


  "Need you ask that?"


  "I must ask it. What have I done?"


  "Nothing. Men can be very dense when they wish to be!"


  "I don't understand. Unless I have offended you in some way—"


  "Well, I can't be riding around in taxi-cabs at one o'clock in the morning with a strange man, can I?"


  "Oho!" said Greg, a great light breaking upon him. "But that's ridiculous!" he added presently.


  "Thank you," she said acidly.


  "But you rode around with me the other night later than this and thought nothing of it."


  "That was different."


  "And if we are engaged together in a serious affair, it is ridiculous to say that we may not be alone together."


  "Oh, if you wish to be insulting now—"


  The inconsistency of the reason she gave was such that Greg saw at once that she had some other reason. It turned a little knife in his breast. "I think I understand," he said bitterly.


  "What do you think you understand?"


  "You did not tell me your whole story to-night."


  "I told you everything that bore upon the affair of my uncle and Francisco."


  "You did not tell me you were engaged."


  "What has that got to do with it?"


  "You are engaged then?"


  "Well—yes."


  Greg groaned inwardly. Up to this moment he had been consoling himself with the assurance that the Castllian youth might have been lying.


  It was she who broke the next long silence. "What difference does that make?"


  "A great deal to me."


  She perversely chose to misunderstand him. "Do you mean that you don't care to help an engaged girl?"


  "I don't mean that at all," said Greg indignantly.


  "What do you mean then?"


  "Am I no more to you than a kind of detective to be dropped as soon as this case is done with?" he demanded bitterly. "Perhaps you expect to pay me for my services and let me go."


  "If you're going to be hateful I don't know what to say."


  "Neither do I," said Greg gloomily. "I guess there is nothing to be said."


  Once more it was she who could not support the silence. "Who told you I was engaged?" she demanded.


  "He did. The young man. I don't know his name."


  "Where did you ever meet him?"


  "In the Meriden. After he left you day before yesterday. I followed him into the bar and managed to get into conversation with him. I was trying then to find some way of getting into communication with you. He volunteered the information about being engaged to you. It came out of the clear sky to me."


  She said, not with entire candor perhaps: "I am to understand, then, that you wish to have nothing more to do with me or my affairs."


  "Nothing of the kind," he said, "I shall go through with it to the end."


  "Why are you quarreling with me then?"—this with a plaintive note.


  "I'm quarreling with you because yesterday in your letters you called me your friend; you led me to believe that I was something more to you than a useful person, yet you withheld this essential fact."


  "But you knew it all the time."


  "You didn't tell me. How did I know but what the man was lying?"


  "He's incapable of lying!"


  "Oh, now you're simply trying to change the issue."


  He had her there. She fell silent.


  Presently he went on with added bitterness. "What I can't understand is, when you said you were an American, when you said you loved America, how you could have chosen him."


  "That's why," she said. "He's an American."


  "What!"


  "Half an American anyway. His father was an American like mine. His name is Henry Saunders."


  "I fancy he must take after his mother," said Greg dryly.


  Once more they rode for several blocks in a miserable silence, each looking out of his own window.


  "I'm sorry I can't drop this painful subject," Greg said at last, "but I've got to know where Mr. Saunders comes in on our case."


  "What do you mean? He doesn't come in at all."


  "Is he on de Socotra's side?"


  "He has nothing to do with politics."


  "I see. What does he do?"


  "Are you trying to insult him?"


  "Not at all. Merely asking for a little information."


  "He's very wealthy. He looks after his property and—er—he travels."


  "I see. What would your uncle have said about him?"


  "I don't know, I'm sure."


  "But you said your uncle's ideas had very strongly affected you."


  "That's true. But I wouldn't let him nor anybody else choose a man for me to marry."


  "Of course not. But as the wife of Mr. Saunders do you expect to lead the kind of life your uncle recommended?"


  "I don't admit your right to ask me any such question."


  "Easy enough to say that when the question is hard to answer," said Greg bitterly.


  "I wish I were home!" she said in a small voice.


  But he would not spare her. "Why haven't you told Mr. Saunders everything that has happened?"


  "Because—Oh, a thousand reasons! How many more questions do you expect me to answer?"


  "Is it because you think he might not be willing to help you run down the murderers of Antonio Bareda?"


  "You have no right to suggest such a thing!"


  "But you said he was rich. Naturally he belongs to the rich man's party."


  "He's honest and straightforward."


  "Then why haven't you told him?"


  "I wished to spare him."


  "I'm sorry, but he must be told."


  Her eyebrows went up. "Must? I don't like your tone. Why must he?"


  "I should think you'd see yourself. You and I can't be engaged on these secret matters and go around together without his being told. I must insist on his being told for my own sake."


  It need hardly be said that in taking this lofty moral position Greg was not wholly sincere. As a matter of fact he suspected that the Castilian youth would cut a very poor figure in a matter of this kind, and he had a not unnatural desire to show him up.


  "Very well, I'll tell him," she said crossly.


  "And I should be introduced to him."


  "Anything else?" she queried sarcastically.


  On the whole that drive home could not be considered a success. The very warmth of their feelings towards each other gave them a power to wound that they seemed to take a perverse pleasure in exercising to the full. But Greg thought of how it would be after she left him, and his heart sunk. As they drew near the Stickney Arms he made an effort to mend matters.


  "We don't seem to be getting on very well to-night."


  "I'm sure it's not my fault." she retorted with her chin in the air.


  This was not promising, but he persisted. "I'm sorry if I have been rude or rough. Forgive me, and admit that you were just a little bit to blame too."


  "I shall do nothing of the kind! I should never let any man take such a tone of command towards me, least of all a stranger. It's ridiculous!"


  "I'm sorry. Forgive me," said Greg again.


  "Oh, it's easy to ask forgiveness. You can't expect to make me as angry as you possibly can, and then have me turn around and forgive you for the asking."


  As the cab slowed down Greg said: "At least say good-night to me nicely."


  "I can't," she said. "You make me hate you."


  She marched across the pavement without a backward look. Greg for obvious reasons did not get out of the cab. As they turned back home he sighed. If he had been a better psychologist, or rather if the keenness of his feelings had not blinded him to the psychology of the desired one, he would not have been so cast down.


  /p>


  CHAPTER XII


  WHAT THE LITTLE BLACK BOOK CONTAINED


  At eleven o'clock next morning a strange taxi-cab appeared in Gibbon Street and drew up before Bickle's grocery. From it stepped a figure so remarkable in that neighborhood that the little boys for the moment were too astonished even to deride it; to wit: Señor Henry Saunders in full regalia, a red carnation in his buttonhole. He picked his way gingerly into the store and looked about him with an expression of astonished rebuke that the common things of life should dare to approach so close. He inquired of Bessie for "Señor Greegoree Parr."


  Bessie not at all intimidated by his exquisiteness marched him out through the kitchen into the muddy yard where Greg in overalls, a sight for gods and men, was busy greasing and tightening up the flivver.


  "Oh, there is a mistake!" said Señor Saunders elevating his eyebrows. "It is for Señor Greegoree Parr that I ask."


  "That's me," said Greg inelegantly. "I know you of course. How are you?"


  The situation was too much for the Castilian youth. He looked about him wildly. The sight of Blossom and Ginger McAfee grinning in the background did not tend to reassure him. "You—you drive dees cab!" he stammered.


  "Sure!" said Greg wickedly. "I'm what they call an owl-driver."


  "A owl-driver!"


  "Sure, you know, a fly-by-night." He opened the door of the flivver. "Get in. We can talk quietly here."


  Señor Henry glanced askance at the overalls. "Thank you, I stand. My taxi waits. I bring you dees note."


  "Ah, from Miss Wilmot!" said Greg with a gleaming eye. He wiped his hands preparatory to taking it.


  The other young man marked the gleam and stiffened. These two were bound to strike sparks from each other on sight. "Miss Wilmot—I do not understand," he said haughtily.


  "Oh, I suppose you call her Señorita de Socotra," said Greg carelessly. "But she prefers to be known by the other name now."


  "Is it so?" queried Señor Saunders icily. "Did she tell you that?"


  "She did," said Greg giving him stare for stare.


  Meanwhile he opened his note. There were but four lines.


  
    "I have told Henry everything. He is anxious to help. I hope you're satisfied. F. has not got what we want with him. If I detain him here until after lunch, could you have his room at the hotel searched?


    "A. Wilmot."

  


  Meanwhile the dark-skinned youth had been studying the fair one.


  'Ave I not seen you before?" he asked.


  "In the bar at the Meriden," said Greg.


  "Ah, was that you? Then this is a disguise?"


  "If you like."


  "You follow me into that bar?"


  "Yes. I was trying to get into touch with Miss Wilmot."


  "Ah! You think this quite the fair thing?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "She is so young, so inexperience—!


  "Do you mean that I'm taking advantage of her?"


  Señor Saunders shrugged. He had command of a most expressive shrug.


  "Well, I won't discuss that with you now," said Greg coolly. "More important things to think about. Miss Wilmot says here that you are willing to help us."


  The other bowed. "Willing to help her," he amended.


  Greg ignored it. He was only anxious to get rid of the man so that he could get to the task that Amy had laid upon him. "Can you tell me the situation in Managuay that has resulted in this crime?"


  "I don' know much about Managuayan affairs," was the languid reply. "I am more in Paris and London."


  "I see," said Greg. "But what do you think induced de Socotra to kill Antonio Bareda."


  "It is incredible!" said Señor Henry. "There is somewhere a mistake. Why, the de Socotras are the oldest family in Managuay. Señor Francisco is a man of the world like myself."


  "That may be," said Greg-dryly, "but he did it just the same, or had it done."


  "Should that be so," said the other, "It is not fitting that the Señorita undertake the duties of a police officer. I do not approve of it."


  "Oh, don't you!" thought Greg.


  "Hereafter I will act for her in taking whatever measures may be necessary."


  "That will be nice," said Greg ironically. "You win excuse me now, I am sure. I have an important job on this morning. Have to get a hustle on. You said your taxi was waiting. You and I can have a nice long talk some other time."


  So saying, he wafted Señor Saunders towards the yard gate. The latter presently found himself out on the sidewalk, a little dazed and wholly disapproving.


  Meanwhile Greg rushed up-stairs to dress. As soon as he was ready Hickey took him to the Hotel des Estados Unidos. Greg registered there. He had on his previous visited noted that de Socotra, or Bareda as he called himself here, occupied room 318, and he wished to obtain a room as near to that as possible. He supposed that 318 would be on the third floor.


  "Not too high up," he said, as the clerk turned to choose him a room, "say, the third floor."


  "Very good, sir. Number 311. Have you any baggage?"


  "It will be sent here later."


  The clerk looked at him significantly.


  "I will pay for a day in advance," said Greg, who had no wish to cheat the hotel out of its just dues.


  "Thank you, sir. Two dollars."


  Greg was shown to his room. He let the boy go and made a little reconnaissance. His own room looked upon the side street. Number 318 he found was at the end of the same corridor on the other side. y it was evidently from its position a corner room with a window on the court and other windows to the west. There was a red light outside the door, indicating that the room possessed a fire escape. Around the corner of the corridor, opposite the elevator, was a window on the court, from which Greg could command the court window of de Socotra's room. The fire escape was outside the court window; moreover the window itself was open. Greg saw that the room might be reached without especial difficulty from five other rooms, i. e. one on the same floor, two above and two below.


  He returned to the office. "You haven't a room opening on a fire-escape have you?" he asked the clerk. "I'm a bit nervous about fire in an old building like this."


  The clerk consulted his plan. "No," he said. "Those rooms go first. But 316 on your floor is vacant. The fire-escape is adjoining. From the window you could reach out and put your hand on it if there was any need."


  "Very well, change me to 316," said Greg, suppressing the desire to thank the amiable clerk who so innocently played into his hand.


  Alone in 316 Greg narrowly searched all the windows on the other side of the court. No head was to be seen at any one of them. He reassured himself with the thought that at half-past eleven in the morning in a transient hotel there was not much reason for the guests to be in their rooms. There was a certain risk of course, but that must be taken.


  He raised the window of his room to its widest extent and stood back to make sure for the last time that no one was watching him. Then grasping the rail of the fire escape he swung himself over, threw up the window of the adjoining room and slipped in. In all he was not visible above five seconds. Having made the trip he looked sharply behind him, but still no startled face appeared at any window within view. He breathed more freely.


  Bolting the door into the hall, he took stock of his surroundings. There was no question but that he was in the right room, for the old suit-case with the collapsible side lay open on the floor, with de Socotra's more elegant valise beside it. The suit-case had been ransacked, but not unpacked. It contained only what an old gentleman of modest tastes might carry on a journey. De Socotra's own things were spread on the bureau and hung in the closet, a bit of stage business for the benefit of the maids, Greg supposed, for it was not likely that the elegant de Socotra troubled this modest room much.


  Swiftly and silently Greg made his search. It did not take long, for the room offered but few possible places of concealment; valises, bureau drawers, closet. Greg did not neglect the bed; but no little black book rewarded him. He went over everything twice, taking care to leave all exactly as he had found it. His disappointment was keen. All that thought not to speak of the risk, deserved a better reward he told himself.


  Listening first to make sure there was no one in the corridor, he left the room openly by the door. It locked itself behind him. He went on down-stairs, meaning to return direct to the taxi-yard, for the Hotel des Estados Unidos had served its purpose as far as he was concerned. But a little incident in the lobby changed his plans.


  As he stepped from the elevator his attention was attracted by a young man entering the lobby from the street at the same moment, a South American apparently, like the majority of this hotel's patrons. Something in his face appealed instinctively to Greg, his honest, eager gaze perhaps, his sensitive and resolute mouth; anyway there was something about him that caused Greg to think: "He'd make a good friend."


  Greg was struck further by an extraordinary look of anxiety on the other's face, a generous anxiety. He came quickly to the desk beside which Greg was standing, and not more than a foot separated them. But the young Spanish-American never noticed Greg; his anxiety filled him. He moistened his lips before he spoke, and asked the clerk a question in Spanish, as if his life depended on the answer.


  Greg was almost betrayed into an exclamation of astonishment. The young man asked for "Señor Antonio Bareda."


  The clerk replied in the affirmative, and an extraordinary look of relief passed over the young man's face. For a moment he seemed overcome; he lowered his eyes until he could command himself, and passed his handkerchief over his face. The clerk, noticed nothing.


  Finding his voice the young man asked another question. Not hard to guess what this was, because the clerk glanced in the box marked 318, and seeing the key there, shook his head. The young man spoke again—was it to ask when Señor Bareda would return? The clerk shrugged and spread out his hands.


  Greg was on fire with curiosity. He lit a cigar, and affected to look idly around like a man with time on his hands. Meanwhile he missed no move of the young man's. The grand question was, was he looking for the real or the false Bareda? Greg wished to believe that he was a friend of the real Bareda's. Certainly he bore no resemblance to others of de Socotra's gang who had all somehow a fishy look. This young fellow's glance was as open as the day. But if it were true that he were on the side of the real Bareda, a dreadful shock awaited him.


  After a moment's hesitation the young Spanish-American crossed the lobby and dropped into one of the chairs by the window. He still felt the effects of his late anxiety. He looked exhausted. But a great content had ironed out the harassed lines in his face. Greg's heart was sharp with compassion for him.


  "Have I got to deal him a knockout blow?" he thought.


  He took a turn up and down the lobby, and finally dropped carelessly into a seat beside the other.


  "Do you speak English?" he asked with a friendly grin.


  "Why, yes," said the other smiling back.


  "Well, I'm glad of that!" said Greg. "I feel like a fish out of water in this joint."


  "An American?" said the other. "How did you happen to come here?"


  "The hotels are full at this season. I put up at the first where I could get a room." Greg offered him a cigar. "But maybe you won't care for it," he added diffidently. "I expect you Spanish fellows know cigars."


  "We know them," the other said accepting it smilingly, "but that's about all. All the best tobacco is shipped to the United States."


  "Been in this town long?" asked Greg.


  "Just got in from New Orleans."


  Greg turned grave. De Socotra had just come from New Orleans. Could he after all be deceived in his man? "Live there?" he asked.


  "No, I live in Managuay."


  "Ah," said Greg.


  "Perhaps you never heard of Managuay?"


  "Oh, yes," said Greg feeling his way, as he had once done with another young man from Managuay. "I once met some charming ladies from Managuay. Perhaps you know them. Señorita de Socotra and her mother."


  The young man received the information with polite unconcern. "I know of them of course. They are grand people at home. But I don't move in such circles."


  "And there was a Señorita Guiterrez with them," continued Greg.


  "Oh, everybody knows her," was the indifferent comment.


  "The father interested me," Greg persisted. "Señor Francisco de Socotra—" here the young man's eyes gleamed, but Greg could not be sure with what kind of feeling. "Very handsome man," Greg went on, "do you know him?"


  "I know him," the young man said curtly.


  Greg was still baffled. "What do you think of him?" he asked direct.


  The young man's eyes positively blazed. "I prefer not to say," he replied setting his jaw. "It wouldn't be polite."


  Greg was delighted. It was true this might be good acting, but the young man's implied scorn of de Socotra had all the effect of a violent denunciation. Greg could conceive of no reason why a follower of de Socotra's should denounce him to a stranger.


  Greg went further. "At the desk just now I heard you ask for Señor Antonio Bareda."


  The young man's face seemed to open as with an inner light. He turned eagerly to Greg. "My master and my friend!" he cried impulsively. "The best of men! Do you know him too?"


  Greg's heart bled for this generous youth. He shook his head.


  "I thought if you are stopping here you might have met him," the other went on. "Perhaps you have seen him about the hotel, a little, plump, smooth-shaven old gentleman, with an old-fashioned courteous air, and a beaming glance that seems to shed kindness all around him You wouldn't think to see him that he was a fighter, and one of the bravest!"


  Greg could no longer doubt his man. "Look here," he said frankly. "I knew we should hit it off, when I first laid eyes on you. My name's Gregory Parr. What's yours.?"


  "Mario Estuban," was the surprising reply.


  Greg's eyes goggled at him. "Good God!" he ejaculated.


  "What's the matter?" demanded the other frowning. "What do you know about me?"


  "Nothing," said Greg, "only I cabled you yesterday."


  "Cabled me?" echoed the other round-eyed. "What about? Who gave you my name? I left Managuay five days ago."


  Greg glanced at the hotel clock. It was a few minutes past twelve. If de Socotra stayed to lunch with his family he could scarcely get back to the hotel before two.


  "We can't talk here," he said. "I have a room up-stairs. Come up with me."


  Estuban followed him wonderingly.


  In the hotel bedroom, Greg closed the door behind them and turned a compassionate face towards the other. "I've got bad news for you, old man," he said. His own voice shook.


  Estuban guessed what was coming. He fell back with his hands clenched. "Quick! Out with it!" he said hoarsely. "Don't keep me in suspense!"


  "Antonio Bareda is dead!"


  A low despairing cry escaped from Estuban. "Too late!" He sank into a chair and covered his face with his hands. He did not weep; no further sound escaped him. His silence scared Greg more than any outburst could have done.


  "God knows I feel for you," Greg said earnestly. "But just the same you must try to forget your grief for the present. You must get a grip on yourself. There is justice to be done!"


  The appeal had the desired effect. Estuban's hands came down. His face was drawn and white, but composed. "How did it happen?" he asked quietly.


  "He was murdered by de Socotra's orders."


  "Of course! But have you the proof? Can we bring it home to that damned cold villain?"


  "With your help I think we can."


  "Ah, if that is so," cried Estuban, "if we can smash that devilish ring, my poor master has not died quite in vain! When did it happen?"


  "The night he landed; in a cab on his way from the pier.


  Estuban looked puzzled. "But if that is so, how is it he is registered here? The hotel clerk told me—"


  "It is de Socotra who is registered here under his name."


  "What is that for?" murmured Estuban blankly.


  "I hoped you could explain," said Greg.


  Estuban slowly shook his head. "Has the crime been reported to the police?" he asked.


  "No. But we have recovered the body. There are certain difficulties in the way. I will explain as we go on. We are very anxious to learn what Señor Bareda's note-book contains that makes it of such overwhelming importance."


  Estuban sprang up excitedly. "You have it? It is safe?"


  Greg shook his head. "De Socotra has it. We are trying to recover it. But what is in it? You see we are still in the dark as to the motives for the crime."


  "Oh, I can tell you that. But who are you, an officer? a detective?"


  "No."


  "Then how did you come to take an interest in this case?"


  Greg told him the whole story as briefly as possible. Estuban's expressive Latin face was a study in intense concern, astonishment, even grim humor at certain aspects of the tale. He only interrupted Greg once.


  "But that little girl, who was she?"


  "Amèlie de Socotra!"


  "Amèlie de Socotra! Impossible! Francisco's daughter!"


  "His adopted daughter."


  "Oh true, I had forgotten that."


  "And Bareda's niece."


  "But she foreswore my poor master when she went to live with the rich. He grieved over it. He had not spoken to her in ten years."


  "You are mistaken there. He sought her out the day before he sailed for New York on the Allianca, and had a long talk with her, a talk that profoundly influenced the girl."


  "I was in jail then," said Estuban coolly.


  "In jail!" said the astonished Greg.


  "Oh, that's nothing disgraceful in Managuay," said Estuban bitterly. "Go on."


  When Greg came to the end Estuban said thoughtfully: "The man de Silva arrived in Managuay a few days before I was arrested. He claimed to be the representative of a New York trading house, and was provided with seemingly authentic credentials. He had lived long enough in the United States to imbibe liberal ideas it was thought, and we hoped to secure in him a recruit to our side. No connection be-, tween him and the de Socotra gang had appeared. When I was separated from Señor Bareda I suppose he naturally turned to this man; he had to have an interpreter. Even under the conditions that surrounded us my poor master was always too slow to suspect evil. It was I who was accustomed to protect him from his own innocence of heart."


  "And now we know," added Greg, "that de Silva was sent down from New York especially for the purpose of worming himself into Señor Bareda's confidence."


  "Now I'll tell you what was in the little black book," said Estuban.


  Greg looked at his watch. "Hold on!" he said. "It's past one. De Socotra might possibly return here. His room is adjoining. We had better go down to my own room where there is no danger of being disturbed. In any case I have to be there at two to receive a report over the telephone."


  In the little hall-room at Bessie Bickle's Estuban, white-faced and grim, told his tale. There was no sign of weakness in him now. He referred to his murdered friend calmly. He said:


  "First I must try to make you understand the situation in Managuay that produced this crime. It may be difficult for a free American to credit, though it is simple enough. You must bear in mind that Managuay is a very small country, a sort of small-town republic, and quite outside the currents of the world's thought; indeed for Managuayans the outside world hardly exists. In other countries, even the most backward, of late years a social conscience has developed, but in Managuay no! Our overlords are still as rapacious as feudal barons. We have no prosperous middle class to act as a balance wheel. In Managuay there is nothing between the old Spanish aristocracy and the miserable peons.


  "Up to a dozen years ago Managuay was a poor country; the old landholders were impoverished, and they had no business acumen; trade passed by our ports. Then American business men began to find us; they had the business ability and the Managuayans had the rich land. Gradually there grew up the infamous association that has almost ruined my country.


  "The trouble was, the land was too rich. Under improved methods of cultivation and with the markets made accessible, great fortunes were reaped from rubber, coffee, fruit in a single season. Too easily made money atrophies men's moral sense; they become filled with a lust for more! more! more!


  "Our landholders sold their lands to American corporations, taking shares in payment. After that the lazy Managuayans had nothing to do but spend their dividends. The American business men did all the work, and they became the real owners of my country. They never interfered openly in the government; they didn't have to, for their Managuayan stockholders were only too willing tools. The entire country is now run with a single eye to producing dividends for the American corporations. What is the consequence? Our people are wretched beyond description. They are set to work on the plantations and in the factories while they are scarcely out of infancy. This keeps down the price of labor and prevents them from ever learning enough to organize against their pitiless masters. It would wring your heart to see them. The generation now growing up are like little old men and women before they are mature!


  It is characteristic of such a gang that the principals never show themselves in the open. We have a succession of figure-heads as President of Managuay, but the real power never changes: it is lodged in the hands of Señor Francisco de Socotra. He is the instrument of Big Business. All the reins of power are gathered up into his hands. He directs our poor travesties of courts with a nod,—the judges are his appointees; he is the real commander of our army; he owns our newspapers. What chance has the truth of being spoken?


  "I do not mean to blame the United States for the pass we have been brought to; the evil men are the Managuayans who have betrayed their country. The only criticism I would make of your government is that it thoughtlessly backs up its buccaneers of commerce without examining into their methods. And we little helpless people suffer. The ruling gang in Managuay derives its real power from the implied support of the United States which is behind it. I believe that Secretaries of State are honest men, but they may be swayed through devious courses that they know not of. And up to this time there never was anybody to speak for the wretched natives of Managuay.


  "You can see how hopeless it was to think of successfully opposing so perfect an organization. I may mention as a significant fact that our army is largely recruited from neighboring states. It is plentifully supplied with machine guns. With the judges and the machine guns on the other side what could a poor manly do? Our so-called popular elections were of the nature of a comic opera.


  "As a matter of fact there has been little open discontent. The odds were too hopeless. The most I dreadful feature of the situation was the people's apathy.


  "The one champion who never lost faith in them was Antonio Bareda; patient, great-hearted, and of dauntless courage, he was well fitted to be the friend of the oppressed. For the last eight years or so, or ever since things began to go to the bad, he had been working for them. During that time his life has been a long record of petty persecutions on the part of the authorities. But his very simplicity and candor baffled his enemies. He gave them no handle to use against him. His clear gaze struck a secret terror to their souls. They dared not take extreme measures against him on account of his hold on the affections of the people. They feared that his death might provoke even that wretched race to rebel.


  "He lately came to the conclusion that the people must have outside help in order to free themselves. He determined to appeal to the United States through your President. The late elections in Managuay provided his opportunity. As I have said, our elections are no more than a cynical joke. For some years now the gang's candidates have been returned unopposed. This year, however, with the help of a few of us working in absolute secrecy Bareda succeeded in forming at least the skeleton of a political organization and in putting up opposition candidates.


  "Of course we did not expect to win. Our candidates (I was one of them) were either bribed, arrested or bludgeoned. Nevertheless we gained our point, which was to put the corruption of the government on record. Antonio Bareda prepared a report of that election, supported by a dozen affidavits attesting to examples of subornation, bribery, assault. Intimidation, etc. That is the matter that is bound up in the little black book.


  "Secret as we were, our purpose became known of course; they have their spies everywhere. It threw a panic into the enemies' camp. Bareda was on his way to carry it to the President when he was killed. It was Bareda's intention to appeal to your President to withdraw his recognition from the present illegal government of Managuay, and for him to insist on an honest election being held, if necessary under guard of The Owl Taxi United States marines. He was on his way to Washington when he was killed.


  "I helped get the matter together, but I did not see the little book after it was finished. I was to have accompanied him as interpreter, but a few days before we were to sail I was again arrested on a trumped-up charge and thrown into jail. He dared not delay his departure, he had to have somebody to interpret for him, and so he fell into their trap.


  "With the help of my friends I managed to break jail in Santiago—one devoted fellow is serving there now in my place. But I was too late to catch the Allianca. I learned that de Socotra had departed secretly in his yacht for an unknown destination, and I did not require to be told that extreme danger threatened my friend and my master. The captain of a small coasting steamer came to my assistance. He smuggled me aboard and carried me to New Orleans, whence I came here by train. But I was too late! They got him."


  CHAPTER XIII


  DE SOCOTRA HIRES T7011 AGAIN


  It was now two o'clock. Greg said to Estuban. "Come to the corner drug-store with me. I am to receive a report there from the man who is watching de Socotra. He may give us something to go on."


  This was the substance of Pa Simmons' communication:


  "An hour ago I took up my place where I could watch the entrance to the Stickney Arms. His nobs, the Spanish gent, come out about one-thirty; there was a taxi waiting for him. He was carried down-town, me following, to a house on East Seventeenth Street near Stuyvesant Square, number 716 it was. He let his cab go and went in there. I drove around the corner, and letting my cab stand there come back and went into a lunch counter that was almost directly across the street, and where I could watch the house. I got my lunch while I waited. He was inside about half an hour. He come out with another fellow. His nobs had a little book in his hand."


  "What kind of book?" asked Greg eagerly.


  "A sort of fat note-book, sort of narrowish and thick, with a black cover. It had different colored papers bound up inside it. He was turning over the pages as he come down the steps as if it had just been handed to him inside. So I saw it plain."


  "What kind of man was with him?"


  "Another dago, fattish, clean-shaven, elegant dressed, a man with a sleepy kind of look."


  "Abanez," thought Greg.


  "Well, the two of them started west on Seventeenth, and I hustled back and got my cab and followed. 'Tain't no cinch, though, to follow two men on foot when you're in a cab. I ran circles round the block so's they wouldn't catch on that I was trailing them. At the Avenue they hailed a bus and rode up on top where I could watch them good. They went into a railway ticket office at Thirtieth Street. I followed them in. I saw Soak-oater buy a ticket to Washington and a parlor-car seat on the six o'clock train this evening. I heard him say to the guy with him: 'Yew-neth,' or some such name says he, 'Yew-neth will telegraph me during the afternoon what time the President will see me to-morrow.'


  "Well, the two guys parted outside the ticket-office, and Soak-oater led me to a little hotel on irving Place called—well, I can't say it because it's Spanish, but you know the place. He's in there now, and I'm phoning from across the street."


  Greg's instructions to Pa Simmons were to stick to his man and report again in an hour, or as soon thereafter as he was able.


  Greg repeated the matter of his report to Estuban.


  "Going to Washington to see the President!" cried he, perplexed.


  "Who is Yew-neth?" asked Greg.


  "Evidently intended for Nunez, the Managuayan minister at Washington, and one of de Socotra's creatures of course." Estuban was in a study.


  "What do you make of it?" asked Greg.


  "I believe I'm beginning to see what he's up to," Estuban replied slowly. "It's a devilish scheme, worthy of de Socotra!"


  "You mean he's going to impersonate Bareda when he sees the President?"


  "Exactly! Not content with murdering my poor friend he intends to blacken his memory. Nunez will introduce him as Antonio Bareda. The visit will be reported in the newspapers—Bareda sees the President, and the news will be cabled to Managuay. What de Socotra will tell the President one can guess; it will certainly not be anything that will lead him to take action in Managuay. Perhaps that will be reported in the papers too: 'Bareda tells the President Managuay is happy and contented under the present regime!' In any case when Bareda fails to return to Managuay his poor followers, who are so anxiously hanging on the result of this visit, will believe that their champion has betrayed them. How simple!"


  "How devilish!" added Greg.


  Estuban said: "De Socotra must be arrested before he gets on the train."


  Greg thought anxiously of Amy. "That won't do you any good," he said quickly. "You couldn't prove in advance that he intended to impersonate another."


  "I could prove the murder."


  "Not without Señorita de Socotra. And she won't testify against him."


  'Then must he go free?" cried Estuban stormily.


  "No. Let us get the little black book from him and he is helpless. You could carry that to the President yourself."


  "How do you purpose getting hold of it?"


  "I don't know yet. I have four hours before train time. I'll find a way. At least I know now that it is on his person."


  "Go ahead and see what you can do. But if you fail I must hold myself free to act. I will be on the train on which he travels to Washington."


  "But he must know you," said Greg.


  "I shall be disguised."


  This gave Greg an idea. "Do you know anything about disguises?" he asked eagerly.


  "Oh, yes," said Estuban smiling grimly. "That's a very necessary part of a conspirator's work in Managuay."


  "Could you disguise me?"


  "What as?"


  "A shabby old cabman."


  "That oughtn't to be hard with the examples we have before us down here."


  "Good! I have to meet a man up-town at two forty-five. You get together what materials you need, and I'll be back at the yard in an hour."


  


  Hickey was taking the de Socotra ladies to a matinee this afternoon. After he had dropped the ladies at the theater Greg met him by appointment at the nearest corner. After his unhappy parting with Amy the night before Greg did not know what to expect. There was a note for him in the usual place. He devoured it. It was sufficiently baffling. The tone was friendly, but there was not the slightest reference to the ride home the night before. On the whole Greg was relieved.


  
    "What did you do to poor Henry? He came back from his visit to you in a fit of the black sulks and has been lecturing me ever since. Men are so trying! I'm sorry I had no luck with the l.b.b. I anxiously await word from you. Francisco says he is going out of town this afternoon, but gives us no hint of his destination. He says he'll be back day after to-morrow, and then we'll all go home. I am distracted with anxiety and completely at sea.


    "Have you any news?


    p class=noindentright">"Amy W."

  


  "What's orders for the afternoon?" asked Hickey. "Shall I try to pick up a little trade until 4.45?"


  Greg was standing with a hand on the cab, lost to his surroundings. His plan was beginning to take shape. He shook his head. "No time for that. Hickey," he said suddenly, "can you drive Pa Simmons' car, the Pack-Arrow?"


  "Sure!"


  "Good! Then I'll want you to change with him. You can tell the ladies when you come back that your own car broke down, see? I'll take the flivver because I know its ways."


  First Greg had Hickey take him to a firm of stationers, where after a somewhat lengthy search through the stock he found a loose-leaf note-book bound in black seal that at least in a general way resembled the famous little black book. This Greg carried to the Stickney Arms where he delivered it to his friend the hall-boy with a dollar and instructions to slip it to he knew who. As the boy was beginning to look on this affair as a regular source of income, there was little danger that he would fail him.


  Greg, Hickey and the flivver then hastened down to the yard.


  Pa Simmons called Greg up soon after and reported that de Socotra was now at the office of the Managuayan consulate on Thirty-sixth Street.


  "Has he his bag with him?" asked Greg.


  "No."


  "Good! Then he'll have to go back to the hotel for it. We have a line on him now. You needn't wait. Come on down to the yard. I want to borrow your cab for awhile."


  In his room Greg wrote to Amy:


  
    "Important developments. Dare not trust them to paper. We have found a friend. It is to Washington that F. goes this afternoon. He hopes to see the President to-morrow. I have learned that he is now carrying the l.b.b. on his person, and I'm going to put it up to you to get it. Here is my plan. I will send him this telegram timed to reach him just before he leaves his hotel for the train: 'Must see you for a few minutes before you leave town. Come to the apartment. Amy.' I am depending on you to find an excuse for telegraphing him, and to secure v/hat we are after if you are able. You will need a similar book as a substitute, and I have sent you one through the hall boy, Frank. Perhaps I am asking the impossible, but it was the best plan I could think of. I was handicapped by not being able to talk things over with you. Anyhow, I know you'll do your best. If you fail, don't lose heart, for I'll be there to have a try, and after me there is a third in reserve. Frank has told me that your apartment is on the eighth or next to the top floor, and that the window of your own room is the third from the corner on the river side. I shall be watching that window while F. is with you. If you get the l.b.b. from him hang something white out of that window, and I'll know everything is all right. If I have luck F. will be riding in my cab, but in any case I'll be hard on his trail.


    "Greg."

  


  When Pa Simmons came in with his cab this note was slipped in the usual place behind the back seat, I and Hickey was dispatched up-town in the Pack-Arrow I to take the ladies home from the theater. Pa Simmons enjoyed a well-earned rest. Meanwhile in the little hall-room, Mario Estuban was practicing the art of disguise on Greg. To begin with they borrowed the outer wear of Pa Simmons entire. Under ordinary circumstances this would have been disguise enough, but as Greg had been somewhat similarly attired on the night he first drove de Socotra around town, they had to go further. Estuban knew better than to attempt the impossible; he could not have made an old man out of the smooth-faced Greg; at least not one that would have stood scrutiny under the light of day. But with a touch of paint he made his eyes red-rimmed and bleary, and put on a pair of cheap spectacles. A clay-colored pigment rubbed into his cheeks made them look hollow and unwholesome; a ragged mustache, and a lank lock of hair sticking down from under the peak of his cap completed the picture. As a last touch of realism, in the yard below Greg grimed his hands and blackened his nails. His own mother would not have recognized him.


  "Holy Smoke!" cried Pa Simmons; "looks like he was born in an owl taxi and never seen the light of the sun since!"


  Meanwhile Pa Simmons had been looking over the flivver, giving her a little grease here and there, and tightening up a nut or two. With Blossom's help he succeeded in modifying the list to starboard that was her most characteristic peculiarity. In case de Socotra might have remarked her license number on a previous occasion they changed plates for to-night with Blossom's car.


  Greg took the wheel, and Blossom cranked her. Bessie waved good-by from the kitchen doorway. All knew that a crisis in the affairs of Greg and Amy was due this night. After the customary fusillade of backfires while she was warming up the flivver moved out of the yard.


  It was now shortly after four. Greg hastened uptown and from the telegraph office nearest the Stickney Arms sent his decoy telegram to de Socotra. Returning then to irving Place he took up his stand just above the Hotel dos Estados Unidos where he could watch the entrance. To all those who offered to engage him he shook his head and pointed to the flag on his taxi-meter which was down.


  His principal fear was that the telegram might be delivered too soon, and de Socotra get to the apartment before the ladies returned from the theater. This would be a calamity since Amy would be unprepared for him; she could not be expected to get a chance to read Greg's letter until she got home.


  But as five o'clock approached and there was no sign of de Socotra, Greg's anxieties took another direction. Suppose the telegram were not delivered until after de Socotra had left for the station; suppose he had already been to the hotel for his bag, and would not get the telegram at all.


  Choosing a moment when the little lobby was well-filled Greg inconspicuously made his way in and helped himself to a drink from the water-cooler. As he passed the desk he glanced in box 318. The key was not there; de Socotra then was presumably in his room. So far so good. Greg returned to his cab with an easier mind.


  At five minutes past five a messenger boy entered the hotel with several telegrams, among which Greg devoutly hoped might be the one he had sent. At ten minutes past five de Socotra issued out of the hotel. In one hand he carried his valise, in the other an opened telegram. His face bore an expression of strong annoyance not unmixed with alarm.


  Greg eagerly called his cab to his attention. "Taxi, sir?"


  De Socotra came quickly towards him, and Greg stooping cranked his car. Thus de Socotra got in without obtaining a good look at his chauffeur. In a few minutes it would be dark. Greg slid into his seat, and-turned an ear towards the back of his car.


  "Where to, sir?"


  "Stickney Arms apartment house, Riverside and Ninety-fourth. And hurry. Double fare if you get me there and back to the Southern Terminal before six."


  Touching his cap, Greg opened her up. Deep within him he chuckled with satisfaction; de Socotra obviously had no suspicion that he had ever engaged that cab before.


  


  As de Socotra got out at the Stickney Arms he said with scarcely a glance at Greg: "Let your engine run. I shan't be in here more than five minutes."


  Greg waited in what anxiety can be imagined. The five minutes seemed like as many hours. From where he stood beside his cab he could not see the windows of the eighth floor, so he backed across the road and looked up. On this part of Riverside the houses are not built directly on the Drive, but on a narrow roadway terraced above it. There were ornamental bushes and shrubs on this slope. It was almost dark now and many of the windows showed lights, but not the third window from the corner on the eighth floor.


  Greg tried to picture to himself what was going on within the apartment. All of a sudden his plan seemed preposterous to him. How could he expect the carefully-reared Amy suddenly to play the part of a pickpocket successfully!—and in five minutes. If she tried it at all he feared it would only be to betray herself to de Socotra with perhaps tragic results.


  But just as he had made up his mind to the worst his heart gave a great leap of gladness, for from the window he watched fluttered something white. She had actually done it! Bravo, Amy!


  He returned to his cab. Presently de Socotra reappeared, and at the same moment Henry Saunders came around the corner on foot. The two men met at the foot of the steps. They addressed each other in Spanish, but from expression and gesture it was not difficult to guess what was said. Saunders told de Socotra that he had something important to tell him. De Socotra replied that he was in a hurry to catch his train and invited Saunders to ride down-town with him. The two men entered the cab.


  Greg's face turned grim. What was the nature of Saunders' communication? "Was it possible that Amy's fiancé intended to betray them?


  De Socotra said: "Back to the Southern Terminal. You can make it if you hurry. You have twenty-five minutes."


  Turning into the Drive proper, Greg speeded downtown. On that broad thoroughfare, unimpeded by cross traffic, the speed limit is a little bit eased. At the end of the Drive he bore through Seventy-second Street, but instead of continuing down-town by Broadway, the main motor highway, he turned into Amsterdam, and running in the car-tracks of that unfrequented street opened her up wide.


  He would have given much to hear what was being said behind. Whatever it was he fervently hoped that it would not prevent de Socotra from taking his train. Once he saw him safe aboard that train Greg determined that he would go openly to Amy and get the little black book from her. Once they had that precious evidence in their hands, little matter if de Socotra did discover their relations. But Amy could scarcely go on living under his roof.


  Greg had reached the boundary of the Western Central freight yards and had turned east to find a better street down-town when he was startled by a violent rapping on the glass behind him. At the same moment de Socotra opened the cab door.


  "Go back! Go back!" he cried in a strained, harsh voice. "Back to the apartment!"


  As he turned around in the street, Greg stole a glance into the back of the cab. He could not see the face of either man, but revealed by the light of a street lamp he saw the little black book open in de Socotra's hands. So the worst had happened. Saunders had betrayed them, and de Socotra had discovered the substitution. Greg's heart contracted sharply. How could he warn Amy in time?


  He turned back into Amsterdam Avenue, and headed north again. In his efforts to collect his thoughts he instinctively slowed down. De Socotra hammered on the glass and yelled:


  "Faster! Faster! What's the matter with you?"


  Presently he changed his mind. Opening the door again he said: "Stop at that drug-store yonder, I want to telephone."


  The two men tumbled out of the cab. They were disputing excitedly in Spanish. Saunders seemed to be making some kind of appeal, which de Socotra furiously denied. The latter's face was livid and distorted with rage. Gone was the smiling courteous veneer. Greg was appalled at the revelation of the man's true character. On the other hand Saunders seemed almost ready to weep.


  "He is scared now at what he started," thought Greg grimly.


  De Socotra, waving Saunders away, went into the drug-store. Saunders, holding his hands above his head and talking to himself, walked blindly away down the side street.


  "He hasn't even got wit enough to warn her what is coming," thought Greg. "I must do it."


  Through the lighted windows of the drug-store Greg saw that the telephone booth that de Socotra entered adjoined the soda-water counter. Obeying a sudden impulse he followed him into the store.


  The soda-clerk grinned at Greg and cocked a humorous eyebrow in the direction of the telephone booth. "Bug-house, I guess?"


  Greg shrugged and grinned in kind, and ordered a lemon phosphate. While it was being drawn he edged along the counter towards the booth. Through the glass he saw that de Socotra had his back towards the door—for that matter Greg didn't much care now if he did begin to suspect him.


  Many of these supposedly sound-proof booths are flimsy affairs, and Greg, straining his ears, was able to hear a good deal of what de Socotra was saying. The soda-clerk, taking in the situation, continued to grin appreciatively.


  De Socotra got the number he asked for and started talking. The first thing Greg heard distinctly was: "Yes, treachery in my own household! But I'll take care of that."


  Later Greg heard him say: "I called you up because you know this town. I want the address of a private madhouse—well, sanitarium if you like it better. At once. To-night. A high-class place, expensive and all that. Well, please find out for me and let me know quickly at my apartment. And get Abanez on the wire if you can, and tell him to come to me."


  Greg gasped inwardly. The man's boldness staggered him. No need to ask who the madhouse was for! Before he could collect his wits de Socotra was out of the booth. Greg hastily put his glass to his lips.


  "Damn you, have you nothing better to do than drink slops!" cried de Socotra furiously. "Come on!"


  This was nuts to the soda-clerk. He came to the door to see the last of this diverting pair.


  By the time they started, Greg had made up his mind what to do. A few blocks farther up the street—they were in the Forties now—he saw a garage and pulled up at the door.


  De Socotra with a violent oath demanded to know what he was stopping for.


  "Out of gas," said Greg laconically.


  De Socotra swore and stamped on the pavement like a man beside himself. Greg stared at him, affecting a stupid wonder. A trolley car came up the avenue. De Socotra tossed Greg a bill without looking at it and running out in the street swung himself aboard the car.


  For an agonized instant of indecision Greg debated whether he would do better to jump back in his cab, and endeavor to beat de Socotra to the Stickney Arms, or stop and telephone. But the car was traveling fast, and de Socotra could surely get another cab at the Broadway intersection. Greg ran into the garage to telephone.


  Ages seemed to pass while he was getting the apartment house. He ground his teeth and prayed for patience. As a matter of fact there was no undue delay. He asked for Señorita de Socotra, and there was another fifteen seconds of agony before a feminine voice answered on the wire—not the crisp tones of Amy, alas! but the languorous Bianca. Greg cursed himself for his folly in supposing that they would allow Amy to answer the 'phone.


  "I want to speak to Señorita de Socotra," he said.


  "Who are you?" asked Bianca.


  In an evil moment Greg answered "Abanez." In his excitement he forgot that Bianca and Abanez were cronies. A flood of Spanish answered him. He could only say lamely:


  "Yes, I know, but I wanted to speak to Amèlie."


  "I don't know of whom you are speaking," the voice said in cold hard English. "You have the wrong number," and click! the connection was cut.


  By violently agitating the receiver Greg succeeded in getting the operator at the Stickney Arms. He asked for Frank, the hall-boy. This was what he ought to have done in the beginning. He had only wasted a precious two minutes, and put Bianca on her guard.


  "This you, Frank? This is the fellow who passes you notes for the little Spanish lady, do you get me? I gave you a little package this afternoon."


  "Sure, I know you, boss."


  "Listen; go quick to her apartment—don't telephone. Tell her her father is coming back and to beat it, see? Tell her the old cab will be at the door in five minutes. I'll make it all right with you."


  "I get you, boss."


  "Be quick! He's almost there!"


  Greg then drove the flivver for all there was in her to Sherman Square, to Riverside, to Ninety-fourth Street. As he ran up the narrow roadway to the Stickney Arms a cab stopped there ahead of them. De Socotra sprang out and ran up the steps. The cab went on.


  Greg stopped just beyond the steps, and waited for a moment or two. If Amy had got out safely, she would be on the lookout for him. But she did not appear. His anxiety became insupportable. He could not rest. He went into the apartment house to learn what had happened. The gorgeous blue-clad ones looked askance at the shabby driver. The boy he knew was not in sight.


  "Where is Frank?" he asked.


  "Up-stairs."


  Even as he asked Frank stepped out of an elevator. There were two elevators, and evidently de Socotra had gone up in one as Frank came down in the other. Greg beckoned Frank aside from the others.


  "I'm the fellow that telephoned you just now—about Miss de Socotra."


  Frank's jaw dropped.


  Greg had not time to make explanations. He showed the boy the five dollar bill de Socotra had just tossed him. That did the trick, though the boy still gaped at him.


  "You gave her my message?"


  "Yes, just now."


  "Only just now! It was a good five minutes ago!"


  "I know. It wasn't my fault. They kept me waiting at the door. I suppose the girl had to wait for a chance to slip her word."


  "You should have told the maid! She's safe."


  "How was I to know that?"


  "Is she out of the place?"


  "No, she went back for something."


  Greg groaned. "Then it's too late. He's just gone up."


  The boy whistled.


  Greg jumped for the elevator. But the boy hung back. Greg was too disreputable looking for the Stickney Arms. During that pause from somewhere far up in the building the sound of a slammed door came down the stair well.


  "Take me up!" cried Greg. "How do you run this damned thing!"


  A signal showed on the telephone switchboard. "His number!" said one of the boys springing to answer, and Greg paused.


  "Yes, sir, all right, sir," stammered the boy at the board.


  He jumped up breathless with excitement. "The Spanish gent! He says the girl's run out. He says she's not herself. He says stop her. And one of us go up and bring him down."


  The elevator signal was already ringing continuously. Greg stepped out. He cast a significant glance around from boy to boy.


  "My cab's just beyond the door. A fiver to each of you fellows if she gets in it safe!"


  He ran outside and waited for her in his cab, the door standing open, his foot ready to let in the clutch the moment she jumped in. But the seconds passed and she did not appear. Looking anxiously out and back he saw de Socotra come to the door of the apartment house with the four boys at his heels. He heard him say:


  "I tell you, she came down-stairs."


  "She didn't pass this way, sir."


  From the head of the steps they looked uncertainly up and down the street, and then went back into the building. Greg had drawn back out of sight. A moment later another cab drew up behind Greg, and two men got out. It was the puffy Abanez and another of the gang. At the same instant Amy, bareheaded, came running like a deer around the corner out of Ninety-fourth Street. The two men stared, rooted to the pavement in astonishment. Amy ran on to Greg's cab, but at the sight of the strange face, she drew back.


  "It's all right," he whispered swiftly. "It is I, Greg."


  She climbed in, he slammed the door, and they were off. De Socotra came running out of the building again. He met the two men on the sidewalk. All three jumped in the waiting cab and came on.


  CHAPTER XIV


  THROUGH THE STREETS


  Greg sped down the incline, made a wide turn into the Drive and headed down-town. As they circled they saw the other cab gathering headway. It had a more powerful engine than Greg's, and was in better condition. It ought to have overtaken Greg easily, but as they straightened out in the Drive it did not do so, but contented itself with maintaining a certain distance. Greg slowed down, and the following cab did likewise. "What's their game?" Greg asked himself a little anxiously.


  He rapped on the glass behind him to attract Amy's attention. She opened the door.


  "All right back there?" he asked cheerily.


  "I—I guess so," was the somewhat shaky reply.


  "Let down the front glass and we can talk better."


  She did so.


  "Have you got the little black book?" he asked eagerly.


  "No. I was surprised by his return. I dropped it in the back of the piano."


  "No one saw you drop it there,—Bianca?"


  "No, it's safe enough; if we can only find a way to get it out again. Where can we go now?"


  "To the yard."


  "He will follow us there."


  "Let him. We have plenty of friends there. He'll get a warm reception."


  They passed a policeman standing at the curb who glanced at them casually as they passed. They were not exceeding the speed limit now, or at least not by much. The other cab was a short block behind. Amy, who continually glanced back through the little window, gasped suddenly.


  "Oh, they're stopping! . . . They're picking him up."


  "Who, the policeman?" said Greg. "By God! de Socotra has a nerve!" he added grimly.


  "They're coming on again! Oh, faster! faster!"


  Greg gave her all she would take. The old flivver roared and rocked down the Drive, and the few pedestrians homeward bound stopped and stared at the phenomenon. Most of the motor traffic was bound in the opposite direction, and on his side of the road Greg had a clear passage. The bright round globes flashed past, the cars they passed seemed to be standing still. Greg prayed that his old tires would support the strain. The flivver had long ago seen her best days, and like an old horse she was scarcely making the speed that the violence of her action would indicate. Thirty miles was about her limit.


  Through the little window in the back Amy kept watch on their pursuers. "They're gaining on us!" she said despairingly.


  And indeed the bigger car drew up on them with ease, once they let her out. De Socotra was leaning far out of the window urging the driver on. The policeman rode in front. Foot-passengers becoming infected with the excitement of the chase started to run after, but were soon out-distanced. Motor cars bound up-town slowed down, turned and joined in the chase.


  The pursuing car little by little drew abreast on the outside of the flivver. The driver pinched Greg into the curb as close as he dared, hoping to force him to stop. No more than a foot separated the running-boards of the two flying vehicles. Amy shrank back into the darkest corner. The water was now boiling furiously out of the radiator of the flivver, and Greg knew she must soon begin to miss and slacken speed. But he held her to it.


  The second car was now running wheel to wheel with Greg's, and the policeman leaning out was almost able to put a hand on his shoulder. "Stop, you!" he commanded.


  At that moment Greg saw an opening, and he obeyed the order quicker than they looked for. Throwing out his clutch and applying brakes, he let the other car shoot ahead. Turning out behind it, he darted up a side street.


  Their pursuers carried on a hundred feet or more had to turn around in the Drive and come back. Cars bound up-town got in their way. Greg might have succeeded in giving them the slip altogether had it not been for the other cars which had taken up the chase out of sheer excitement. These cars were far enough in the rear to follow Greg directly into the side street and to point the way to the policeman when he came up.


  Greg twisted and turned to the best of his ability; off the Drive the streets were deserted; Into West End Avenue, into another side street, into the Drive again. A whole string of cars was stretched out behind him now. Rarely had the sporty chauffeurs such a chance to defy the speed laws. It was like pandemonium sweeping through those astonished quiet streets. The little flivver was like a mangy fox pursued by a pack of sleek hounds.


  Greg's tricks were of no avail. Having lost the advantage of his first turn, he could not shake them off. Meanwhile his radiator had almost boiled dry, and the exhausted flivver was missing badly and ever slowing down.


  "No go!" said Greg grimly at last. "I'll only melt down her bearings if I don't stop."


  He quietly drew up beside the curb on Riverside.


  "Mind you are to say nothing!" Amy swiftly whispered. "You are just a cabman that I happened to pickup!"


  "I can't let him carry you back!" Greg protested scowling.


  "You must!" she cried with desperate earnestness. "If you don't do what I tell you, you will force me to take his part against you!"


  "How can I see you in his power!"


  "You needn't fear for me," she said proudly. "He dare not injure me. I am not afraid of him!"


  Very unwillingly, Greg gave in.


  Their pursuers were upon them. The policeman, de Socotra, Abanez and the fourth man leaped from the second cab and ran up. The policeman laid a heavy hand on Greg's shoulder and drew him to the pavement. De Socotra flung open the door of the flivver. Within twenty seconds it seemed as if a crowd of hundreds had gathered.


  "My poor, poor child!" cried de Socotra in a heartbreaking voice. "How could you act so!"


  Amy made no reply.


  "Don't you know me?"


  "I know you," she said quietly.


  He drew her gently out of the cab. "Come home with me, dear," he murmured, but not so softly but that the crowd could hear and be impressed. "You'll be all right in the morning. Mamma is waiting for you."


  Amy quietly submitted. Greg was boiling inwardly, but he loyally obeyed her command to say nothing.


  De Socotra drew Amy's arm tenderly under his own and faced the policeman and the crowd. "She is not herself," he said in a deprecating, appealing voice. "It is a nervous break-down. See how she ran out without hat or coat in such weather. She didn't know what she was doing."


  The crowd murmured in respectful sympathy.


  De Socotra looked for the cab that had brought him. "Come, dear, let us go home."


  "What will I do with this fellow, sir?" asked the policeman. "Don't you want to lay a complaint against him?"


  "Oh, I don't think so," said de Socotra, determined to play the kindly gentleman to the end. "I don't suppose he knew what he was doing." Then for the first time he appeared to recognize Greg. "Hello!" he said, "aren't you the man who drove me earlier this evening?"


  There was nothing to be gained by denying it. Greg nodded.


  "How did you get in on this?" asked De Socotra.


  Since he was forced to play the unwelcome part, Greg played it as well as he could. "Well, after I filled up my tank," he said slyly, "I went on to the address you gave me. Something seemed to be the matter, and I thought maybe you'd want me again. You treated me liberal. Then the young lady came running out. I didn't know she had anything to do with you. She said she'd pay me anything I asked if I'd get her away from there. I thought she was in distress-like."


  Greg was comforted by the sight of a gleam of approval in Amy's eyes. Whether or not de Socotra really believed this yarn he could not tell from his face.


  He feigned to believe it. "Too much melodrama!" he said indulgently. "Let him go, officer."


  But the policeman hated to relinquish his capture. "Why didn't you stop when I first told you?" he demanded.


  Greg put on a hang-dog air. "Ah, she said he was after her, that he wanted to do her some hurt."


  "Her own father!" put in de Socotra with a shocked air.


  "You saw me!" said the indignant officer. "You ought to know I wouldn't stand for no rough stuff!"


  "Well, I was excited-like," muttered Greg.


  "I had ought to take you in for speeding if for nothing else! You ought to lose your license for that!"


  "Please let him go, officer," said de Socotra magnanimously. "The poor fellow's livelihood depends on his license. I wouldn't want him to suffer through the misfortune of my poor girl."


  Greg did not believe that de Socotra's suspicions were not aroused as to his real part in the affair; but de Socotra was not any more anxious for a police-court examination than Greg was: hence the seeming magnanimity. Greg saw a glance of intelligence pass between de Socotra and Abanez, and as the policeman very reluctantly removed his hand from Greg's shoulder, Abanez said:


  "You may take me and my friend down-town. We are already late for our appointment."


  Amy flashed him a warning. Greg scarcely needed it. For a moment he hesitated; but since he had taken his line, it seemed better to stick to it. He determined to watch himself though.


  He touched his cap. "Where to, sir?"


  "92 Stuyvesant Square."


  Greg was reminded of Pa Simmons' first report that day.


  Meanwhile de Socotra and his two henchmen bade each other courteous farewells. Abanez and the other expressed a fervent hope that the young lady would be better in the morning—Greg smiled to himself at the grim comedy. The two Spanish-Americans got into the flivver, and de Socotra handed Amy into the other taxi. The policeman seated himself by the chauffeur to ride back to his beat. They started simultaneously, Greg turning down-town, the other keeping on up the Drive. The bystanders remembered their suppers and melted away.


  


  Greg made the best time he could, for he was wildly eager to get back to the Stickney Arms, but he had to humor the old flivver now. She was like a broken-winded horse. Stuyvesant Square, as everybody knows, is one of the last haunts of old-fashioned respectability away down town. It was a good four mile drive, and Greg chafed bitterly at the time he was losing.


  A broad and well-lighted street with a trolley line bisects the Square, but around the sides it is dim, respectable and lonely. Greg privately determined that nothing should induce him to leave his cab. Greg looked in vain for Number 92. Having made a complete circuit of the Square he was satisfied there was no such number.


  He stopped and notified his fares. "Do you know the house you want to go to?" he asked them.


  Abanez replied: "Yes, it's on the east side. Drive slowly up that side and I'll point it out to you."


  Near the top of this side of the Square he called Greg's attention to a tall narrow house with a brown-stone front, and Greg drew up before it. No lights showed in any of the windows; to Greg it looked like an unoccupied house. His fares did not immediately get out, and Greg looked around to see what they were waiting for. The window behind him was still open.


  "Wait a minute," said Abanez, "we have not quite finished our talk."


  At the moment the significance of this maneuver did not occur to Greg. Afterwards he remembered that a man was passing on the sidewalk. They waited until he turned the corner.


  Without warning two hands from behind closed around Greg's throat, cutting off the slightest outcry. As his mouth, gasping for breath, instinctively opened, two other hands forced a cotton gag between his teeth and knotted it behind his head. Greg, struggling desperately but in vain, was dragged bodily back through the window to the floor of the cab. There pinning his body in an excruciating attitude between the two doors, both knelt on him, effectually stilling his struggles. Their flying light fingers patted him all over and slipped in and out of his pockets, less like human fingers than evil little animals sniffing for prey. Greg's money they did not disturb; they were after a bigger prize. Besides what little money he carried, there was nothing upon him but his license cards. They desisted.


  Abanez spoke to the other man who, careless of what part of Greg's anatomy his feet rested on, stood up and leaning through the front window thoroughly searched around and under the front seat. Unrewarded here, he dropped back on Greg. The two men then held a short colloquy in Spanish, but there was one English word terribly significant: "black-jack."


  Greg sensed the up-lifted arm and held his breath. The blow descended, but did not fall true. It struck Greg merely a glancing blow on the side of the head. He retained the wit to grunt hollowly and let his body go slack. The man who had struck Greg said something to Abanez, and Abanez laughed in a comfortable fat way that roused a blind fury in Greg. But he lay still. Opening the door they climbed over Greg and slammed the door after them.


  Greg gave them a second or two, then sitting up he peered cautiously over the sill of the window. The two men were sauntering deliberately towards the corner.


  "Cool hands!" thought Greg with a kind of wonder.


  As they turned they glanced carelessly back. Greg took care not to be seen. He waited a quarter of a minute, then shipping out of the cab and running on his toes to the corner he flattened himself against the building there and peeped around. His men were still proceeding down this street with the air of gentlemen with time to kill. A third of the way down the block they paused, looked around to make sure they were not being followed, and mounted the steps of a house.


  Greg marked the house well. The street was Seventeenth and the house from its position must be number 716. This was the house from which earlier in the day de Socotra had issued with the little black book. It must be the new headquarters of the gang.


  Greg returned to his cab. Stuyvesant Square is not very far from Gibbon Street, and it occurred to Greg that if he went home and changed his clothes, he would be in a better position to keep tab on de Socotra's later activities that night. Moreover he could get plenty of help at the yard; he would almost surely need help later. To think of it was to act on it. In three minutes he was driving into the yard.


  Bessie's warm, bright kitchen looked very good to him coming in from the cold, and the smell of hot food made his head swim. There is nothing more exhausting than violent excitement. But he had no intention of stopping to eat. Hickey, Pa Simmons, Blossom, Ginger McAfee, and Bull Tandy were all seated around the oil-cloth-covered board.


  All exclaimed at the sight of him. Even under the grotesque make-up they could perceive the strained grimness of Greg's face. Moreover there was a trickle of blood running down in front on one ear.


  "What's happened?" cried Hickey.


  "Plenty," said Greg laconically. "Can't stop to tell you now. Hurry up and finish eating, you fellows, if you want to get in on it. I'll need you to-night before I'm through. Blossom, you've got to play the part of a piano tuner. Come up and try on one of my suits."


  "Sit down and eat yourself," said Bessie. "You've got to eat, or you can't keep up the pace."


  "Make me up a couple of sandwiches like a good girl, and I'll eat them as I go."


  "I'm through," said Hickey jumping up. "What's for me to do?"


  "Go out and flood the flivver with oil. The old girl's had a stiff race, and she may have a worse one before her."


  In a quarter of an hour Greg was once more the elegantly dressed young man of the town, while Blossom was giving a fair imitation of an artisan. He was provided with a bag of simple tools. Back in the kitchen Greg made his dispositions for the night.


  "Hickey, you'll drive me. We may need a second car. Pa, you come along. Blossom can ride with you. We're going to the Stickney Arms first. You just follow Hickey, Pa, and stop when he stops."


  "How about me?" asked Bull Tandy discontentedly. "Where do I come in? Say, if you want any strong-arm work I can put them guys" (referring to Messrs. Hickey, Blossom and Simmons) "over me head with one arm."


  "Me, too," said little Ginger McAfee. "You ain't goin' to leave me out of the fun, are you, Greg? Bull's all right with his strong arm, but strong-arms are common; you want a man with a sharp head on him like me.


  "Don't you want to come too, Bessie?" Greg grimly asked.


  "I'll stop in me kitchen, thankee," said she dryly. "Very like you'll be wantin' hot cawfee when you come home, and maybe bandages."


  Greg laughed. "Sorry, you fellows," he said to Bull and Ginger, "I can't use you right now. We'd only get in each other's light. But God knows what this night may turn up. You stay home—I'll make it good to you "


  "Ah, we don't want no pay," growled Bull.


  "—And if I can use you later I'll send a 'phone message through the drug-store."


  Hickey was out in the yard getting the flivver ready. They heard a cry from him, and he appeared at the door with an angry and grief-stricken face.


  "Who cut my car?" he demanded.


  Greg ran out and flashed his pocket-light inside the body of the car. A woeful sight was revealed; seat and back of the seat, pockets, even the carpet had been wantonly slashed right and left by the disappointed men in their vain search for the little black book.


  There was something indecent in the sight, as of an old person mutilated. The men crowding to look swore under their breaths.


  "All right," said Greg grimly. "They shall pay for this with the rest. Come on now. We're wasting precious time."


  CHAPTER XV


  NINA


  Once more the old flivver traveled the familiar way up-town. In thin extended Manhattan island places are bound to be far from other places, and the inhabitants learn to take their long rides for granted. Greg and Hickey always took the same route, and in the course of their ride the whole panorama of town was spread before them in its variety. First there was Houston Street, the heart of the ghetto with its tall old tenements, its narrow stores and vociferous push-cart venders. Then there was Second Avenue, the Great White Way of the East Side. Second Avenue was lined with great Jewish theaters and smoky Hungarian restaurants, bursting at this hour; the pavements thronged with the East Side crowd bound nowhere in particular; the young girls painted and bedizened, yet fresh young girls for all that; the loutish youths, the coiffed dames and the bearded elders. There followed a long, quiet interval where Hickey was able to open his throttle, through east Fourteenth Street, and up Fourth Avenue with its gigantic loft buildings now dark and empty. At Thirty-fourth Street they climbed a little hill and with another of the abrupt transitions for which the town is famous found themselves in the ultra-fashionable neighborhood of Murray Hill, where it was not yet dinner time, where discreet and perfectly-appointed town cars were waiting at the doors to take the Olympians out to dine.


  Then circling the great new railway terminal they sped on up the newer Park Avenue with its empty spaces between the brand-new mighty apartment houses reaching Heavenwards, and with rents in accordance. They turned through Fifty-ninth Street, a narrow hybrid street of book-shops, studio-warrens, lunch counters and red trolley cars, and emerging at the Plaza, seat of fashion again, cut diagonally across the Park, where the night breathed quietly, and emerging at the West Seventy-second Street entrance, made their way to Riverside Drive, the Heaven of the unfashionable well-to-do and Manhattan's finest night-piece, where the street lights, the naked trees, the stars, the gleaming river and the twinkling lights on the further shore made an unforgettable harmony.


  As they traveled Greg leaned forward on the sill of the front window, and while gratefully biting into Bessie's thick sandwiches told Hickey all that had happened during the afternoon. Hickey kept up a sort of terrified, delighted comment on the tale. Hickey made no pretensions to be a man of courage, but Greg had learned by this that he was quite as dependable as many a braggart.


  "You opened her up on Riverside—and him after you and a lot of other cars and all! Oh Lordy! . . . He picked up a cop, and still you didn't stop! It's a wonder he didn't pull his gun on you! . . . All around through the streets! It's lucky it wasn't me at the wheel! I'd have fainted clean away!"


  Presently Hickey asked nervously: "What's the program for to-night? Any more hold-ups or runaways? I tell you the flivver ain't runnin' so good."


  "I can't tell," said Greg. "We have to be ready for anything."


  "Lordy! I see my finish!" said Hickey.


  Greg made him stop in the block below the Stickney Arms. Pa Simmons drew up behind. The four men gathered together, and Greg issued his instructions.


  "You all wait here with the cabs. Shut off your engines. I'll go ahead and look over the ground. If I have to stay on watch I'll take cover in that clump of bushes opposite the entrance. Keep your eye on me. If I want you in a hurry I'll signal with my pocket flash. One flash, start your engines; two flashes move your cars up; three flashes shut your engines off; four flashes come on foot on the run."


  After making them repeat this code after him, Greg went on to the apartment house. First from across the road he took a survey of the windows of the de Socotra apartment. All the windows including Amy's were lighted. This was reassuring since it suggested they were still within. Greg then boldly entered the building. To his disappointment he saw that another shift of servants was now on duty in the hall. This meant that new relations must be established. But proceeding further back, to his joy he discovered Frank, now shorn of his gorgeous livery, sitting in an inconspicuous corner under the stairs.


  Frank seemed no less glad to see Greg. Eagerly coming forward he said: "I was looking for you, boss.


  m it's my time off, but I thought there'd be somepln doing to-night, so I just stuck around."


  "Good man!" said Greg.


  "On the level, was it you here this afternoon, made up like a bum taxi-driver and all?"


  "That was me," said Greg.


  The boy's eyes sparkled with admiration. "Gee! you're some sport, fellow. You deserve to get her! That was some chase you give them. We watched it from the door as far as we could see down the Drive. But the old man got her back off you. Tough luck!"


  "Well, I'll have another try to-night," said Greg.


  "Say, count me in on it," begged Frank. "I don't care if I do lose me job!"


  Greg's heart warmed towards the boy. "Much obliged," he said. "I shan't forget it. But I've already got my gang outside."


  "Gee!" cried Frank. "Somepin doin' all right. I'm glad I didn't go home!"


  "Is the family all up-stairs?" asked Greg.


  Frank nodded.


  "Find out who he's been telephoning to, will you? I suppose the operator's been listening in."


  "You bet we ain't losing nothing from that apartment now. I can tell you without asking him. The Spanish bloke's been telephoning to a doctor guy that runs a sanitarium-like on Eighty-third Street; I took down the address for you; it's Doctor Tasker, 411 West Eighty-third. Seems her old man's going to take her there to-night. He's trying to make out she's looney."


  "I know," Greg said. "Can I get up-stairs by the service elevator, and have a word with the maid?"


  "She's fired," said Frank.


  "The deuce you say!"


  "Señor Soakoater turned her out soon as he come home. She's down in the basement now, crying to the engineer's wife, 'cause she ain't got no place to go."


  "I'll fix that," said Greg. "Show me the way."


  In the tidy sitting-room of an underground apartment Greg found the good-looking Spanish girl that he had seen in attendance on Amy. She was red-eyed and sniffing now. A burly, kindly irishwoman was attempting to console her.


  At the door Frank announced without ceremony: "Fellow to see you."


  Nina looked at Greg with a fresh access of terror. Perhaps her first thought was that de Socotra had set the police after her.


  Greg announced his name. "Do you know who I am?" he asked.


  A wonderful change took place in the girl's face. "Si, si, Señor," she cried. Then in English to the irishwoman. "It's all right now, Mrs. McArdle, I am saved!"


  Her Latin enthusiasm was gratifying but a little disconcerting to an Anglo-Saxon male. "Sure, it's all right," he said grinning. "I want to have a little talk with you."


  Mrs. McArdle rose. "Take my parlor, sir. Sure, it'll be a honor to me. I want to say that all of us that works in the house is on your side and the pretty little lady's!"


  "Thank you, Mrs. McArdle," said Greg smiling and blushing. "It won't take but a few minutes. You don't need to go out."


  "Sure I got me work in the kitchen," said she. At the door as she left she gave Frank a great shove before her. "Get along up-stairs with you, nosey! Have you nothin' better to do than pry on the affairs of your betters!"


  Nina was sizing Greg up with a shy, delighted interest, very embarrassing to Greg, yet somehow encouraging too. What had the mistress confided to her maid, that made the latter look at him so? Nina spoke good English, which simplified matters.


  "Tell me what happened this afternoon," said Greg.


  "When the Señorita come home from the theater this afternoon she show me little note hidden in the palm of her glove. She have tell me before about puttin' the notes in the old cab, and gettin' the answers back. She go into her room to read it. While she is in her room, he come home, Señor Francisco; he say he want see her quick. When I go tell her she is scare'! She say: 'Nina! Nina! what I do! I got no time to think!'


  "She give me little black book. She say: 'Where is his overcoat?' I say: 'Hangin' in the hall.' She say: 'Quick! Look in all the pockets! If you find a little book like this, put this in its place and hide the other. Then go quick and bring him here to me.'


  "So I go look in his overcoat, but there was no book in any pocket. So I hide the book she give me in my dress, and I go to Señor Francisco who was talkin' to the Señora and I say: 'Señorita Amèlie say please come to her room.' He say: 'Is she sick?' I say I don' know. The Señora say: 'Poor child, I'll go with you.' He say: 'Better let me speak to her first, my dear.' He go to her room. I listen outside the door.


  "Señorita Amèlie say: 'Francisco, I 'ope I didn't upset your plans by sending you that telegram. Maybe you will think I am foolish, but I cannot stand it another hour!' Señor Francisco say: 'For God's sake, what's the matter? You'll have to be quick, my dear, I only got five minutes.' She say: 'It's Bianca. I cannot stand that woman!'


  "Señor Francisco is much surprise'. He say: 'What's the matter with Bianca?' The Señorita say: 'I don' like her. Neither does mamma. Why do we have to put up with her? In Managuay she wouldn't think of coming to our house, but here she lives with us. She is like a spy. She watch everything I do. She will not let me be alone for a minute!' Here the Señorita change her voice. She say: 'Why, Francisco, there's a spot of grease on your coat! You can't go away like that! Let Nina rub it out.' He say: 'I can't wait now.' She say: 'It won't take a minute.'


  "Well, I hear her comin' to the door, and I ran down the hall a little way. She open the door, she see me, but she call as if I long way off: 'Nina! Quick!' I run to her. She say: 'Rub out this spot! Be quick! Two minutes! Señor Francisco has a train!' She look at me hard. I understand.


  "I run to the kitchen. I find the little black book in his pocket. I change it with the one in my dress. I rub a little cleaner on the coat to make it smell. I take the coat back. I hold it while Señor Francisco slip his arms through. I see him give his breast a little pat to see if the book is there. He is sayin' to the Señorita: 'My dear Amèlie, I've got to catch the six o'clock train. I can't make any change now. But I'll be back day after to-morrow. We'll see then.'


  "So he goes. I give the little black book to my mistress. She is like crazy for joy. She give me her amethyst pin for my own. Before she can read the book, Señorita Bianca knock at the door. She hide it. Well, I go to dress the Señora for dinner. I am with her when the door bell ring. I go to the door. It is that bell-boy, Frank.


  "He say he got to see Señorita Amèlie quick. He got an important message for her. I know that Señorita Bianca is with her, so I say: 'Tell it to me.' He say: (Nina's unconscious imitation of Frank was comical to see) 'Nix, girlie, this is for her own private ear.' So I go back to my mistress's room, but the spy-woman is still there. That's what I call her. I hate her! I try to make Señorita Amèlie look at me, but she will not. Señorita Bianca say: 'Who was that at the door, Nina?' She don't miss nothing. I say: 'Just the boy with the evening paper.' She say: 'You needn't wait, Nina. I'm going to help Amèlie dress. I'm talking to her.'


  "Well, I don' know what to do then. I wait around. Señorita Bianca tell me to go again. But still I wait. At last Señorita Amèlie look at me. She see by my face that something's the matter. Then I go out. In a minute she come. I tell her go to the door quick. There is a boy waiting.


  "She speak to the boy. Right away she come running back from the door with a hard face. She say to me: 'Quick, Nina! A warm coat and a plain hat!' Señorita Bianca come out and ask what is the matter, but Señorita Amèlie not answer; she run in her room. Before I can move I hear a key in the front door. It bang open, and Señor Francisco run in. Madre de Dios! what a face! It is a madman! I am turned to wood where I stand! He shake his fist to me and curse. I think I die then. He say: 'Get out! before I hurt you!' But I cannot move for fear.


  "Señorita Bianca ask him what's the matter, but he not answer her. He run down the hall to my mistress's room; he slam the door open and run in. My heart runs away like water. I think he kill her. But there is another door from her room to the salon—living-room. She slip into that room quiet. When the Señor run into her room she run out of the living-room and down the hall to me. Señorita Bianca try to stop her. I give Bianca a push, and she sit down hard. I run after my Señorita. I whisper to her: 'Go to the roof.' I know the roof because the clothes are dried there.


  "Señor Francisco come out of the living-room as my mistress go out the front door. He telephone downstairs to stop her. He did not think of the roof. I run hide in my room. When I hear him slam the door I run out again. I run to the salon and look out of the window. The Señora and Señorita Bianca lean out of other windows. The Señora say like a person in a dream: 'What is the matter? Oh, what is the matter?' Bianca say: 'I think Amèlie has lost her mind!'


  "Well, I guess you know what happen after that. From the window I see Señor Francisco come out and go back again. I see my little mistress run around the corner and get in a cab,—was it your cab? I see another cab, and Señor Francisco get in it with two men. Then both cabs fly away down the Drive. We watch them as far as we can see.


  "In half an hour Señor Francisco comes back bringin' Señorita Amèlie with him. I am sick and frightened. My dear little mistress is like a wooden woman. She say nothing. They take her to her room. He won't let me go in to her. He send me to the kitchen. Afterwards he come to me. He say: 'Where is the book you stole?'


  "Well, I am glad he has not got it. But I am weak with fear. I cannot speak. I only shake my head. He twist my arm till I think I die with pain. He say: 'The truth! Where is it?' I say: 'I don' know. I give it to her.'


  "He take me by the shoulders and shove me out on the service stairs. He say 'Get out of here!' with many bad words. He always swear in English so the Señora not understand. He say: 'If you show your face here again you'll wish you were dead!' He put me out like that without a coat to my back. And part me from my little mistress!"


  Nina began to weep afresh.


  "Don't you worry about that," said Greg. "You'll soon be with her again. Listen carefully, and I'll tell you what to do."


  But the instructions were not delivered just then, for Frank came running down-stairs to say that Señor de Socotra had just ordered a taxi to be at the door in three minutes.


  CHAPTER XVI


  THE "PSYCHOPATHIC SANITARIUM"


  Greg said to Nina: "Wait here till I come back or send for you."


  "Boss, let me in on this," begged Frank.


  "Very well, come with me," said Greg.


  They went out via the basement door of the building which led to the side street. The Stickney Arms as has already been described fronted on a narrow roadway which was terraced above the Drive proper. There was a sloping sward between roadway and Drive, which was set out with clumps of ornamental shrubbery. One such clump across the road from the main entrance offered Greg an ideal observation post.


  First he took Frank to the two cabs and the waiting men. "This boy is one of us," he said, "Let him wait with you until I give you a signal. Get in the cabs out of sight."


  By a roundabout course Greg made his way to his place of concealment. Presently the cab ordered by de Socotra drove up. A moment or two later a little procession appeared in the corridor: de Socotra tenderly supporting Amy on one side, and a trained nurse on the other,—"Where did she come from?" thought Greg. Two hall-boys, laden with rugs, valises, etc., brought up the rear.


  As they drew closer, in the nurse Greg suddenly recognized the handsome, hard features of Bianca. "Of course!" he thought. "De Socotra would never trust Amy in an institution without his own personal spy to keep watch of her." Greg smiled in satisfaction. This meant that they were leaving the innocent Señora de Socotra alone in the apartment, making his task a hundred times easier. All the luck was not against him to-night.


  He let them drive away without making any signal to his men. Since he knew where they were going, there was no especial hurry. The cab turned into the drive and headed down-town. Greg joined his expectant men and issued his instructions.


  "Frank, you go back to Nina and tell her they're all gone out except the old lady. She must be pretty near distracted by what's happened. She'll be glad enough to have Nina back for company. Tell Nina to go right up-stairs on the pretext of getting her things. Tell her I'm sending in one of my men who will claim to be the piano man, and that she is to let him in and help him. By the way, what is the name of the people who own that apartment?"


  "Merriweather."


  "Good. Blossom will say that Mr. Merriweather made an arrangement to have the piano inspected monthly. And he can explain the lateness of his call by saying—let me see—I have it! Blossom will say that his baby is going to be christened to-morrow, and he's doubling up his work to-day, so that he can get a day off. Nothing like a little touch of homeliness to make a story carry!"


  "I get you," said Frank.


  "Blossom, you heard? The little black book was dropped in the top of the piano, and fell down behind the sounding-board. Your job is to recover it. Work quickly, because de Socotra may not be away long. When you get it you're to hustle home, and tell Bessie to put it in a safe place. Oh yes, and take the girl Nina down there with you, and give her in Bessie's care."


  "Will Pa wait for me?" asked Blossom.


  "No, take the subway home. I need both cabs. Go on with you. Frank will show you the ropes."


  Blossom and Frank made their way towards the basement entrance.


  To the remaining two Greg went on: "De Socotra has gone to 411 West Eighty-third Street. Pa, you're job is to trail him as before. You're to come west through Eighty-third, and stop a little way beyond 411. Very likely his cab will be waiting for him. You're to follow him wherever he goes and report by telephone through the drug-store at nine o'clock. I'll arrange with the druggist to keep open late. Hickey, you take me through Eighty-third traveling east."


  Eighty-third Street east of Amsterdam proved to be a block of medium-sized private dwellings as much alike as peas in an interminable pod; solemn-faced houses, immaculately cared for, and of the utmost respectability. It was a block, Greg guessed, that would be as silent and undisturbed as a desert after midnight. Number 411 on the north side of the street differed in no respect from its neighbors on either hand. There was not even a doctor's sign in the window.


  As Greg had expected, de Socotra's cab was waiting below the door.


  Greg had Hickey continue to Columbus Avenue and stop in front of a drug-store. Pa Simmons passed them bound in the other direction, and drew up a little beyond de Socotra's cab. Leaving Hickey on watch, Greg went into the drug-store to fish for a little information.


  He said to the clerk: "I'm looking for Dr. Tasker's Sanitarium, but I've forgotten the number."


  "Four eleven, sir. You can see it from the side door."


  "Do you know anything about the place?" Greg pursued, "I mean what sort of a reputation it bears?"


  "The very best!" was the impressive reply. The clerk was a young man without humor. "They never have any trouble there. Why, it's run so quiet, so discreet, half the people in the block don't know we have a private asylum—I mean a psychopathic sanitarium in our street. They put the mild cases in the front rooms so they don't have to bar the windows. The back windows is barred all right. The nurses are real ladies and gentlemen; no rough work there. Have you got a case for them?"


  "I'm afraid so," said Greg, sighing heavily.


  "Well, it's a great misfortune—but you couldn't do better. You might mention I recommended them if you don't mind. One good turn deserves another. I'm anxious to get more of their business. Heavy users of bromides, you understand."


  "Bromides!" the word rang ominously on Greg's hearing. Otherwise dope. Strait-jackets had evidently given way to more efficient methods.


  "It's a very exclusive place," the clerk went on. "Steep. They say the board is fifty dollars a week, and up."


  Greg shook his head sadly. "That's terrible! However, I'll enquire," he said.


  Greg bought some cigars, while the clerk continued his gossip, but Greg learned no more to his purpose. Finally he saw Hickey making unostentatious signals, and went outside. Hickey reported that de Socotra had come out of 411 and had driven west. Pa Simmons had gone after him.


  "We must kill time for awhile," Greg said. "It would look too miraculous if we turned up one minute after de Socotra had left."


  "Well, we'll need gasoline before the night's out," Hickey suggested.


  "All right. Find the nearest garage, and fill her up."


  A quarter of an hour later Greg was ringing the bell of 411. His heart was beating fast. He had no idea of what he was going to do when he got inside, but left it to circumstances to dictate.


  The door was opened by a neat colored maid who suggested a well run private house rather than an institution. At first sight she gave a tone to the place. She was smiling and respectful, yet there was a guarded look in her eyes which suggested that they were accustomed to sights that she kept to herself. Greg asked for Doctor Tasker.


  "Doctor Tasker doesn't live here," she said. "He only has his visiting hours. Doctor Emslie is the resident."


  "I would like to see him," said Greg.


  As he stepped into the house, he observed that an arch had been cut through the party wall into the house on the left, thus throwing the two houses into one. He was shown into a rather luxurious office at the back in which a blonde, bearded man was working at a desk. However, the eagerness with which he looked up suggested that he was not very closely absorbed in his work.


  He was a handsome man, yet Greg instinctively disliked him. He was too fat, too red-lipped, too anxious to please. Greg's involuntary verdict was: "Too soft to go out and work up a practice for himself, so he takes an easy thing like this. This man would close his eyes to anything in order not to risk losing his job." Greg made up his mind that the truth would not serve here, and he essayed the role of the saddened relative again.


  "I have just learned that my poor cousin has suffered a nervous break-down and has been brought here," he said.


  "Ah!" said Doctor Emslie orotundly. "What name, please?" He opened a book on his desk, a sort of ledger. This was merely a bit of by-play of course, for he must have had by heart the names of all the patients in that little place.


  "Señorita de Socotra," said Greg.


  "You have been misinformed," said the doctor. "No such person here."


  Greg was taken aback for the moment. He had made a bad start. But he looked up as if an idea had occurred to him. "Perhaps an assumed name was given—to spare the family, you know. I'm sure she was brought here, a young Spanish-American lady. She is here, isn't she?"


  But the doctor had taken alarm. A wary look appeared in his moist blue eyes. Greg guessed that de Socotra's picturesque personality, not to speak of de Socotra's pocket-book, had won his allegiance. He did not answer Greg directly but said suggestively:


  "Spanish-American and your cousin?"


  "Half Spanish-American I should have said. Her father was an American."


  "Ah," said Doctor Emslie, and Greg saw that he had only damaged his own case further.


  "The gentleman who brought her here was not her real but her adopted father," he explained. The doctor smiled politely. Greg saw that he did not believe a word of it. "Without saying whether or not there is any such person here," he said smoothly, "may I ask what your purpose is in asking?"


  "I want to see her."


  The doctor shrugged expressively. "My dear sir! Under no circumstances could I allow that without the express authorization of her own physician, or of her nearest relative. We have to be especially careful with the kind of cases that we treat. Visits are apt to be so exciting."


  Greg saw that it was hopeless to try to persuade him, but he sparred for time a little. The ledger or case-record was still open on the desk, and Greg was trying to read the latest entry upside down.


  "Just for a moment!" he begged. "You could be present. My poor little cousin! I merely want to see if there is anything she needs!"


  Dr. Emslie stood up as a gentle hint. "You may rest assured that everything possible is being done for her," he said,—"I mean if she is here," he added, seeing that he had made a slip. "Go to her father, or her step-father, as the case may be, and if it was here that he brought her, he will of course authorize me to let you see her."


  By this time Greg had succeeded in reading at least part of the entry. The name was Clelie Mendizabal. This odd name had stuck fast in Greg's memory. It was the name Bianca Guiterrez had given him in the Ninth Street house. "A family pseudonym," Greg thought, "that is made to serve all kinds of purposes." Following the name came various particulars that Greg had not time to decipher. He was chiefly interested in a number written in bold characters: 16. He guessed that to be the number of Amy's room in the house.


  Meanwhile Doctor Emslie was blandly ushering him towards the door. They parted politely at the threshold of the room; the doctor went back to his desk. As Greg progressed towards the front door, not much wiser than when he had entered, the good-looking maid opened it to admit another visitor. This was a sad-faced woman carrying a little package upright with care, evidently a delicacy for a patient.


  She nodded to the maid with the air of a frequent visitor and continued on up the stairs.


  The incident gave Greg an idea. As she held the door open for him to pass out, he gave the maid a dollar. She accepted it as one who had a just sense of her own worth. Still with the air of a saddened relative Greg said:


  "I expect you'll see me often after this. Which house is number 16 in?"


  "This house, sir. First floor front."


  Greg got in the flivver and had Hickey take him down to Columbus Avenue where he searched for a delicatessen store and bought a pot of jelly. Leaving Hickey at the corner he returned to the sanitarium on foot. When the maid opened the door to him, he nodded as to an old acquaintance, and holding his pot of jelly carefully upright said:


  "I'll go right up."


  At first she made as if to block the way, but his smiling assurance overawed her. She gave way. He mounted deliberately, and passed out of sight around the bend to the first landing. There were four doors on the landing. They were numbered, but even if they had not been, "first-floor front" was an exact description to any one familiar with New York houses. Greg knocked on the door of 16 with a fast beating heart.


  The door was opened by Bianca in her nurse's dress. Things happened quickly after that. She instantly recognized him and attempted to slam the door, but Greg had put his foot in the jamb. Through the crack he caught a glimpse of Amy sitting in a disconsolate attitude by the fire. Putting his shoulder against the door he heaved with all his strength and Bianca gave way suddenly. He walked into the room. Bianca ran out into the hall screaming for help.


  Amy sprang up. Her set face softened wonderfully. She instinctively put out both her hands and Greg took them in his. His heart yearned over her, so little, so distressed, so plucky withal! Neither of them recollected the Castilian youth.


  "My sweet!" he murmured, "you're all right?"


  She took the endearment as a matter of course. They knew they had but a fraction of a minute to themselves, and they spoke swiftly. "I'm afraid!" she murmured with trembling lip. "If you had seen his face! Like a wild beast's! I don't know what he intends. He's sending me south to-morrow, in a private car under guard—Bianca—those men!"


  "You shan't go, if I live!" said Greg. "Listen! I'll be thrown out of here directly. Do those windows open :


  "Yes."


  "Where does that door lead to?"


  "The bathroom."


  "That has a window over the front door?"


  "Yes."


  "Good! I'll be back for you after one o'clock tonight, with a ladder, understand? Be on the lookout. When you see me drop a handkerchief, throw up the bathroom window and climb over the sill. Don't let them give you any dope."


  She nodded.


  By this time help had reached Bianca. Dr. Emslie, two white-coated orderlies, and Bianca herself came tumbling back into the room.


  "There he is!" cried Bianca. "An intruder! Throw him out!"


  The three men made to obey; the orderlies were a brawny, hardy pair. Greg's heart sunk—not at the fear of being hurt, but at the intolerable prospect of having Amy see him physically humiliated. He put his back against the wall.


  "Keep your hands off me," he said in a dangerous voice, "and I'll go." To the doctor he added significantly: "Call them off if you don't want a nasty row in the house."


  It worked. The plump doctor quailed at the thought of a row. "Let him alone," he muttered, "if he'll go quietly."


  Greg strode out of the room and down the stairs as deliberately and coolly as he had gone up. The three men pressed close after him, longing to throw him down headlong, but not daring. At the foot of the stairs curiosity got the better of the plump doctor and he changed his tone.


  "Come into the office," he said, "and let's talk things over."


  "Go to Hell," said Greg.


  CHAPTER XVII


  THE YOUNG MAN WITH THE LITTLE BLACK MUSTACHE


  As Greg proceeded along the street to rejoin Hickey, he measured with his eye the distance from the porch floors to the window overhead. All the houses were of the same design. "Twelve feet," he said to himself; "a ten-foot ladder will do."


  "Let's go home," he said to Hickey. "We've got to lay plans for an attack after midnight."


  "An attack! Good Lord!" said Hickey apprehensively.


  "Hickey, where can we get a ten-foot ladder?"


  "There's ladders lying around the yard."


  "That simplifies matters."


  "Are you countin' on carrying a ladder through the streets after midnight? No cop would let you by."


  "Ay, there's the rub, as friend Hamlet says. We might cut it in half and rig it as an extension ladder. Then we could carry it inside."


  "How about a window-cleaner's ladder? That works up and down on ropes."


  "Excellent idea! Do you know any window-cleaners?"


  "No, but it's only eight o'clock. The big stores are open for the Christmas trade. You can get most anything at Macymaker's."


  "Hickey, sometimes you display almost human intelligence. En avant to Macymaker's!"


  Sure enough in the house-furnishing department of that vast emporium, Greg found what he wanted. The salesman wondered perhaps that any one should pick out a window-cleaner's ladder for a Christmas present, but Greg was not worrying about what the salesman might think. With a couple of sheets of store paper wrapped about it, and tied with twine, the ladder was sufficiently disguised, so that there was little danger of the most zealous policeman's suspicions being aroused by the sight of it.


  As he and Hickey tied it on top of the flivver outside, Greg said with a chuckle: "Burglary made easy!"


  Hickey shivered. "Don't use such ugly-sounding words!" he begged.


  They went on. Greg offered Hickey a cigar. "We have time on our hands now," he said. "Light up and let the old girl trundle home at her ease like a lady."


  


  The phantasmagoria of Houston Street was spread before them again. Here was Christmas shopping of the humbler sort. End to end the push-carts extended along the curb lighted by smoky kerosene flares and displaying an amazing variety of wares from sets of "genuine imitation ermine furs" down to apples pickled in brine. The pavement was literally packed, largely by reason of the fat shoppers who took up the room of three or four.


  


  Coming towards them they perceived a stir of excitement in the throng. A big policeman was slowly forcing his way through, presumably urging before him some unfortunate they could not see. In the policeman's wake was a struggling procession of those who were trying to get a look. The quality of excitement in their faces suggested that the affair was something out of the common.


  As Greg and Hickey passed abreast of the policeman the crowd opened for a moment, and they had a brief glimpse of the man he had in charge. They saw the slight and sagging figure of a young man with small features. His face was greenish; he shambled along with eyes half-closed. His hat was gone, and to their surprise they saw that his clothes were drenched. They were near the river.


  "A would be suicide," said Greg. "Poor devil!"


  An odd little grunt escaped from Hickey, and he brought the cab to a stop with a jerk.


  "What's up?" asked Greg.


  "That—that face," stammered Hickey. ' "What of it?"


  "I've been looking for it for three days by your orders. That's the fellow with the little black mustache, who hired me on the pier that night."


  Greg was effectually galvanized into action. Slipping out of his seat, he said: "Turn the first corner to the right, and wait for me in the side street. I'll look after him. He doesn't know me."


  Greg ran down the roadway until he got in advance of the policeman; then forcing his way through the crowd, who gave way before his determined air, he fronted the officer.


  "Beg pardon, officer. I think I know this man. What's he done?"


  Greg's good clothes and assured air were not without their effect. The policeman was disposed to be complaisant. "Attempted suicide. Jumped off a Houston Street ferry, he did. A deckhand pulled him out."


  The crowd, delighted to receive exact information as to the affair, waited open-mouthed for more. The prisoner glanced at Greg with indifferent, lack-luster eyes. He said nothing.


  "He's soaking wet," said Greg. "And at this time of year—"


  "I'm keeping him walking," said the blue-coat. "And the station is but a block away. We'll give him blankets there."


  Greg fell into step beside the policeman. "Poor devil! Are you obliged to lay a charge against him?"


  "They always do. Attempted suicide's a crime."


  "But nobody's ever sent to jail for it."


  "If I let him go he might try it again."


  "Four days to Christmas, officer. Let me take care of him. I'll give him a square meal and a bed. I've got a cab around the corner. I'll take him home in that."


  Voices from the crowd said; "Aw, let him go. It's Christmas. He ain't harmed nobody but himself."


  The blue-coat was a bit nettled by the implication of hard-heartedness. " 'Tain't nothin' to me," he said. "Come on to the station, and if the loot'nant says all right, all right."


  "I'll be there," said Greg. "You take him on, and I'll get my cab."


  Greg and Hickey doubled back through the next street and were already at the station-house door when the officer arrived with his prisoner. Greg had no great difficulty in persuading the good-natured officer at the desk to let the wretched young man go. The inconsistency of arresting a man for trying to kill himself cannot but be apparent to all. It is something that he cannot be prevented from doing if he wants to. A mumbled promise was extracted from the prisoner that he would not try it again, and he was handed over to Greg's care.


  Wrapping him in the lap-robe, Greg bundled him into the fliver and they drove off amid the plaudits of the crowd gathered around the station-house steps. The young man did not come face to face with Hickey. Greg felt a little shamefaced that the people should think he was playing the part of the good Samaritan.


  "If they knew!" he thought. "It's only out of the frying pan into the fire for him, poor wretch!"


  As the cab started the young man never so much as looked up. He half sat, half lay in the corner of the cab like an old man in whom the last spark of life is almost quenched. His eyes were open, yet they saw nothing. He seemed to be quite indifferent as to where Greg was taking him, he seemed not to care whether he were in jail or out again. Greg, who had never seen a human creature so beaten down, scarcely knew how to act towards him. His heart was touched by the sight of such utter wretchedness, but to offer him sympathy would have been both cruel and hypocritical. On the other hand he could not hit the man while he was down by letting him see that his crime was known. For the present it seemed best merely to try to restore him by warmth, food and sleep, until he was better able to meet his fate like a man.


  The young man himself broke the silence. "You would have done better to let me go," he muttered. He spoke with a slight foreign accent.


  "Buck up!" said Greg. "Nothing's so bad but what it might be worse." To Greg while he uttered them the words sounded hollow, addressed to one in this young man's position, but he had to say something.


  "I suppose I ought to thank you," said the other with weary bitterness.


  "You needn't trouble about that," said Greg grimly.


  "If you want to do me a real kindness, stop the man and let me out. I can still walk to the river."


  "Mustn't talk like that," said Greg. "There's food and warmth waiting for you. Let that do you for the present."


  Hickey drove into the yard, and Greg hustled the young man directly into Bessie's kitchen. Bull Tandy and Ginger McAfee were sitting there one on each side of the table, smoking and enjoying their unwonted evening of leisure. Bessie the monumental was wiping dishes. They had been discussing the case all evening, and still had plenty to talk about when lo! Greg provided them with a fresh sensation. The two men stared at the ghastly and bedraggled figure with pipes half way to their mouths; Bessie held plate and towel in the air.


  "Good land! who is he?" she exclaimed.


  "Tell you later," said Greg. "Help me get him in bed, and to put some hot food and drink in him. Is Blossom back?"


  He was not.


  Bessie promptly took command of the situation. "You, Bull, go up-stairs to Greg's room, and light the oil heater. Ginger, fetch me a pail of coal from the cellar. Greg, you fill the kettle at the sink and go into the store and get a can of soup. That's the best for him." Bessie herself vigorously shook the fire and opened the draft.


  "Poor fellow, you've been in the river, I see," said she. The river is always ominously present in the minds of those who live near. "Take this chair close by the stove until the room up-stairs heats up."


  The object of this solicitude accepted it apathetically. He huddled in the chair that was placed for him as if his backbone lacked the pith to hold him straight. He made no effort to speak. While they were bustling about on their various errands he was left alone in the room for a moment. To get him out of the way, Bessie had put his chair on the far side of the stove. This brought him facing the door into the yard, and when Hickey, having backed the flivver under the shed, came in, the young man's eyes fell full upon him.


  They were brought running from various directions by the sound of a choking cry followed by a fall. They found the young man lying face downwards on the floor. Hickey was standing with his hand still on the door, scared halt out of his wits.


  "Lordy! I clean forgot the sight of me would be a shock to him," he stammered.


  "It had to come," said Greg grimly. "We couldn't go on making out to be his friends."


  The young man was insensible. They carried him up-stairs and put him in Greg's bed, wrapped in all the blankets the house afforded. Bessie heated bricks in the oven and placed them about him. Hickey was dispatched in the flivver for a doctor.


  The doctor came, brought the patient to, and upon hearing all the circumstances, prescribed a small potion of the soup, which Bessie by now had hot upon the stove They forced it down his throat. He seemed utterly distraught, shaking and moaning Spanish words. Before leaving, the doctor gave him a hypodermic to induce sleep.


  Greg said he would watch beside the bed until it should take effect. The patient still twitched and gasped like a creature beyond all control; yet when the others left the room he opened his eyes and asked sanely enough:


  "Who are you?"


  Greg told his name. "It would take a long time to explain who I am," he added. "You'd better try to sleep."


  "You know me?" he asked.


  "Yes, your name is de Silva."


  "What do you want of me?" the other asked hoarsely.


  "Nothing at present except to put a little life into you."


  "In order to take it away from me later?"


  Greg, taken aback, said: "It isn't your life that I want."


  The poor wretch shuddered. "I thought I saw a man down-stairs—or did I dream it? A cab-man "


  Greg saw nothing was to be gained by further concealment. "You saw him," he said. "It was the cabman you engaged on the pier the night the Allianca docked."


  The young man raised himself on his elbow. "Then all is known?"


  "Pretty nearly all."


  He fell back. "Well—I'm glad," he said weakly. "The worst agony is over."


  Presently he opened his eyes, attacked by a new fear. "Who are you?" he demanded. "And those others down-stairs? His men?''


  "Whose?" asked Greg, perplexed.


  "De Socotra's."


  "No, by God!"


  The recumbent figure relaxed. "Detectives, then? I don't mind that."


  "Not detectives, either," said Greg. "I'll tell you this much—I'm after de Socotra. I know he's the principal in this affair, not you. I only want you as a means to get him."


  "You'll never get him," said de Silva with hopeless assurance. "He's not a man like others; he's a fiend out of Hell."


  "That may be," said Greg grimly. "But just the same I mean to get him! Better not talk any more. Let yourself relax."


  "I've got to talk. I've kept it in too long. I'll go out of my mind if I don't talk. I think I'm losing my mind anyway I've been in Hell the last three days. Couldn't think what I was doing. But only of him. This is what they call being haunted maybe. Not like books. All of a sudden his face comes between me and what I look at—nice old face with a half-smile and quiet eyes. Oh God! Oh God! I never can forget it now—!


  "I never set up to be any better than I was. It isn't the first job I've done for different men. I sort of got in the way of it young. Men sent for me when they wanted something nervy done. I could get away with anything because I was little and thin and looked harmless. I had nerves of steel until this happened. I was proud of my reputation."


  "Good God!" interrupted Greg aghast. "Do you mean to say that murder was your trade?"


  "Well, why not? It takes more nerve and cleverness than holding down an office stool. I liked the spice of danger. And anyhow the men I put out before this one only got what was coming to them. They were no better than them that wanted it done. Fair game. I don't give a damn for any of the others. They don't trouble my sleep. But this one— Oh God! he's got me! . . .


  "I didn't know him beforehand. I was sent down from New York to Central America to get next to him. They told me he was a blackguard that was trying to raise the niggers to cut Hell loose down there. I was to get the job as his secretary because I spoke Spanish and English, and come back to New York with him. The job was to be done here.


  "Well, we were on the ship together almost a week. That was what queered me. He wanted to make friends, see? He wouldn't let me alone. God! it raked me up and down with little sharp points—his friendliness. It started me thinking, and I wasn't any good to myself any more. He wasn't a preacher, nothing like it. Just a jolly old gentleman who could tell a story in the smoking-room as well as any man, and laugh till his fat sides shook. He liked me; that's what got me. I couldn't make it out. Nobody ever liked me before. He was always trying to make me talk about myself. God! It scared me what I found myself telling him! I told him lots of funny things—at night on deck. He didn't mind; he didn't blame me. He would only say: 'Well, life's a queer affair!' He didn't stop liking me. And I killed him! Oh God, how I hate myself! . . .


  "When we got to New York I was in no shape to carry out my job. My nerve was gone. But I couldn't turn back then. Always prided myself I never failed to pull off a job. I thought I could work myself up to it. And I did it. But my hand shook. He looked at me as I gave him the needle. Just one look!"


  "How did you do it?" asked Greg.


  "With a hypodermic needle. In the jugular here"—he put a finger on his throat. "There was curare in It. What the San Bias indians dip their arrow-points in. Kills like a hammer-stroke. De Socotra gave me the needle and showed me how. But I bungled it. The cabman heard something and stopped by the curb. My nerve was gone. I beat it." "Where did you go then?" asked Greg.


  "I went—I don't know—I went—I went "


  The voice trailed off. The narcotic was taking effect.


  CHAPTER XVIII


  BLOSSOM'S REPORT


  Greg heard a new voice in the kitchen. De Silvia was now in a heavy sleep, and he went down to investigate. Blossom's failure to turn up had made him very anxious.


  This was the boy from the drug-store to say that Greg was wanted on the telephone. Greg went back with him.


  Over the wire he heard Pa Simmons' old voice: "Say, Greg, I'm sorry, but I lost his nibs, the Spanish bloke. On the level I couldn't help it. He took after Blossom and a girl, and I took after him, but they all got in the subway, and I couldn't leave me old boat in the street while I traveled all over town in the subway, could I?"


  "Hold on! Hold on! Begin at the beginning!"


  "Well, I was only waiting a few minutes in Eighty-third Street when his nibs come out of that house, you know, 311. He got in his cab and went back home; through Eighty-third to Broadway, up Broadway to Ninety-fourth and down to the Drive, me following. Well, while we was going through Ninety-fourth, I see Blossom and a good-looking girl coming along on the sidewalk. His nibs in front, he musta seen 'em too, for he stops his cab and slips out and takes after them on foot. They didn't see him.


  Well, I went on a little way, turned around, and followed the whole bunch around to the Ninety-sixth Street subway station.


  "Blossom and the girl went down, his nibs follows them, and I follows his nibs. We goes to the downtown platform. On the platform Blossom gets wise to me, see? And when his nibs ain't looking I gives him a little sign that that is his nibs, see? Blossom gets it all right. Well, a train come along then and they all got in. But I couldn't leave my cab. I went back to Stickney Arms, but his nibs ain't come home yet. You told me to call you at nine. What do you want me to do now?"


  Greg considered a moment. "If his wife is alone in the apartment he's pretty sure to be back soon. Better stay on watch where you are. Call me up again in an hour."


  Greg returned home in no little anxiety. It seemed like a gratuitous stroke of ill luck that de Socotra should just have happened to run into Blossom. Blossom was a good fellow and loyal without a doubt, but he could scarcely be expected to prove a match for the astute de Socotra. And almost two hours had passed. Greg would have given something to know what had happened. But all he could do was wait.


  A few minutes later Blossom walked in the kitchen door. Nina was with him. One look in the man's face told Greg that nothing serious had happened; on the contrary the morose and jejune Blossom looked fairly rejuvenated.


  "The little black book?" cried Greg. "Have you got it?"


  By way of answer Blossom held it aloft. A cheer went up in the kitchen.


  "Thank God!" cried Greg. "Now we're all right!"


  Bessie was standing, arms akimbo, taking it all in like a comical solemn child. The temptation was too much for Greg. Before she knew what he was doing, Greg had seized her round the waist and waltzed her—or rather swayed her, for it was impossible to move her from her firmly planted stand. The men roared.


  "Bessie! Bessie!" cried Greg. "Did you hear that, you dear little thing. We have it!"


  "Go along with you!" said Bessie, giving him a little push—and he went along, flat against the wall.


  He snatched the little black book out of Blossom's hands and hastily turned the pages. It was all in Spanish, of course. He could not read it.


  "Hold your horses," said Blossom warningly. "There's maybe something funny about that. Wait till I tell you."


  "What happened?" asked Greg sobered. "It looks all right; letters, affidavits, just what Estuban said."


  "In the beginning everything went off all right," Blossom began. "Miss Nina, she went up to the apartment, and after giving her a minute I followed her to the service entrance. She let me in and told me she'd squared herself with the old lady all right. She went and told the old lady the piano man had come and I got off my song and dance about Mr. Fair-weather and the christening and all."


  "Merriweather was the name," put in Greg.


  "Oh well, any kind of weather was the same to her, being Spanish," said Blossom. "Miss Nina, she translated it to her. At first the old lady looked doubtful. She said I'd have to wait till Mr. Soakoater come home. But when I told her I had three more calls to make up in the Bronx, she said she guessed it was all right. She was a nice old lady, not naturally suspicious like. She was all broke up about the little Miss being took away.


  "She stayed in the parlor and watched while I worked. I had to take the whole back off the piano. There was sixteen screws in it, four to a side, and every blame one of them stuck. I was sweating with nervousness before I got the last one out, expecting to hear his nibs in the hall any moment.


  "When the little book dropped out on the floor, 'What's that?' says the old lady. 'There it is!' says I, real quick and glad-like. 'My list of customers that I lost the last time I was here! I been looking everywhere for it.' 'Let me see it,' says she. 'Sorry, ma'am!' says I, 'it's confidential; we ain't allowed to show our lists to anybody.' Say, she was easy. It was a shame to lie to her. She let me get away with it.


  "Well, say, I put on that piano-back quicker than I took it off—only one screw to a side. Then I beat it for the basement. I breathed easier when I got out.


  "I waited down-stairs for Miss Nina, and the two of us made tracks for the subway at Ninety-sixth Street. Somewhere on the way back the Spanish gent must have picked us up, though I didn't notice him at the time. Miss Nina and me was talking. I first got on to it that there was something funny when we was waiting on the platform. All of a sudden I see Pa Simmons there looking like a lost dog often his cab.


  "I recollected that Pa's job was to trail the Spaniard, so I looked cautious-like around for him. There wasn't many on the platform and the only one that could be him was a tall guy with his head behind a newspaper. All I could see was his elegant creased pants and his fancy shoes. You had said he was a swell dresser, so I guessed this was him. And afterwards I caught Pa's eye, and he gave me a sign that it was him.


  "Well, a train come in and Miss and I got in one door, and the Spanish gent in another. Don't know where Pa went. Miss Nina had not got on to it that we was being trailed, and I didn't tell her because I thought she'd be scared and let on. He was at the other end of the same car.


  "Well, all the way down town I was thinking how I could shake him. I remembered the crowd along Houston Street, but I didn't want to risk bringing him so close home. I remembered there was a gang of Christmas shoppers on Fourteenth Street too, so we got out there and walked west. There's a big nickelodion on Fourteenth Street—you know, a long hall with penny-in-the-slot phonographs and move-em-pitchers that's supposed to be naughty but they ain't. It runs right through to Thirteenth. I steered Miss Nina in there. She didn't like it, thought I was trying to put something over on her, so I had to tell her the Spaniard was after us. Say, it made her a little weak in the knees.


  "I was hoping the Spaniard would wait outside for us, and we could sneak out the back way, but not on your life! He followed us right through. So we went on down Thirteenth, and I cut into the back entrance of a big store, hoping to lose him in the crowd. But he stuck closer than a brother—up-stairs, down in the basement, out on Fourteenth Street again. By this time he must have guessed of course that we were on to him.


  Next I went back to the subway again. I took him up to Times Square, but I couldn't shake him in the crowds there, neither. Well, I tried the subway once more and this time I had a bit of luck. There was a big crowd coming and going, and as we got down to the down-town platform there was a train on each side, express and local. The local was just opening her doors.


  "I steered Miss Nina aboard the local, and the Spaniard got on by another door. I watched my chance, and just as they were ready to close the doors of the express I grabbed the girl, hustled her across the platform and into the other train, and the door closed behind us. It took the Spanish gent by surprise. He run too, for the next door, but it closed in his face."


  "Good work!" said Greg.


  "Wait a minute! I ain't told you the funny part yet. The train started and we was carried right past the Spaniard close enough to touch him only the other side of the glass. Well, I couldn't help having a bit of sport with him. I knew anyway he knew what I'd been up to as soon as he went home and the old lady told him. So as we passed by I held up the little black book; like that, right before his nose,"


  "The deuce you did!" cried Greg delightedly.


  "Wait a bit! It didn't get across like I expected. He give me the laugh first. Yes, sir, threw back his head, and laughed fit to die. What do you know about that?"


  "Just a bluff," said Greg.


  Blossom shook his head positively. "No, sir, I know a real laugh when I see it!"


  "But here is the book," said Greg.


  "Just the same, he thinks he has us, somehow."


  Blossom's words carried conviction, and Greg's feeling of triumph was considerably dashed. "I wish Estuban was here," he said.


  CHAPTER XIX


  THE ABDUCTION


  Though he had seen him but on the one occasion, Greg had more confidence in Estuban than in any of the taxi-drivers, good fellows though they were. He much desired Estuban's help on the dangerous expedition he had planned, and waited for him as long as he dared. But one o'clock drew near without any sign of him, and in the end Greg had to go without him.


  He was in difficulties when it came to choosing a man in Estuban's place. They all wanted to go; each man loudly and shamelessly proclaimed his own superior qualities. Greg finally decided to take them all. It was possible he might need them, and if he did not, they could remain in concealment in the cab. He swore them by a mighty oath to obey him in the smallest particular.


  Meanwhile during the evening the old car had received a grooming like an athlete before his supreme race. From all the cabs in the yard the most nearly new tires were borrowed; every nut was screwed home, every wire tested. With black grease they smudged the license plates so that the numbers were illegible. Nor did they fail to test the extension ladder. Afterwards it was put back in its paper and tied on, top of the flivver.


  On the way up-town all rode inside. The front window was allowed to remain down, so that Hickey could share in Greg's instructions and exhortations. While he talked to them Greg was sizing up his men. They showed their excitement in characteristic ways. Bull Tandy smoked deep, and there was a calm and delighted smile on his face; Blossom whistled incessantly through closed teeth; little Ginger twisted on his seat like a restless schoolboy. "I'll pick Bull for the closest work," thought Greg. When they got to the corner of Columbus Avenue and Eighty-third Street, Greg said to Hickey: "Drive all the way through the block and come back again, so that we can get a look over the whole ground."


  It was a long block down to Amsterdam Avenue, more than a furlong. A slight hill rose towards the middle of the block, and descended beyond. As Greg had expected the neighborhood was absolutely deserted, scarcely a light to be seen the whole way. Number 411 was near the beginning of the block, the Columbus Avenue end. All the windows were dark, but a dim light showed in the doorway, likewise in the doorway of the connecting house.


  Half-way through the block, that is to say, at the top of the little hill, they came upon a stationary figure, an officer, but one whose gray coat differed from the uniform of the city police. He was leaning back with his elbows propped on a stone post, one heel cocked up on a step, and his club dangling from its thong.


  The hearts of all went down at the sight. Uncomplimentary epithets were directed towards the innocent officer in the performance of his duty.


  "Damned unlucky!" muttered Greg.


  At the end of the block Greg directed Hickey to turn the corner and stop, until they could decide what was best to do. The broad, unbeautlful expanse of Amsterdam Avenue was as empty as the side street. It was like the avenue of some dead city, where the lights had been left burning.


  "What did you make of him?" said Blossom. "Not a regular cop."


  "Worse," said Greg, "a private patrolman. I had forgotten that the residents of a private block like this often club together and hire a man from an agency to keep watch. He'll be there all night, damn him!"


  "What are you going to do?" asked Ginger anxiously, "give it up?"


  "Not on your life!" said Greg grimly. "Let me think a minute."


  All four of them waited with blank minds for Greg to give them a cue.


  "We must create a diversion," he said finally.


  "A what?" asked Bull Tandy.


  "Attract his attention elsewhere; draw him off."


  "I get you," said Ginger. "Get up a fake burglary or something down at this end of the block."


  "Exactly. That'll be your job: yours and Blossom's."


  Ginger's face fell. "Have a heart, Greg! S'posin' we git five years apiece for it."


  "You don't have to be the burglars. You can be the honest citizens who discover the crime."


  Ginger looked relieved. "Lay it out to us, partner.


  "Listen carefully. First give Hickey three minutes to get back through Eighty-fourth to Columbus again. Then you show yourselves in Eighty-third Street. Choose the last house on the north side. I don't know who lives there; that doesn't make any difference. Well, run out into the middle of the street and look up at the windows. Run up the front steps and down again. Run in and out the area way. The idea is to give plenty of action, see?


  "Well, the cop is standing up at the top of the hill where he can look down both sides his beat. He'll soon get on to you two milling around down there, and he'll run down to see what's the matter. You tell him you were walking up Amsterdam when you saw a peculiar light in the basement of that house, and looking through the windows you saw a fellow snooping around with a flashlight; handkerchief over his face, hat pulled down—you know the stuff. And afterwards he went up-stairs. Fix up the story any way you like. You can tell a good story. Ginger.


  "The cop will probably send you around to watch the rear while he rouses the household and makes a room-to-room search. It's hard on the people, but it will bring a little excitement into their dull lives, anyway. As soon as you get the cop all worked up you make a quiet sneak, see? I only need a couple of minutes to pull off my trick. Long before the excitement down here dies down, we'll be safe away."


  "We're on," said Ginger and Blossom.


  Greg, Hickey and Bull drove around the block and returned to the corner of Columbus and Eighty-third, where they stopped the cab before turning into the side street. They could still see the private patrolman at the top of the hill and they waited. Beyond him they could not see for the hill, and they had the satisfaction of knowing that once he ran down the other side he could not see them.


  Presently they chuckled to see him straighten up and dart away down the hill. The scheme worked.


  No one was in sight within the four blocks that they commanded. They cut the ladder from its wrappings and Greg and Bull took it, leaving Hickey with the flivver. The engine was left running. Hickey was to run up to them when Greg gave him a flash.


  Greg and Bull were each armed with two short lengths of wire. Reaching the two houses, Greg took 411 and Bull 413. Running down the area steps they wired the iron gates of the basement entrances fast to their frames. Then springing up their respective stoops they wired the two handles of the double doors together. All this took but a minute, and effectually safeguarded them against a surprise from within the houses. This done, Greg carried the little ladder up the steps of 413 and planted it under the bathroom window. The street remained empty and silent.


  While he worked Greg kept the tail of an eye on the windows of Amy's room. He was not rewarded by a sight of her face. He hoped she was watching from farther back in the room. The bathroom window was raised an inch or two from the bottom. Bull stood on the sidewalk with the handkerchief in one hand and the flashlight in the other, ready to signal to Hickey the instant Amy appeared.


  When the ladder was in place Greg nodded to Bull—all this was carried out in the full light of the moon and of a street lamp almost in front of the house— and Bull let the handkerchief flutter to the pavement.


  They waited. The seconds passed. The suspense was almost more than mortal nerves could bear. Greg holding himself taut was glad that it was Bull he had with him. Bull had no nerves. The seconds passed, and there was no sound or movement from above. The sickening conviction took shape in Greg's breast that something had gone wrong. Amy of her own free will would never keep them waiting at such a juncture.


  Suddenly Bull with a warning gesture darted noiselessly down the area steps. At the same moment Greg heard brisk footsteps coming up the street. Somebody had turned the corner from Columbus Avenue. Greg swiftly telescoped the ladder and carried it inside the vestibule. Closing half the storm door, he concealed himself behind it, and lived through a horrible moment or two. Suppose this person were bound for the Sanitarium?


  But he passed by whistling softly, all unaware of the drama he had interrupted. Greg had a glimpse of his disappearing back; a young back with a debonair swing to it, a lover, perhaps, returning from his lady.


  They had to wait until he mounted the steps of one of the houses above. Then Greg joined Bull.


  "Something's gone wrong," he whispered. ''I'm going in to see."


  "Into the house! Good God!" said Bull.


  Greg was no less appalled by the task than he. "Got to be done," he said. "Go down and get Hickey. Let him bring the cab up softly. If we signal he'll come up with the cut-out roaring. It's all or nothing within the next three minutes. If I am not out again by the time you come back with Hickey, you are to follow me in. Are you game for it?"


  Bull nodded. "I am, if you are."


  Bull left him. Greg looked up and down. No one was in sight. He mounted the steps and brought out the ladder again. In the light of the street lamp he felt as conspicuous as a naked man in a dream, yet to put the light out would have only been to call attention to the spot where it had been. To tell the truth he had no stomach for this job, but his resolution held him to it. Amy depended on him.


  With a thumping heart he mounted the ladder. It creaked like a rusty wheel. But no matter if he waked the entire block now, he had to go on. At the top he put his hands under the window and threw it up. There was no time to open it with care. It would all be over in a minute anyway. He flung a leg over the sill and entered the bathroom. A rapid survey of the windows across the street revealed no scared white face watching him.


  The door into the bedroom was closed. He opened it as softly as he could. The light from the street lamp below was thrown strongly on the white ceiling, and its reflection filled the room. He could see perfectly. The sight was photographed indelibly on his brain; Amy lying motionless in her bed beside him, and across the room Bianca sitting up in a cot bed, her eyes fixed upon him wide with terror. She was too terrified to scream; a little gasping cry escaped her; she had no breath for more.


  Greg sprang across the room, and clapping a hand over her mouth, bore her back on her pillow. His lightning glance at Amy told him she had been drugged, and he felt no compunctions in dealing with this other woman. Bianca struggled but feebly; terror held her in a partial paralysis. Greg's ears were stretched for sounds from the house. He heard quick, soft steps approaching the door, and his heart misgave him. There was a little tap.


  "Miss, did you call?"


  Greg held his breath. He expected her to come in. How could he deal with two women? She did try the door, but it was locked. Greg's pent breath softly escaped. After a moment the steps retreated. He heard the scrape of a chair on the bare floor. Evidently there was a nurse stationed at a desk out there.


  Greg glanced over his shoulder at Amy. He was scared by the stillness of her pose, like a lovely effigy on an old tomb. But the sound of her breathing reassured him. It was too loud. Assuredly she had been drugged—not without a struggle, he was sure. The thought of his delicate little Amy struggling in the grip of a brutal strength made his breast burn. He could have strangled Bianca without remorse.


  Bianca's struggles were growing stronger now.


  She was doing her best to bite him. It seemed to Greg that Bull had had plenty of time to get Hickey. What could be the matter? Suppose Bull's nerve failed him when it came to entering the house. Suppose the policeman came back, or another passer-by. Greg's nerves were at the cracking point.


  Then he heard the flivver coming. It passed and stopped just beyond the door. In his imagination he measured the steps that Bull must take to the foot of the ladder. Would he dare mount it? He listened in an agony of suspense. At last he heard it creak and dared to breathe a little. But Bull's heart might fail him at the window! His own had failed him! The silence was too long! No! there stood Bull's bulky figure in the bathroom doorway. A little sob of relief escaped Greg.


  Greg beckoned him close with his head. Indicating Amy he whispered: "Pick her up. Wrap her well in a blanket, and carry her to the window. Pass her to Hickey. When they reach the pavement, give me a little signal and I'll come."


  "There's a fellow seen the ladder and run back for a policeman," Bull whispered hoarsely.


  "Then hustle! Hustle!" whispered Greg,


  The heavy man moved with a surprising celerity and noiselessness. Rough as was his exterior there was a gentle strain in him; he gathered up Amy as tenderly and unselfconsciously as if she had been a little child.


  Bianca had ceased to struggle, and in his eagerness to follow the movements of the other man Greg relaxed his vigilance for a second. With a sudden cat-like twist she freed her face from his hand. A piercing shriek escaped her.


  Greg quickly silenced her, but the mischief was done. After a second's breathless silence an uproar arose through the house. The nurse ran to the door and rattled it and beat upon it. Other doors opened and slammed, and running feet were heard throughout the house. In different parts of the house the insane patients infected with the excitement began to scream.


  Bianca, encouraged by the sounds of approaching help, began to struggle with redoubled energy. She fought with every fiber of her being, like a cat in a snare. Greg was more than a match for her in strength, but scarcely in quickness. She got her head free again, and screamed:


  "They're taking her out of the window. Go to the street!"


  A voice in the hall said: "Break in the door!"


  Running footsteps receded down the hall.


  Bull had disappeared with Amy. It was no time for Greg to linger. If Bull did make him a signal, he couldn't hear it in that uproar. Releasing Bianca he ran for the bathroom window. Springing up, she followed, screaming incessantly.


  Bull was barely over the sill, and Greg had to wait. Bianca clawed at his back, but he scarcely felt her. He heard the door of the bedroom go in with a crash, and waited no longer. Thrusting Bianca out of the way, he scrambled over the sill. He and Bull landed in a heap together on the stoop. Greg pulled the ladder from the window, just as hands reached out to grab it.


  Hickey, bearing the inert figure of Amy, had all but reached the cab. In both the houses now they were furiously striving to burst open the wired doors. The fat doctor in negligee attire was at a parlor window. Throwing it up, he let himself over the sill, and dropped into the areaway. Other men followed. Greg and Bull ran for the cab. From the corner below came the sounds of more running feet and the shrilling of a police-whistle.


  Into the flivver they piled, somehow, anyhow. Hickey had dropped Amy on the seat, and was already at the wheel. As Greg and Bull laid hands on the car, he let the clutch engage. The little car sprang ahead. The policeman, seeing them likely to escape, fired his revolver into the air. Hickey grunted and pulled the throttle lever all the way down. The exhaust roared. A second shot struck the asphalt behind them and ricocheting made a dent in the back of the car. A third shot went wild. Then they passed out of range.


  They breasted the little rise, and plunged down the other side. Here they met the private patrolman running towards them. Blossom and Ginger were not to be seen. There was a harrowing moment as they passed this officer. Would he shoot? But if he had a gun, he was too confused to draw it. He flung his night-stick at the wheels of the flivver, but it caromed harmlessly off. They reached the corner and turned.


  After a brief mad course around many corners they reached one of the Park entrances. There was no sign of any pursuing car and they slowed down. They breathed freely again.


  Greg said grimly: "Well, if you fellows wanted excitement, I hope you're satisfied."


  "I am," said Hickey fervently. "Me for a rest cure, now."


  "Makes me feel like a boy again," chuckled Bull.


  CHAPTER XX


  EXIT SEÑOR SAUNDERS


  Before they got home Amy began to awaken from her unnatural sleep. Greg gave her over to the care of Bessie, who had him carry the little figure up to Bessie's own room, where by methods known to herself she completed her restoration.


  Greg learned that during his absence Pa Simmons had sent in a message that de Socotra had returned to his apartment about ten in company with a young Spanish-American whose description suggested Henry Saunders. A little before midnight de Socotra had come out again, leaving the young man within, and Pa Simmons had followed him to the house on East Seventeenth Street, where presumably he still was.


  No word had come from Estuban. De Silva still lay in his deep sleep.


  As soon as Amy had recovered she asked for Greg. He found her sitting up in bed, pale, great-eyed and smiling. Bessie, it appeared, was not without a secret, feminine fondness for pretty caps and negligees. Producing such articles from a hidden store, she had dressed Amy up like a French doll. After a few moments, the good-hearted Bessie made believe to discover an errand down-stairs, and left them alone.


  But they had nothing to say to each other that any one might not have heard. There was no constraint; they gave each other their eyes freely, but they instinctively hung back from the deep waters of speech. They had been through too much to-night; Nature demanded a let-down. Their eyes had reached an understanding, their tongues wagged irresponsibly.


  By and by they heard the disturbance incidental to a new arrival in the kitchen below. Amy, recognizing the timbre of the voice, looked at Greg and said:


  "Henry."


  Ginger McAfee came running up-stairs. Though invited to enter, an excessive delicacy constrained him to deliver his message from the other side of the door.


  "It's the young Spanish gent wants to see Miss. Him that come to the yard yesterday morning. Bull's watching him till she says what to do with him."


  Amy looked at Greg again.


  Said he: "Might as well get it over with."


  She nodded. "Let him come up," she called to Ginger.


  Señor Henry rushed into the room, and oblivious to the presence of Greg fell on his knees beside Amy's bed and reached for her hand. "Amèlie! Amèlie!" he cried. A flood of Spanish followed. Gone was the high-bred disdain. His yellow face worked with the uncontrollable emotion of a weak nature.


  For some obscure reason Amy blushed and glanced uneasily at Greg. He, no less uncomfortable, looked away.


  "Get up," she said curtly to the other. "Speak English."


  Señor Henry obeyed neither command.


  "I shall not answer you unless you speak English."


  He made the attempt, but it was not easy for him to express his overmastering emotion in the unfamiliar tongue. The stammering effect of it all was: "Come away! This is no place for you!"


  "This is where my friends live," said Amy coldly.


  It was lost on him. "Come away! I have a cab down-stairs."


  "Where to?" asked Amy dryly.


  "Back to Señora de Socotra."


  "And Señor Francisco? No, thank you."


  "Let me take you to a hotel, then."


  "In this? I have no other clothes."


  Señor Henry's feelings were too much for him. He relapsed into Spanish. Amy clapped her hands over her ears.


  "Speak English!" she commanded.


  The dark-skinned youth, guessing that the English was for Greg's benefit, shot a glance of purest hatred across the bed. To Amy he said: "Tell the Señora the truth, and she will leave Francisco,"


  "And die of a broken heart," said Amy. "I'd rather kill Francisco."


  "But you cannot remain here among these people."


  "Remember, you are speaking of my friends," Amy warned him. "Answer me a question. How did you know you'd find me here?"


  "I guessed it."


  "That's not enough. How did you guess it?"


  "Well, Francisco asked me to spend the -night in his apartment, so that the Señora would not be left alone. He had to be out late. Bianca telephoned from the sanitarium that you had been carried off. What was I to do? I didn't know where Francisco was. I dared not tell the Señora what had happened.


  Bianca said it was—" he jerked his head across the bed, "so I came down here."


  "You knew then that they had put me in a private madhouse," said Amy relentlessly.


  He shrugged.


  "Perhaps you thought I was mad?"


  "I did not. I told Francisco it was an outrage. Nothing I could say would move him. What was I to do?"


  "What steps did you take to get me out?"


  "Francisco swore to me that it was only for the night. As soon as he could arrange to get a private car, he said, he would send us all home together."


  "Why did Francisco put me in that place?"


  Señor Henry shrugged again. "Surely you know that. He had learned that you were working against him in political matters. I warned you, you know."


  "You mean criminal matters," Amy amended.


  Greg spoke for the first time. "Ask him how Señor Francisco learned of your activities."


  Señor Henry's shoulders and eyebrows were agitated together. "How should I know?"


  "Did you tell him?" Amy asked directly.


  He sprang up. "I did not tell him! I swear it! You insult me by asking such a question!"


  Amy turned to Greg. "What do you know?"


  Greg answered coolly: "He told him, right enough."


  "It's a lie!" cried Señor Henry, turning a little yellower than his wont. "I might have known who put that idea into your head! Would you take the word of this—this cabman, against mine!"


  Greg laughed.


  "When could he have told him?" Amy asked Greg.


  "This afternoon when Señor Francisco started from the apartment for the train, he met Señor Saunders at the door. Señor Saunders entered the cab with him, and they started down-town together. He told him then. That is why Señor Francisco came rushing back in the state that you saw him."


  The Spanish-American youth fell back. Rage and fright made his weak face hideous. A cold sweat had sprung out on his forehead; his teeth were bared. "It's a lie! a lie!" he repeated. "I never saw Francisco until afterwards. How do you know so much about my movements!"


  "I drove the cab," said Greg simply.


  Señor Henry stared at him speechlessly.


  Amy very quietly started to pull a handsome ring from her finger. It was tight; it did not come easily. Both men watched the action with a fascinated gaze. She finally held out the ring towards Señor Henry. He refused it with a passionate gesture. She let it drop on the floor.


  "Go!" she said.


  He burst out in desperate appeals, reproaches, excuses, all in Spanish. Amy turned wearily away.


  Greg stood up. "You've had your answer," he said harshly. "Go, before you're helped out."


  Señor Henry stopped short, stared from one to another, biting his lip, then turned, and rushed from the room as violently as he had entered. They heard the front door slam behind him.


  Amy covered her face with her hands. "I'm so ashamed!" she murmured. "To think that I could ever have thought—even for a moment—that!"


  "Forget the mannikin," said Greg calmly. "He means nothing in your life."


  


  Greg heard Estuban's voice in the kitchen and hastened down-stairs. Their eyes brightened at the sight of each other like old friends. Estuban quickly explained that he had been carried as far as Philadelphia by the express on which he had expected to find de Socotra, and had been obliged to wait there several hours for a returning train.


  "What has happened here?" he asked eagerly.


  "Quite a bit," said Greg dryly. "We've got both the girl and the book out of de Socotra's hands. That is to say, we got a book."


  "The little black book!" cried Estuban, his black eyes gleaming. "Let me see it!"


  Greg handed it over, watching for Estuban's verdict with more anxiety than he cared to show. Estuban hastily turned the pages. What Greg read in his face confirmed his worst fears; amazement, incredulity, anger.


  "This is not it!" he cried. "He has fooled you! This is an impudent substitute manufactured out of whole cloth!"


  "I was half prepared for that," said Greg gloomily.


  Estuban went on: "This is what de Socotra meant to carry to the President. Look! testimonials of respect to His Excellency; addresses of felicitation from public bodies of every class in Managuay; the Santiago Chamber of Commerce; the Planters' Association; The Rubber-Gatherers' Union! The last is a masterpiece; listen! 'The Rubber-Gatherers' Union of Managuay, happy in their situation on a fertile soil under a liberal government, desires to express to his Excellency, the President of the United States,' etc., etc. My God! what sublime impudence!"


  "Then our work is still to do," said Greg grimly.


  "Do you know where de Socotra is at this moment?" asked. Estuban with a dangerous glitter in his eyes.


  "At a house on East Seventeenth Street, the headquarters of his gang. He got that book there earlier in the day."


  "It was made there under his direction, no doubt, and the original is presumably there."


  "If they have not destroyed it."


  "They would scarcely do that unless they thought it was in danger of falling into our hands. Think of the handle it will give them against those who dare oppose them in Managuay. The unfortunate ones who made these affidavits will be marked men hereafter."


  Greg looked around the kitchen at the men who were awaiting the outcome of this talk, and looked back at Estuban. The corners of his mouth turned up with grim humor. "Let's go and get it," he said suddenly.


  Estuban's hand shot out to meet Greg's. "My idea, too," he said with satisfaction.


  "We have four good men here," Greg went on, "and a fifth is watching the house now. With the exception of de Socotra himself, that gang is not formidable. Their morale is poor."


  "What do you propose?" asked Estuban,


  "The simplest plan possible; to get into the house by force or by trickery, and hold them up. Are you armed?"


  Estuban nodded.


  "They got a gun from me on our last meeting, I'll see what there is in our outfit here."


  Greg and Estuban were talking low-voiced in a corner of the kitchen, while the others waited. All thought of sleep had been given up for this night. Even Bessie, infected by the general excitement, had yielded to their solicitations in so far as to prepare a small-hour supper. The clock had just struck three.


  "Boys," said Greg. "Are you game to turn another trick before daylight?"


  "Try us," said Bull, grinning.


  "Me and Blossom was done out of the best fun before," said Ginger.


  Greg briefly explained what had to be done. It appeared that their appetites were only whetted for danger. They jumped at the chance. Even Hickey, encouraged by the size of the attacking party perhaps, did not bewail his fate this time. It transpired that both Blossom and Bull possessed revolvers. Greg borrowed Blossom's and let Bull keep his, unloaded.


  "You won't mind if I empty out the shells?" he said. "Estuban and I feel that we ought to take the responsibility of any shooting that may be necessary."


  Bessie, who had taken everything in, disappeared into the store, and returned with a small object which she offered Greg. Said she: "If you're going to break into the house—mind, I didn't say I held by any such foolishness, but if you're going to do it anyway, better take my glass-cutter. It may come in handy."


  "Bessie, you've got a better head than any of us!" cried Greg—"or maybe you're more experienced in house-breaking."


  "Go along with you! Mind you bring it back safe. I can't sell window glass without something to cut it."


  When they were ready to start, Greg ran up-stairs to bid good-by to Amy. He told her what they designed to do.


  It was at the hour of the night when human vitality is at its ebb. The plucky lip trembled. "Must you?" she faltered. "On top of everything to-night?"


  "It must be at once, while he is off his guard. He does not yet know of your escape."


  "If I could only go too! But to wait here in suspense—how can I endure it?"


  "Oh, this is a simple job."


  "Simple! You don't know Francisco."


  "I must go. Send me with a smile."


  She smiled. "I want you to promise me something," she begged. "You mustn't be angry."


  He looked his question.


  Her eyes searched his deep. "I want you to promise me you will not kill Francisco. I could not have that. After all he has cared for me for nine years, and he is the husband of the one I love."


  There was more implied in this than was spoken.


  Greg understood. "I promise you," he said gravely,—"unless it is a question of defending myself."


  "Do not think that I mean to let him go free," she said; "he shall be punished, terribly punished; but it must be in the way that I set."


  CHAPTER XXI


  UP-STAIRS AND DOWN


  Leaving all cabs at home this time, they proceeded in couples by different streets to a rendezvous at the northeast corner of Stuyvesant Square. Greg and Estuban walked up First Avenue to Seventeenth, then west to the meeting-place, thus passing the house that was their objective.


  Their examination of it revealed these salient facts: there was no light in any window; the basement windows were protected by iron bars, the basement door by an iron gate, while above, before the front door, heavy oak storm-doors were closed. In short, a wholly unpromising prospect.


  "We need an ax to get into this," said Estuban dejectedly.


  "We'll have to try the rear," said Greg.


  The question then was how to get around to the back. The whole block presented an unbroken brick front from First Avenue to the Square.


  At the Square they joined the other men and Pa Simmons who was there with his cab. The latter reported that de Socotra had not left the house.


  "Damn glad you come," said he. "I'm at the end of my wits, how to keep watching that house without the police force getting wise to me cab. I watches from this corner for awhile, then runs around the block and takes a stand down by First. Then I come back again. But there's a cop down there's got his eye on me already. I don' know where to go now."


  "You can be our mobile scout," said Greg. "Keep moving. Drive through this block every minute. We'll signal you if we need you."


  Pa Simmons drove off.


  At the corner where they stood there was a modern apartment house. A space of three feet separated the back wall of this building from the side wall of the first dwelling. This crack offered the only discoverable opening into the interior of the block. As the house they were seeking to enter was the sixth from the corner, it meant that they must climb six back fences to reach it.


  "Bull, how are you on climbing fences?" asked Greg.


  "O. K., if somebody will hold me overcoat."


  "Hand it to one of the fellows. Estuban, Bull and I will go over the fences and break in the back way. You other fellows hide yourselves up and down the block here, but choose places where you can watch that house. If anybody comes out you are to jump on him and frisk him for the little black book, see? If it isn't on him let him go. If we get in the rear all right, and want your help, one of us will come to the front door, and saw his arm up and down so, like a semaphore."


  There was a flight of steps down to the rear basement-door of the apartment house. An eight-foot fence separated the narrow yard here from the yard of the first dwelling. Greg and Estuban boosted Bull up on top; Bull from the top and Greg at the bottom hoisted Estuban up; then the two already up each reached Greg a hand. Once up they found the way was easier than they had expected. There was a longitudinal fence separating the yards of all the houses on Seventeenth Street from those in Sixteenth. This fence was topped by a three-inch plank along which Greg and Estuban were able to walk upright. Bull, less sure-footed, straddled it and hunched himself along. At one of the back yards a cautious householder had set his fence with great spikes against cats or marauders. Here they had to drop down and go around. The sky was overcast and it was very dark. Few lights showed in the back windows.


  They reached the sixth yard at last and silently dropped to earth. The back of the house facing them at first glance showed no gleam of light, but upon looking closer they saw that the principal room on the second floor was lighted. In two of the three windows on this floor cracks of light showed around the edges of the opaque blinds that had been pulled down. Two windows and a door gave on the yard. The windows were barred, so they could be left open in hot weather, but the door had no outer protection, and glass panes had been let in the upper panels.


  "Here's where the glass-cutter comes in handy," murmured Greg. "Good old Bessie!"


  They wrapped a handkerchief around the tool to deaden the sound as far as possible. Nearest to the lock of the door Greg traced a square big enough to admit his hand. There was nothing to do but let the piece fall inside.


  "If the sound of it brings them we'll already be in," said Greg grimly.


  He struck the outlined square a light blow with his fist and it tinkled to the floor within. Thrusting his arm through the hole he drew the bolt and turned the key. They stole in. Greg gave his pocket light a swift flash around. They were in a kitchen, a disused kitchen; the range was gray with dust, the shelves empty.


  "Wait here a minute till we see if they were alarmed by the sound," whispered Greg. "Keep on this side away from the windows."


  They waited, holding their breaths to listen. Not a sound was to be heard through the dark house except the rats scurrying behind the plaster.


  Satisfied at length that the broken glass had passed unnoticed, they proceeded to investigate their surroundings. Four doors faced them; two gave on cupboards, the third on a short passage ending in the front basement room, while the fourth opened on the stair hall. The other room on this floor was as empty as the kitchen. Though so far there was no sign of human usage they were struck by the warmth of the house.


  "They don't stint themselves coal," whispered Greg. "Let's drop our overcoats."


  A door under the stairs gave on steps leading to the cellar. A gaslight had been left burning down here. They saw the furnace that supplied the heat, but there was no person in the cellar.


  Greg left Bull on guard on the basement floor. "If anybody gets past us up-stairs, don't let him get by you without frisking him for the book. If they come too fast for you, call for help."


  Greg and Estuban stole up to the main floor. Two long parlors front and rear opened off the hall. They were dusty and empty like the rooms below. At the head of the next flight of stairs a crack of light showed under a door, and a murmur of voices came down to them.


  Greg whispered to Estuban: "Creep up stairs and listen. It may be valuable to us. I'll call the other men in."


  With infinite caution Greg unchained and unlocked y the two sets of doors and stepped out on the stoop. The block was empty. But there were eyes out. For when Greg gave the prearranged signal three figures appeared from the shadows opposite and noiselessly hastened to him. He drew them inside the house and shut the doors.


  Hickey was sent to help Bull because there were two ways out from the basement to be watched; Blossom was left at the front door; Greg and Ginger stole on up and joined Estuban at the turn of the stairs. Putting his lips to Greg's ear Estuban breathed:


  "We're just in time. They're breaking up here. There are not more than four men with de Socotra in there. The rest have already scattered. He's giving these their final instructions now."


  Greg whispered back: "Is the door locked?"


  "I don't think so. There's no key in the other side. Now that you're here to back me up I'll try the handle."


  "Wait a minute. Front and rear bedrooms in these houses usually communicate. Ginger, go in the front room and stand guard. Take my flash."


  Estuban yielded first place to Greg. Greg tried the door. It gave. Slamming it open the two entered the room with their guns before them.


  "Hands up, gentlemen," said Greg.


  There were four men; three seated in various attitudes about a table near the window, and the fourth, de Socotra, arrested in the act of pacing back and forth. The table was littered with papers. Several valises stood about the floor. The three sitting men, Abanez and Alfieri were two of them, flung up their hands without a sound as if impelled by an electrical current. Not so de Socotra. His nerves were under iron control. He actually laughed. With his eyes fixed on Greg's eyes he coolly drew a cigarette case from his waistcoat pocket, took a cigarette, tapped it finally on the lid, and stuck it between his grinning lips. Returning the cigarette case, from another pocket he produced a match, struck it on his sole, lighted the cigarette and flicked the match away.


  "Ah, our good friend Mr. Parr again," he said mockingly. "Really, Mr. Parr, you ought to be in moving pictures. Or perhaps you are. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?"


  If he expected to rattle Greg he mistook his man. Greg saw a tell-tale bulge over the man's right breast, and that was all he wanted. Matching the other's tone, he said:


  "You're a remarkable man, Señor de Socotra. I didn't want to lose touch with you. To-night I have brought an old acquaintance of yours with me."


  De Socotra for the first looked at Estuban, and his eyes changed. The smile became a thought strained, but the voice was as cool as ever. "Ah, Estuban! How did you get out of jail?"


  Estuban was incapable of this grim jesting. It was his first sight of the man responsible for the murder of his best friend, and his eyes burned. He answered de Socotra in Spanish. Whatever it was he said, it bit through the elder man's veneer of scorn. De Socotra snarled at him.


  "Put up your hands," said Greg. "I shall not tell you again."


  De Socotra obeyed. But his expression altered. He looked beyond and between Greg and Estuban and suddenly cried:


  "Seize them both, Milio!"


  In spite of themselves they looked behind them. Even as he turned, Greg was half sensible that it was a trick, but the subconscious impulse was irresistible. There was no one there, of course. They turned back. De Socotra was in the act of springing towards an open door in the corner. Like a flash Estuban's pistol sought him. Greg knocked his hand up, and the bullet went through the ceiling. De Socotra disappeared. The other three men, green with terror, never moved.


  "Keep them covered," Greg shouted. "I'll get him."


  He ran out through the hall and into the front room crying: "Hold him. Ginger!"


  But he and Ginger only collided with each other in the empty room.


  "He didn't come this way," gasped Ginger.


  At the same moment back in the hall a door banged open. They ran out. An open closet door between the two rooms showed the way he had escaped. There was no sight nor sound of him. There were two other rooms on the floor, a bathroom presumably and a hall room, but he had not had time enough to get a door open and closed again, nor could he have gone down stairs for there was no sound from Blossom at the foot.


  At the instant Greg made up his mind that he had gone up, a small bright beam of light flashed athwart the upper flight and threw a circle on the side wall. From above a voice said mockingly:


  "Yes, I'm up here, Mr. Parr. Come on up. When you cross that light I'll give you something to bring with you."


  The voice did not come from the spot whence the light issued. Evidently he had laid his light on the floor and retreated from it. For an instant Greg hesitated. Then it came to him what to do. Extending his body on the steps, pressing close to the rail where one on the upper landing could not see him, he snaked his way up a step at a time until he was within striking distance of the light. Taking careful aim, he fired. The light went out.


  At the same moment he let his body relax and slid back down the stairs. But no answering shot came as he expected. Nor was there any sound of running feet above. De Socotra as usual was bluffing. While the light lay on the floor he had stolen away. Listening intently Greg heard some little sounds from the fourth and top story of the house. Snatching his light out of Ginger's hands he sprang up the stairs. Ginger followed at his heels.


  In the hall on the top floor stood a ladder leading to a scuttle in the roof. They heard de Socotra upon it working desperately to raise the scuttle. But they were too quick for him. As they mounted the last flight he jumped down and ran into the back room. There all sounds ceased.


  Greg paused at the head of the stairs. It was a ticklish job to follow an armed man into a dark room. He tried to figure out what de Socotra would expect him to do, so he could do the opposite. He had left! the door open behind him; was it to tempt Greg in? Greg determined to try to take him in the rear.


  Leaving Ginger crouching at the turn of the stairs, he stole along the hall and ever so carefully opened the door of the front room. In case his man were inside he flashed his light in to draw his fire, but there was no sound. He went in, holding his light off to one side of his body. The room was empty. Absolute silence pressed on the house so full of men.


  There were two doors in the back wall of this room. Greg cautiously opened the first. This floor was planned differently from the second floor. He found himself in an extra middle room with a skylight through which showed the low-hanging clouds faintly rosy with the reflection of the city lights.


  Returning, he tried the other door and found himself in a long closet or passage leading to the rear. He dared not flash his light here for fear of giving warning of his coming. The passage was as black as Erebus. The heaviness of the air convinced him that it was closed at the other end. He crept on all fours feeling with his hand before him, half-expecting to lay it on a human figure, half expecting momentarily to be met with a blinding flash and a bullet.


  He was stopped at last by a door which must lead into the room into which de Socotra had fled. He listened with his ear to the crack but could hear no sound from the other side. If this door were locked all his trouble would go for nothing. He found a match and inserted it carefully in the keyhole. It passed freely through. The chances were it was not locked.


  If the man were still in the room there was no possibility of getting this door open without giving him warning; so Greg took no care, but suddenly flung it wide. He stood back and let his light shine through. Still it drew no shot.


  Yet de Socotra was in there. Greg heard him run for the hall door. Greg sprang after him, but de Socotra got the door closed before he could prevent, and Greg heard the key turn in the lock. He heard Ginger tackle the man, as he ran around through the passage to the front room.


  Little Ginger was no match for this antagonist. De Socotra must have shaken him off with ease, for ere Greg could reach the front room door that, too, was slammed and locked. The middle room door was already locked and the key on the other side, Greg heard de Socotra vault over the stair rail and run on down.


  Ginger shouted a warning through the house to Blossom, and waited to liberate Greg. This took him a little while, because De Socotra had tossed away the keys at random. Greg shouted to Ginger to open the middle door, but in his excitement Ginger did not get the sense of it. He struck innumerable matches until he found the key to the back room.


  Meanwhile de Socotra had leaped down two flights of stairs unhindered, for Estuban dared not leave the three men he was covering. On the third flight de Socotra saw Blossom waiting for him at the foot and went over the rail. He dropped in the middle of the hall and ran into one of the parlors. Here, as Blossom chased him in and out the different doors, he began to shout for help in tones of mock fear.


  These cries were too much for Bull and Hickey on the floor below. Locking the doors at which they respectively stood guard, they sprang up to the parlor floor. This was evidently what de Socotra wanted. He led them all a chase through the dark rooms. They collided with each other and wasted their strength in vain struggles, thinking they had the fugitive. When he saw the way clear de Socotra ran on down the basement stairs.


  By this time Greg and Ginger reached the first floor. They heard de Socotra running wildly back and forth in the basement below. Bull and Hickey had had the foresight to pocket the keys of the two doors and he could not get out. All the windows in the basement were barred. As Greg leaped down the basement stairs with the other men tumbling after he heard the cellar door bang open. There was no way out of the cellar except by the coal-hole.


  "We've got him now!" he cried.


  He was well assured that if de Socotra had had a gun he would have used it before this, and he followed unhesitatingly. At the head of the next stair he heard the furnace door clang and his heart sunk like a stone. The gaslight in the cellar was still burning brightly. De Socotra stood by the furnace stroking his mustache, panting a little, but smiling still. His hands were empty.


  Disregarding him for the moment Greg flung open the furnace door. On the bed of cherry red coals the little black book was already furiously blazing. A hand thrust in to rescue it would have been shriveled to the bone. There was no suitable tool handy. Greg had the inexpressible mortification of seeing it fall apart and dissolve in the flames. An involuntary groan broke from him. De Socotra laughed.


  Greg flung around furiously, his gun up. "Damn you ! I ought to shoot you like a dog, you murderer!" he cried.


  "But you won't," said de Socotra coolly.


  It was true, Greg's pistol arm was rendered impotent, but not, as de Socotra thought, because he was intimidated. He turned away gritting his teeth.


  The other men were crowding into the narrow cellar, staring open-mouthed at de Socotra, and waiting for a signal from Greg how to act. After them came Estuban who had by this time succeeded in searching and disarming the three men, and had locked them in their room on the second floor.


  "Where is the book?" cried Estuban.


  "Burned up," said Greg heavily.


  Estuban was hampered by no promise to spare their adversary. His gun went up. Springing forward, Greg flung his arms about him. They struggled, while their men looked on at a loss how to act. No one noticed that de Socotra had maneuvered his position until he now stood under the gaslight. His hand shot over his head, and they were plunged in blackness. Before he could be stopped de Socotra gained the stairs. Trying to follow him, they jammed helplessly together. He slammed the door at the top and locked it.


  With their combined weight it was only a moment or two before they burst it out. But de Socotra was already half way up through the house. They reached the top floor to find the scuttle open to the sky. There was no sign of him up and down the roofs.


  Greg reluctantly called off the pursuit. "We'll only rouse the neighborhood. He has some way of retreat known to himself. Let the last man through hook the scuttle so he can't come back this way."


  


  They left the three Spanish-Americans to make their way out as best they could. If de Socotra failed to return to their aid, they could always throw up the windows and call on the neighbors. It would be up to them to explain how they came to be in such a plight.


  It was a dejected little crowd that made its way back through the dark, cold streets to Bessie Bickle's. Estuban was furiously angry at being balked of his purpose.


  "Why did you stop me?" he cried.


  Greg was not quite frank in replying. "I couldn't help myself," he said. "Richly as he deserved it, I couldn't stand by and let you shoot down an unarmed man."


  "We'll never get him now," muttered Estuban, and relapsed into a sullen silence.


  Greg's own state of mind was not an enviable one. To be so nearly successful and then have his man flout him to his face, and get away laughing—it was too much! His heart burned in his breast. Promise or no promise, he knew there would be no peace in life for him until he had squared accounts with that smiling scoundrel.


  As soon as they opened the kitchen door they saw from Bessie's pale face and shaken manner that something fresh had happened on this night of nights.


  Thinking of Amy Greg's breast went cold. "What is it?" he demanded.


  The answer relieved his worst fears. "He's gone," stammered Bessie, "the Spaniard up-stairs."


  "Dead?" said Greg astonished.


  "Aye, he's dead all right. I went up just now to have a look at him. He's lying there " Bessie shuddered. "I left him till you come."


  "And Amy?"


  "She's all right. Asleep. She don't know."


  "Send one of the boys for the doctor," said Greg. "I'll go up alone first."


  The light in Greg's room was still burning. De Silva was lying on his back on the bed his eyes open and staring. . . . Small wonder Bessie had been frightened. One arm hung down over the edge of the bed, the hand lying palm upward and open on the floor. A little bright object had rolled from the nerveless fingers. Greg picked it up, a hypodermic needle.


  On the bureau its case lay open. Beside the bed for the needle it held space for a vial of some blackish fluid; no doubt a further supply of the poison that killed with a lightning stroke. Under the little shagreen case was a folded paper addressed in pencil to "Gregory Parr." Greg opened it with fingers that trembled a little and read:


  
    "I kept the needle. I ought to have used it first, but it takes nerve to jab yourself. It was easier to jump overboard. I can use it now. When we started for New York the old man gave me a little book to carry. Important papers were bound in it. I never read them. They were made out in duplicate. He carried one set and gave me the other. I meant to give them to de Socotra, but I didn't want to after. I didn't know what to do with it. I hid myself in a cheap little hotel the day after, the Alpha House,— West Broadway. I had room number 19. I slit the mattress and hid the book in the stuffing. I suppose it's there yet if you want it.


    "De Silva."

  


  The reaction from discouragement to hope was sudden. Greg had to read the note twice before he realized what it meant. He resisted his first impulse to shout the joyful tidings down to Estuban. Better not raise his hopes until the prize was actually in hand. Greg scarcely gave another thought to what lay on the bed. This discovery dwarfed the importance of the poor wretch's end. Five o'clock of a winter's morning though it was, he could not wait a moment before going in search of the little book. He put the needle in the case and the case in his pocket, and determined to keep his own counsel for the time being. If the doctor was willing to issue a death certificate without full information, so much the better.


  To those in the kitchen he merely said: "I have to go out for an hour. If the doctor says all right, send for the undertaker. Hickey, drive me over to West Broadway, will you?"


  Within the time he had set Greg was back with shining eyes. In the kitchen the disconsolate crowd sat much as he had left them. Ginger and Blossom slept with their heads on the table. Bull, Blossom and Pa Simmons were talking in whispers by the window. Bessie moved heavily around on her interminable chores. Beyond the stove sat Estuban in an attitude of utter dejection, elbows on knees and head between his hands. At the noise of Greg's entrance he lifted his lack-luster eyes. Seeing Greg's beaming smile a resentful scowl lined his brows.


  "You seem well-pleased with yourself," he muttered.


  Greg without saying anything held up the little black book before him. Estuban gasped and hung undecided for a moment. Then springing towards Greg he snatched it from his hands and scanned the pages with burning eyes.


  "This is it!" he cried. "Thank God! we have him now!"


  CHAPTER XXII


  NEMESIS


  On the afternoon of the day following these events Amy and Greg alighted from the flivver at the door of the Stickney Arms. Their pale composed faces masked a great inner excitement for they knew that Francisco de Socotra was at home. It had been Amy s idea thus boldly to beard him in his lair. Ever since she had got up that morning the direction of affairs had been in her hands. Greg looked at the little creature with a new wonder and respect.


  The hall-boy Frank received them with a broad grin not unmixed with slyness. The new clothes that Bessie had got Amy made her look like a bride perhaps. Clearly Frank's explanation of this visit was that they were returning, married, for the parental blessing. Therefore he looked both disappointed and puzzled when they sent up their names: Miss Wilmot and Mr. Parr. Word was quickly returned that they were to be shown up.


  A new maid opened the door to them, to whom they meant nothing. They were ushered into the handsome living-room of the apartment where Señor and Señora de Socotra were both waiting. Amy was quickly received into the other woman's arms who patted her and wept and babbled incoherently. De Socotra, whatever his feelings were, received them with a happy-parental smile that was perfection. His welcome included Greg. Not by the slightest sign did he betray any consciousness of the events of the night before.


  Greg thought grimly: "He feels that he can afford to smile since the body of his victim is reduced to ashes, and the damning evidence of the little black book destroyed too. Wait a bit, old fellow!"


  While Amy and Señora de Socotra murmured together, Señor Francisco made bland remarks on the weather, his wicked eye twinkling at Greg as if to invite him to enjoy the situation. He offered Greg one of the incomparable cigars. Greg, reflecting that all this was for the benefit of the gentle, kindly little lady who had harmed no one, took it.


  "Last night I pointed a gun at him and to-day he comes back with a cigar," he thought. "Life's a funny affair!"


  Amy said to Greg deprecatingly: "I am lying to her, poor dear! I am telling her that I was so much better to-day that they allowed me to come out for a little while in your care."


  "Admirable!" murmured de Socotra.


  Señora de Socotra shyly nodded and smiled at Greg, and said something to Amy that was evidently intended to be repeated to him. There was a charming, childlike quality in the little lady that was wholly irresistible.


  Amy said: "She asks your pardon that she cannot speak your language. She wishes me to thank you for taking such good care of me."


  "She thinks you're one of the keepers," chuckled de Socotra.


  Through Amy, Greg made his best compliments to Señora de Socotra.


  Amy soon rose to go. Her adoptive mother clung to her piteously and would not let her go until Amy promised to return the next day, "perhaps to stay." De Socotra accompanied them into the hall, expecting no doubt to learn there the real object of this call. Nor was he disappointed.


  "Francisco," said Amy coldly, "it is necessary that Mr. Parr and I discuss with you what is to be done."


  "Come into my room," said de Socotra.


  "No, we cannot talk here while mamma knows we are still in the house. We want you to come to us in Gibbon Street."


  De Socotra elevated his fine eyebrows. "That would be thrusting my head into the lion's mouth!" he said humorously.


  "Are you afraid?" taunted Amy.


  "My dear, the bravest man has to exercise ordinary prudence or the days of his bravery would be few!"


  "Mr. Parr saved your life twice last night."


  "Another time he might not be so fortunate."


  "Francisco, I pledge you my word that no harm will come to you while you are there, and that you will be allowed to go as freely as you come."


  De Socotra looked at Greg.


  "I add my word to Miss Wilmot's," said Greg stiffly. "Moreover there is no objection to your bringing any friend or friends with you, as many as you like."


  "But if I still feel obliged to decline this charming invitation?" said de Socotra mockingly.


  "You will not decline it," said Amy.


  "Why will I not?"


  "Because in that case I will be obliged to tell mamma the whole truth about what has happened. I am taking all this trouble for the sake of sparing her. If you will not help me in that, then affairs must take their course regardless."


  "What affairs?" asked de Socotra with a great parade of innocence.


  "What is the use of making pretenses among us three? We know, and you know that we know."


  "But no one else knows," was the smiling reply. "And there is no proof in existence."


  "You don't know what proof we have. Come to Mrs. Bickle's house and we will lay our case before you. You can then decide whether or not you care to accept the conditions that we lay down."


  De Socotra hesitated. Bravado and simple curiosity struggled with the man's sense of prudence. Above all he was a gamester.


  "When do you want me to come?"


  "It is four now. We will expect you between five and six."


  "Very well, I'll be there."


  


  Upon the stroke of half-past five de Socotra drove up to Bessie Bickle's in a taxi-cab. He bade the man wait. Amy and Greg met him at the front door. He came alone.


  "You are a bold man, Francisco," said Amy.


  Amy had changed to a black dress which set off the unrelieved pallor of her skin like alabaster. The little creature now had a consecrated air like a priestess that added inches to her stature. Greg, who was wretchedly ill at ease, regarded her with a kind of awe. She was the leader now. A strange hush brooded over the little house. The shutters of the store were up.


  Amy led the way up-stairs. De Socotra, notwithstanding his pretended assurance, was impressed by the change in her dress and manner. All the way up he talked lightly to conceal his uneasiness.


  "What an odd retreat you have chosen! I thought we should never get here. My chauffeur had never heard of Gibbon Street, nor any one else for that matter. What shocking streets we came through. Picturesque though, if one cares for that sort of thing."


  No one paid the slightest attention to this babble. At the head of the stairs Amy opened the door of Bessie's bedroom and passed in. De Socotra was still talking as he followed her. Greg was behind him.


  ''Houston Street reminded me of Rome, Rome in Juvenal's day with its—"


  The sentence was caught up on a gasp. It was never completed. Bessie's room had been transformed into a little mortuary chapel. Everything in it had been removed and the walls hung from ceiling to floor in grim black draperies. The effect was startling in the extreme; it had been designed to startle. In the center of the room, the sole object it contained, rested a plain black coffin on a severely draped bier. Six tall candles stood about the head lighting the face of the corpse strangely. It was the face of de Silva—peaceful, waxen, and faintly yellow.


  Greg fascinated watched de Socotra. Amy disdained to look at him. Her gaze was bent like Nemesis on the poor clay. De Silva's face showed a dignity it had never known in life. One saw the man he might have been. Stilled now was the wild spirit that had been touched too late by kindness.


  De Socotra's bronzed face turned gray, and a network of tiny dark veins showed under his skin. One realized the man's age. He breathed like something hurt. But he kept his back straight and his gaze never faltered from the dead man's face.


  "Where did you—where did you—" he began twice, but did not finish.


  Amy without speaking pointed to a note pinned on de Silva's breast. De Socotra, seeing that he was expected to read it, came forward. His nostrils twitched, a pained look showed deep in his eyes; one guessed that it afflicted him with nausea to approach the body of his hired assassin, but his iron will was not yet broken. He stooped, and in the light of the candles began to read with a sneer. It was the note de Silva had left for Greg.


  As he realized what it implied, de Socotra sharply straightened, and for an instant looked wildly around like a trapped creature. But he quickly controlled himself. He turned his back on the coffin.


  "So this is your proof," he said, and God knows what effort it cost him to bring it out so nonchalantly; "but he's dead, too!"


  "Follow me," said Amy.


  She opened the door that communicated with Bessie's parlor. An overpowering breath of sweetness was wafted forth. She passed in. De Socotra followed to the door, walking steadily, but with a gait somewhat stiffer than his wont. At the door he put out a hand to steady himself. His eyes looked wildly around the next room, and he drew back a little as if his flesh refused to be subjected to a further horror.


  This room, too, was a resting-place of the dead, but with a difference. Great, many-branched candlesticks stood around this rich bier flooding the room with a pale gold light. Roses pink and white and red were everywhere; sheaves of roses heaped on the coffin and strewn on the pall.


  Amy's expression was very different as she stood beside this bier. She was still a marble woman, but it was a marble head of grief. Her hands involuntarily went to her breast. She gazed down, oblivious alike to de Socotra and to Greg. Greg looked at her and experienced the meaning of adoration.


  De Socotra's horror-stricken eyes were fixed on the ceiling. Anon they darted frantically from side to side like rats threatened by fire. In the end he had to look. His eyes were dragged in agony to the dead man's face. A groan was forced from the bottom of his breast. At that moment the debonair scoundrel's spirit broke. His head fell forward, his limp arms dropped to his sides.


  He saw the face of Antonio Bareda beautiful in death. The lips seemed to be on the point of breaking into the old friendly smile; there was a slight lift to the eye-brows that suggested light and humor lurking behind the lowered lids. The wrinkles of age were all smoothed out. The happy warrior slept the long sleep.


  "Come closer," said Amy remorselessly.


  The broken man had no thought but to obey. He approached the coffin's foot on sinking knees. The change in his face was shocking. He saw that the dead man held clasped in his hands the little black book in which was bound up "the happiness of a whole people," but de Socotra regarded that indifferently now.


  He whispered hoarsely: "It is enough. I understand you." Turning, he made his way towards the hall door like a man struggling against a crushing power, like a swimmer at the last gasp.


  "Wait!" said Amy.


  Reaching him, she held out the little shagreen case. "Something of yours that I wish to return to you," she said with dreadful meaning.


  Greg shuddered. De Socotra dropped the case in his pocket.


  At the foot of the stairs he paused again. Without looking at Amy he murmured: "Will you come back— and stay with mamma?"


  "If I do not find Bianca there."


  "I shall send her away at once."


  "Very well. I shall be there to-night."


  When the door closed behind him Greg burst out: "You cannot go ! It is too horrible !"


  "It must be gone through with," she murmured.


  


  Early next morning Greg, who had paced his room the night through, received the expected summons. Francisco de Socotra had been found dead in his bed. Heart-failure, the doctor said. How should he have noticed the tiny needle prick on the man's throat? The needle itself had been destroyed before he came.


  Señora de Socotra was a piteous figure. Later in the day she insisted on seeing Greg to thank him for his kindness at so dreadful a moment in a strange land. Overwhelming as was her grief there was no bitterness in it. She spoke of it as simply as a child. Amy with the tears running down her cheeks translated for Greg.


  "If you could have known him as I knew him! So good a man, so kind and true! Like a knight of olden times; my knight! I could not live without him, did I not feel that he had left me a work to do. He has left a great fortune, they tell me. Every penny of it shall I devote to good works in his memory! If I cannot be happy I can at least find peace in building a worthy memorial to his dear name."


  When they left her Amy said: "You understand now why I acted as I did?"


  "I understand," Greg said.


  CHAPTER XXIII


  CONCLUSION


  The news of the deaths respectively of Antonio Bareda and Francisco de Socotra reached Managuay simultaneously. Many surmises were given rise to, but the truth never became known—or at least it was never published. The bodies of the two citizens arrived on the same ship and their funerals were held on the same day. Little inconvenience was thereby caused, for there were few in Managuay who desired to attend both ceremonies. One cortege was followed by the rich and the great whose sleek countenances bore the conventional expressions of grief; while behind the other followed on foot an endless procession of the weeping poor.


  De Socotra's wife and adopted daughter brought his body home, and on the day following the funeral Señora de Socotra in memory of her husband presented to the republic the magnificent estate of Casa Grande with its famous Jardin des Plantes to be held in perpetuity for the benefit of the people. Señora de Socotra and Miss Wilmot (as the younger lady was thereafter to be known) then departed for Paris to arrange for the magnificent mausoleum that the bereaved widow designed to erect.


  The simultaneous deaths of these two men left Managuay's political situation very unsettled. The government, deprived of its strong man who had ruled for so long from behind the curtain, scarcely knew where it stood; the people having lost their champion were too apathetic to take advantage of the government's weakness. For a while things went on outwardly as before. Then it became known that the United States minister, a well-meaning, weak soul, who had been an involuntary tool in the hands of the exploiters of Managuay, had been recalled, and one Gregory Parr appointed in his place.


  When in due course Mr. Parr arrived the people were surprised by his youth. He brought with him as secretary a Managuayan, Mario Estuban, and the poor people took heart. On the occasion of his first call on the President of Managuay Mr. Parr displayed a knowledge of the internal affairs of the republic that appalled the functionary. Further, Mr. Parr made certain representations that resulted in the hasty resignation of the President and his entire government, and a new election was called.


  During the interim influential gentlemen, both Managuayan and American, called on the United States minister, and it was rumored that heated interviews took place. The minister remained polite and unyielding. At the same time currents that were set in motion in Washington to have him removed failed of their effect.


  As election day drew near a United States cruiser made a visit of courtesy to the harbor of Managuay. The sailors were received with the wildest enthusiasm by the crowds. She remained until after the event. No armed force was landed; her mute presence in the harbor was sufficient. For the first time in years the Managuayans voted as they pleased. A truly popular and representative government was returned, which promptly got down to the work of correcting the abuses of the former regime. Curiously enough business was not ruined as had been so freely prognosticated. Dividends continued to be paid while the workers sang at their work. Capitalists discovered in Managuay as elsewhere that oppression did not even pay.


  Towards the end of the winter Señora de Socotra and Miss Wilmot returned to Santiago de Managuay.


  


  Amidst the misty verdure of the Jardin des Plantes under the great moon of the tropics sauntered a happy pair pressed close together.


  "When did you start loving me, Greg?"


  "When you touched my arm outside the garage, and asked me if that was my car."


  "But I was in boy's clothes then."


  "My heart told me you were not a boy. . . . When did you start loving me?"


  "On the way home in the cab from Bessie's when we quarreled so violently. I cried all night."


  "Oho! Then the way to reach your heart is by quarreling with you!"


  "Oh, it wouldn't work now. I see through you too well!"


  "I love to have you see through me! How sweet it is to have you laugh at me and love me still!"


  "I like to have you love me, but I'm not sure that I like to be laughed at. Perhaps you can teach me to laugh at myself."


  "I don't want you any different. It's such fun to tease you, Red-head!"


  "I'll bleach my hair!"


  "You couldn't bleach your red-headed nature! . . ."


  "What became of the old flivver, Greg?"


  "I brought it with me."


  "Brought it with you!"


  ''Yes, and Hickey. I Intended to surprise you. Hickey had a longing to travel. He is now driving Taxi No. 1 in Santiago, and learning Spanish mornings. When the old car will no longer run we'll build a little private museum for her in our back yard. When we get old we'll go look at it together and remind each other of the brisk days of our youth."


  "We'll never grow old inside anyway. . . ."


  "Amy, dear, there's one thing that troubles my peace."


  "What is that?"


  "De Socotra's money."


  "It was all left to mamma."


  "But I suppose it will come to you in time. How could we take it?"


  "I have thought of that. We needn't take it if you will help me lie once more and for the last time."


  "How?"


  "I have been trying to persuade mamma to buy herself a sufficient annuity and then devote all the rest to philanthropic works. She objects that she must make provision for me. But if we allow her to think that you have sufficient—"


  "I see. I haven't a cent, you know, really, except the salary of a minor post in the diplomatic service. Aren't you afraid sometimes?"


  "Never! My dearest dear! I know you will win a proper place in the world for you and me! It's fun to begin on nothing."


  "Oh, I do love you!"


  "I love you so!"


  THE END
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  Chapter 1


  As noon approached, Mike Speedon cleared his desk preparatory to leaving his office in the Recorder-Press Building. It was a very small office, but the fact that he had an office of his own testified to his importance on the premises. He was usually called Society Reporter, which he didn’t like; “Social Commentator” or “Columnist” pleased him better. His column was more and more widely syndicated and he had become a big figure in the smart life of the town and, in fact, of the nation. And nobody knew it better than Mike himself. He didn’t have to keep office hours any more, but he attended every morning from nine to twelve because of what he called his Puritan conscience. In other respects he was not exactly a Puritan.


  The telephone rang and he picked up the instrument. It was Warner Bassett, City Editor. Hearing the silky quality in Warner’s voice, Mike frowned; around the shop he wanted to be treated as one of the gang. Since he had become a “feature” on the paper, Mike was no longer under Bassett’s direct control.


  “Hi, Mike! Stop by a moment on your way out, will you?”


  “Sure!” said Mike, thinking: What the hell does he want of me? Something I don’t want to do, that’s certain.


  As he picked up his hat, he considered his engagements for the day; 1 P.M., lunch with Peggy Rhinelander et al. at the Colony; a dull bunch but the food would be good; ought to be able to get away by 2:30. Then home for a good sleep. This afternoon nap was Mike’s secret. He posed as a superman who didn’t require more than three hours’ sleep in the twenty-four. 5 P.M. cocktails at the Alexanders’; 6 would be plenty of time to get there. Half an hour was enough for the Alexanders. Must look in at Mrs. Overton’s afterwards; that woman had the commanding eye of a rising star. Home to dress; 8 P.M., Sloan dinner at the St. Regis; big bow-wows; wear the jeweled gardenia and Inverness cape. Get away in time to look in at Gilbert Miller’s first night before the show let out; then a quick round of Jack and Charlie’s; Stork Club; El Morocco. Promised to join the Paley’s party at 12:30. And at 1:30 . . . Paradise! Mike smiled to himself. No danger of forgetting that!


  He passed through the littered city room and into Warner’s enclosure in the corner. Warner, keen, gray-faced, chewing an unlighted cigar, was the picture of a city editor. He was only a year or two older than Mike. Looking up at the latter’s fresh complexion he asked sourly:


  “What time did you get to bed this morning?”


  “Somewhere around three-thirty.”


  “How the hell do you keep it up?”


  “It’s a gift.”


  “Yeah, a gift,” said Warner bitterly. “Christ! you have it soft! Look at me! Look at all the boys here! It takes this whole damn manure pile to produce one perfect blossom like you! You stink like a gardenia!”


  There was no unfriendliness in this, and Mike merely grinned. “Sure! But you didn’t ask me here to talk about the flowers. What. . .?”


  “Mrs. Charles Warrington Ware is going to conduct a hay ride up Broadway at midnight tonight,” said Warner abruptly. “I’ve just been tipped off.”


  “Sure you’ve been tipped off. And every other newspaper in town. Why else give a hay ride?”


  “You’re supposed to be a friend of hers,” said Warner.


  Mike said nothing.


  “Have you been invited on this hay ride?”


  “I have.”


  “Are you going?”


  “Can you see me?”


  “No,” grumbled Warner, “but I don’t know the requirements of your job. I reckon you have to pay for your fun one way or another.”


  “I‘m getting to the point where I can pick and choose,” said Mike. “I’ve got better copy for my column than old Flora Ward’s hay ride.”


  “The woman is batty!”


  “Aren’t we all?”


  “Sixty-seven years old, and trying to outdo the debutantes!”


  “She’s not insane, if that’s what you mean,” said Mike. “For forty years she was the meek and uncomplaining wife of Charles W. Ware, the nickel king.”


  “Cut out the headlines!”


  “Headlines to the headliner,” murmured Mike.


  “Save it! Save it!”


  “You know what old Charlie Ware was; he reduced everybody around him to a mush of concession. Especially his wife. He allowed her twelve hundred a month out of which she had to keep up two big houses. She scarcely had a dollar to spend on herself. Close-mouthed old so-and-so; she never knew how rich he was until after he died. He was so busy making money he could never stop to draw up a will, and she inherited three million a year without any strings to it. She’s lost her head, that’s all; at sixty-seven she’s having her first taste of life.”


  “All the leeches in town have fastened on her.”


  “Oh, not all of them. She has a head leech who does her best to keep the others off.”


  “Mrs. Bethesda Prior?”


  “Sure. Bethesda’s the one who thinks up the hay rides and other scintillating stunts.”


  “They’re all batty, I say,” cried Warner.


  “No,” said Mike, “publicity-drunk. . . . You ought to have seen Flora Ware the night Ciro’s opened. She spends the whole day at Helena Rubinstein’s getting fixed up for an occasion like that. Her entrance stopped the show. A white satin gown from Hattie Carnegie’s like a bride’s; a drift of white fox around her skinny shoulders and a diamond tiara like a sky sign! She was like nothing in the world but an animated waxwork in technicolor. She ordered champagne for the reporters and press photographers and sat down to tell them about herself. ‘Boys,' I heard her say as I passed by, ‘my hair is all my own, too; and if you don’t believe it, pull it, pull it!’ ”


  “Sure,” said Warner, “but what can I do?” “Give her the silence treatment. She would die of chagrin.”


  “You let her have plenty of space in your column.”


  “Once I did; not now. Leave her to the tabloids. She’s their dish. This is a newspaper.”


  “It used to be,” said Warner sourly.


  “You’re in a position to take the initiative,” urged Mike. “Call up the other papers and get them to agree to boycott this wacky hay ride.”


  “You’re an idealist,” said Warner. “They’d rat on me; they’re all hyenas; I‘m a hyena, too.”


  Mike shrugged.


  “No!” said Warner briskly; “she’s worth sixty million, and she’s news. I can cover the hay ride all right; what I wanted from you—as a favor—was the inside story. The others won’t have that. You’re one of her gang. Why, they said for a while that you were engaged to her.”


  “Oh, my God!” said Mike with a mock shudder.


  “You don’t have to sign the story,” urged Warner, “and you can make it satirical if you want—but not too satirical.”


  “Nothing doing,” said Mike. “Sorry.”


  “Why not? It’s your line.”


  “That’s just the reason. This café society or saloon society, or whatever you call it, is an A-1 racket; it helps sell the paper; it’s money in our pockets . . .”


  “Particularly in your pocket,” put in Warner.


  “Sure. But at that I‘m not kidded by it. . . . Nothing lasts forever and a woman like Flora Ware threatens my profitable racket. Everything and everybody she is associated with is smeared with ridicule. Nothing in this fair land of ours can stand long against ridicule. Glamour is my stock in trade, and if Flora and her like peel all the glamour off saloon society, I‘ll be looking for a new job.”


  “Maybe so,” said Warner, “but that’s too long a view for the editor of a daily paper. I’ve got to play up Mrs. Charles Warrington Ware while she lasts.” He returned to the papers on his desk. “Get out! Who are you lunching with today, Tallulah or Ina or Libby?”


  “No such luck. I‘m out on hire today.”


  “Lucky stiff! Give ‘em my love anyhow, and the hell with them!”


  Chapter 2


  Mrs. Charles Warrington Ware occupied a triplex apartment at the top of the most expensive building on the Avenue. Bethesda had leased it for her. Two walls of the vast living room were painted white and the other two black, thus immediately establishing a modernistic atmosphere. Down at one end was an arrangement of primitive African sculpture—very primitive; other decorations included big wooden bowls of colored glass balls placed here and there on the floor; modernistic sculptured animals on stands and surrealist paintings on the walls. In the beginning Mrs. Ware had felt obliged to avert her eyes from the primitive sculpture and the surrealists, but she became accustomed to them in time, and all her sophisticated friends agreed with Bethesda, that the whole effect was trés-chi-chi.


  At nine o’clock on the morning following the over-publicized hay ride, Miss Day Radnor rang the bell of the apartment as usual, and was admitted by Cummings, the butler. Brown-haired Miss Radnor, who favored severely tailored suits and hats as if she was determined to hide how pretty she was (but only thereby emphasized it), looked a little out of place among the grotesques, but she worked there. She said:


  “Weren’t you up very late last night, Cummings?”


  “Moderately so, Miss.”


  “And already on the job?”


  “Well, I like to see that things get properly started in the morning, Miss.”


  Cummings did not run quite true to type; his attire lacked something of a butler’s superhuman neatness; his coarse black hair had a tendency to fall over his forehead, his features were rugged. But his manner was smooth enough—too smooth, Day Radnor felt; too watchful. It was not quite natural that Cummings should always be the last to go to bed and the first to get up. However, she told herself, it was not her put.


  “Have you seen this morning’s papers, Miss?” asked Cummings.


  “No,” said Day, “and I don’t want to.”


  Cummings shook his head sympathetically and sadly.


  Day was not going to be drawn into a discussion of the hay ride with the butler. “What time did the party break up?” she asked.


  “Madam ordered me to stop serving drinks at one-thirty, Miss. That is earlier than usual. Of course, they soon went after that. I went to bed myself, leaving Alfred on duty. Alfred told me they were all out shortly after two.”


  “I see.” Day was thinking. Evidently the hay ride did not make much of a hit.


  “I think Madam had words with Mrs. Prior last night,” ventured Cummings. “Alfred told me that . . .”


  Day shut him off. “Much mail this morning?” she asked briskly.


  “The usual basketful, Miss. . . . Mostly begging letters, I should say,” he added sourly. It was odd, Day thought, how jealous Mrs. Ware’s beneficiaries were of all her other beneficiaries.


  “Naturally,” she said.


  To the right of the entrance door there was a small, plainly furnished room that was called the “office.” This was Day’s hangout between the hours of nine and five and often later. Mrs. Ware rarely visited it; indeed. Day sometimes did not see her employer for several days at a time. Her instructions would be transmitted through Cummings or a maid. Cummings followed Day into the office now. Nothing could discourage his attempts to establish an alliance with the secretary.


  “That will be all, thank you,” said Day; and with a hard look through his lashes he silently went out.


  Day dutifully attacked the big basket of mail. Same old sniveling appeals. What a world! Mrs. Ware insisted on having a complete written report of the beggars, and, if she happened to feel in a good humor, would send out checks recklessly without further investigation. How nicely I could use a check! thought Day.


  At ten o’clock she rang for a servant, and Cummings promptly appeared again. “Has Mrs. Ware rung?” asked Day.


  “No, Miss.”


  “Then I think she ought to be wakened now.”


  “Yes, Miss; but we have a standing order not to rouse her until she rings.”


  “She has an appointment at Helena Rubinstein’s at eleven, and you know how important that is to her.” Day consulted a memorandum on her desk. Today Mrs. Ware was to have a complete check up from the physician at the beauty clinic, followed by a workout and relaxation under the infra-red rays. After that she had not decided whether to take massage and the ultra-violet rays, or a pasteurized milk bath. She would lunch there, and after lunch she was down for an electro-tonic facial, a molding treatment and a hot-oil manicure. Chiropedicure at the same time, of course, a personality make-up and a coiffure for the evening.


  “If she’s late it will upset the whole schedule.”


  “Very well, Miss, I will instruct Kinsey to waken her.”


  


  Kinsey, Mrs. Ware’s own maid, was lingering over her coffee in the servants’ hall. Neat, prim and elderly, she had served some of the greatest ladies of England, and her wage and perquisites from Mrs. Ware amounted to double the earnings of a school teacher. Kinsey knew her own worth. She had to put up with a lot from her aging mistress, and she was apt to take it out on her fellow servants. They called her the Duchess, which did not displease her.


  When Cummings entered, Alfred, the second man, was hovering in the background. Alfred was a young fellow who had been chosen for his fine figure. He would have been handsome but for his shifty eyes. This morning the eyes were rimmed with red as if from lack of sleep, and his manner was jittery. When Cummings’ eyes fell upon the young man, he said sharply:


  “What are you idling about for? I put out the silver to be cleaned.”


  “Yes, sir, Mr. Cummings,” said Alfred, moving toward the door. However, he contrived to delay his departure until he heard what Cummings had to say to Kinsey.


  “Miss Radnor says you’re to waken the Madam now.”


  The elderly maid stiffened her already straight back. “What’s she got to do with me, I‘d like to know! Miss Reduced Gentility! I‘m not in the habit of taking my orders from her!”


  Cummings glanced at her with indifferent dislike. “Madam has an appointment at the beauty parlor at eleven. She’s booked to get the whole works today.”


  Kinsey jumped up. “I didn’t know the hour. I ought to have been informed of it before!” She flounced out.


  Alfred, who had no more than stepped out of the pantry door, came in again. His face was as white as paper, his hands clenched as if to keep them from shaking. “Excuse me, Mr. Cummings,” he whined, “but I don’t feel good. Could I go out to the drug store to get me some medicine?”


  “What’s the matter with you?” asked Cummings.


  “It’s my stomach, sir.”


  “Nonsense! Get cook to give you a dose of bicarbonate. You know you’re not permitted to go out on your own business.”


  Alfred went into the pantry with his head hanging.


  When Cummings was left alone his whole expression changed. He stood by the table with his head lowered, thinking hard. His foxy eyes drew closer together; there was power in his dark face; power and infinite cunning. After a while he went to the kitchen door and called Alfred in again. He showed a smoother front to the young man now.


  “This man Keppel who came to see the Madam yesterday morning; are you sure that was his name? It’s not in the telephone book.”


  “Keppel or Keppler or Kaplan or some such name,” mumbled Alfred.


  Cummings clenched his teeth. “She sent me away on purpose!” he muttered. Then to Alfred: “You’re certain he was a lawyer?”


  “It was on the card he gave me. Down in the corner of the card a string of names and under it ‘Attorneys-at-Law, 120 Broadway.’ ”


  Cummings burst out: “Oh, my God! What a fool you are! I told you to watch her carefully while I was out.”


  Alfred cringed before him. “After he’d gone I watched her,” he whined. “And when she came down to lunch I went into the boudoir and looked for the card so I could copy it off for you, but she’d torn it up.”


  “How did she receive him?” demanded Cummings.


  “Real friendly. He stayed an hour. After I showed him into the room she locked the door. I put my ear to it and I heard her say to him: ‘I am surrounded by snoopers and spies!' And he said: ‘We will keep our voices low.’ Then I couldn’t hear any more.”


  Cummings paced the room, struggling to hold in his anger.


  “Martin drove her down to 120 Broadway late yesterday afternoon,” said Alfred. “You could ask him whose office is there.”


  “You fool!” cried Cummings. “That’s the Equitable! Biggest office building in town. Thousands of tenants!”


  “Well, I didn’t know,” whined Alfred.


  Cummings, pausing, looked Alfred up and down with an ugly smile. “Maybe Miss Radnor knows something about this lawyer. Look, you’re a good-looking young fellow. And well turned. Can’t you get it out of her?”


  Alfred’s eyes shifted away. “Treats me like dirt, she does. Looks right through me as if I wasn’t there.”


  Cummings started to speak; heard uneven footsteps on the service stairs, and took warning from it. “Get out!” he snarled.


  Alfred slipped through the pantry door, flattened himself against the wall behind it, and listened, breathing fast.


  The elderly maid, Kinsey, ran into the servants’ hall from the corridor with open mouth and starting eyes. “She’s gone!”


  Cummings seized her wrist and, dragging her back into the corridor, pulled the door shut. “Quiet, for God’s sake! Do you want to start a panic here!”


  “Gone! Gone!” whimpered Kinsey.


  Cummings pulled her along the corridor and into his own little office, closing that door also. “Now keep your head. Miss Kinsey. What do you mean, gone?”


  “She’s not in her bed. She hasn’t slept there all night.”


  Cummings affected to laugh it off. His face was ghastly.


  “Maybe she had a fancy to try another bed.”


  “I looked in all the rooms. And the bathrooms. And the boudoir. She’s not there.”


  “Maybe she came downstairs. Let’s go through the rooms.”


  They soon satisfied themselves that Mrs. Ware was not in any of the reception rooms. Cummings put his ear to the door of the office. He shook his head.


  “Better ask her,” whispered Kinsey.


  “No! Keep her out of this. She’s against us all!”


  They returned to the butler’s office. “Maybe Madam went home with some of the guests,” Cummings suggested. “Alfred says he didn’t see all of them go.”


  “She wouldn’t do that,” moaned Kinsey. “She had taken a dislike to her friends last night.”


  Cummings wiped his face. “Oh . . . she was always taking dislikes. But after a glass or two, you understand. . . .”


  Kinsey kept shaking her head. “She wouldn’t stay out all night in her evening clothes! How could she show herself in the morning?”


  “When she wakes up she’ll call up to tell you to bring her things to her.”


  Kinsey’s voice began to break. “Well, telephone, telephone, and find out where she is!”


  Cummings hesitated, scowling. “God! It would start such a story going! It would be on the streets in an hour!. . . Wait! I‘ll ask the night elevator man. I can bribe him to keep his mouth shut!”


  He called up the building superintendent. Yes, the night elevator man slept in the building. He was sleeping now, but he could be roused up if he was wanted.


  Cummings sent Kinsey upstairs to open Mrs. Ware’s wardrobe and check her evening wraps.


  The young elevator man presently came in by the service entrance. He was still partly asleep, and had his coat collar turned up to hide the lack of a shirt beneath. His name was Walter. It woke him sharply when Cummings presented him with a five-dollar bill and swore him to secrecy. When the question was put, he said that Mrs. Ware had not gone out again the previous night after she had come home. He could go on the stand and swear it, he said. It would have been impossible for her to get out of the building unless she had walked downstairs, and as there were twelve flights of stairs, this hardly seemed likely. Cummings promised him another five dollars if he kept his mouth shut until he was released from his promise, and sent him away.


  Kinsey came down to report that all of Mrs. Ware’s evening wraps, the white brocade with white fox, the green with a Kolinsky collar, the sable coat, the chinchilla, the mink, and the three ermine coats and wraps were all hanging in their usual places. “She wouldn’t go out at this season without fur around her,” wailed Kinsey.


  Cummings considered, scowling and stroking his chin.


  “Do you realize . . . do you realize what this means?” gasped Kinsey.


  “What are you getting at?” he demanded harshly.


  “It means that . . . that she is still here!” Hysterics threatened.


  “Not necessarily,” said Cummings. “She might have been carried down the stairs. . . . In an elevator building nobody watches the stairs.”


  Kinsey’s eyes widened; she caught her breath preparatory to a scream. Cummings, with a lightning move, stopped it with a hand over her mouth. “Shut up!” he said in her ear, not loudly but with a force that rendered the woman limp.


  “What are you going to do?” she whispered. “The police?”


  “I‘ll call her attorney, Mr. MacKelcan,” he muttered. “He can take the responsibility.”


  


  Sanford MacKelcan lost no time in obeying Cummings’ summons. Mrs. Charles Warrington Ware was by far his richest client. “A matter of importance,” Cummings had said over the wire in a calm voice, so as not to throw the attorney into a dither before he got there. MacKelcan was the sort of lawyer who never pleads in court; estate management was his dish. He had developed the art of handling rich widows to a fine point; he and Mrs. Ware had always got along famously. He indulged all her whims, and drew up a new will whenever she demanded it. MacKelcan got along well with Cummings, too—on the surface; there was an unacknowledged working agreement between them. They traded information. MacKelcan went out of his way to court everybody who was in any way connected with his client.


  Cummings let him in. The butler had recovered his usual smoothness. MacKelcan was a very tall man with a small head having but little hair left on it. His legs were like pipe stems within his trousers, but he had a neat round belly that stuck out unexpectedly above, and for some reason he featured it by wearing a white waistcoat and letting his jacket hang open. He was very energetic; always striding along at top speed with his coat flapping. Also extremely voluble; fond of asking questions and seldom pausing to hear the replies.


  “Well, Cummings, how is every little thing? I was surprised to get so early a call. Luckily, it caught me just as I was leaving the office. Dropped everything, of course, to wait upon her exalted majesty, Queen Flora. How is my gracious lady this morning? Nothing wrong, I hope. The spiteful newspapers! You can’t believe a word you read!”


  “She hasn’t seen them, sir.”


  “Good work! Keep them from her, Cummings; keep them from her; and I‘ll divert her mind into other channels. Pass on, that’s my motto; always pass on to pleasanter things!”


  Cummings led the lawyer into the living room so that their voices could not carry through the door of the office. “Something is very, very wrong, I‘m afraid, sir.”


  MacKelcan naturally was appalled when he heard Cummings’ story. But he was not nearly so great a fool as his flatulent talk might have suggested; he kept his head; he questioned the butler shrewdly. Yet he was genuinely dismayed; he kept saying: “I can’t understand it! I can’t understand it! She must be here and she is not here.” MacKelcan and Cummings each recognized in the other a superior intelligence; they deferred to each other politely—and never let up in their watchfulness. But everybody (except Day Radnor) who was connected with the rich woman acquired that watchful air.


  MacKelcan said to Cummings: “I‘m glad you didn’t warn any of the people who were here last night, because, of course, if the worst has happened, suspicion will fall upon them first.”


  Together they made another tour of the apartment, omitting only the office. They overlooked the quiet secretary in there. They opened all the closet doors and looked under the beds. On the third floor there was an immense game room where Mrs. Ware gave her dancing parties, with a garden terrace outside. There were also servants’ rooms on this floor. They went through them all. Nothing doing.


  MacKelcan attempted to question Kinsey about her mistress’ movements the night before, but the lady’s maid became so upset he had to give over. They called in Adele to calm her. This Adele, a very pretty girl, was first housemaid. She had come into the household in the first place without Mrs. Ware’s previous knowledge, since that lady did not care to surround herself with young and pretty maids. Cummings had engaged her.


  While Adele was bringing Kinsey around with smelling salts, Mr. MacKelcan decided that there was no help for it but to call the police.


  Chapter 3


  At the same hour, in his little office in the Recorder-Press Building, Mike Speedon was sweating over his column. Few could have guessed the labor that went into the shaping of those screwy paragraphs, apparently tossed off with so idle an air. When he got stuck, Mike jumped up, took a turn between desk and door, and stretched to test his muscles. Hell of a job for a husky guy, he thought; writing these footling japes! By rights I ought to have an ax to swing!


  The telephone rang and he picked it up. A sweet, uncultivated voice came over the wire: “Is this Mr. Speedon?”


  “In person,” said Mike. “Who is it?”


  “Adele.”


  Mike ran over a swarm of girls’ faces in his mind, trying to fix the name to one of them. “Adele who?” he asked.


  She snickered. “Just Adele. You know, at Mrs. Ware’s. Have you forgotten?”


  “Now I get you!” cried Mike. “Adele with the dimpled shoulders. So nice to bite!”


  She snickered again. “Oh, you!. . . I‘m serious now, Mr. Speedon. Is it worth a ten spot to you if I give you an important piece of information?”


  “Depends upon its importance, darling.”


  “It’s important all right.” After a moment’s hesitation she went on. “All right, I‘ll trust you. You wouldn’t let a girl down . . . Mrs. Ware has disappeared.”


  “Good God!” said Mike. “Disappeared? Where to?”


  “If they knew where she was, she wouldn’t be disappeared, would she? Nobody outside knows it yet. Mr. MacKelcan has just telephoned the police.”


  Mike had been a reporter before graduating to the features, and all his old instincts leaped into play. “Be there in fifteen minutes,” he said. “You’ll get your ten if you don’t tell anybody else.”


  He ran to the city room and spoke low to Warner Bassett.


  “Boy! what a chance!” said Warner. “Will you take care of it? Nobody else could get inside the place.”


  “I‘ll take care of it,” said Mike, and ran on.


  He took the subway, the quickest method of getting through town, and bettered his quarter of an hour by a minute or two. Cummings opened the door of the Ware apartment and Mike, seeing by the butler’s forbidding expression that he was not going to be admitted, adjusted his tactics accordingly.


  “ ‘Morning, Cummings. Can I speak to Miss Radnor for a moment?”


  “Certainly, Mr. Speedon.” Cummings knocked on the door of the office, and opening it, announced: “Mr. Speedon.” When Mike went in he closed the door.


  Day Radnor rose from her desk blushing pinkly. In order to divert attention from it, she said quickly: “Mike Speedon! You shouldn’t surprise a girl like this!”


  “Why?” asked Mike. Day had a way of taking him back.


  “It’s not fair! So handsome and shining! You drop from the clouds like the Archangel Michael and my heart goes pit-a-pat!”


  “Ahh,” said Mike, “I wish you were a little less frank in your admiration. Then I might think there was something in it.”


  “I mean every word of it.”


  “You do not. You think I‘m a heel.”


  The blush had faded and Day was herself again. She pushed the cigarette box toward Mike and seated herself at the desk. “Not a heel, darling, a phenomenon. Sipping honey from every flower. If I was a man that’s the part I‘d play too. That is, if, like you, I had what it takes.”


  Mike changed the subject. “I must say you appear to be taking the situation coolly.”


  “What situation?”


  “I hear that Old Miss has disappeared. Didn’t you know it?”


  “No. Nobody in this house tells me anything. . . . Anyhow, I don’t believe it. You’ve been hoaxed.”


  “I don’t think so—judging from Cummings’ face.”


  “Then it’s just some new publicity stunt.”


  “We’ll see. Mind if I set the door open?”


  “No. Are you afraid of me?”


  “Absolutely.”


  Mike opened the door wide, and returning to his seat studied Day with mixed pleasure and exasperation. She had a distinguished profile; she used no make-up except lipstick and her light brown hair was drawn back in a loose twist. After all the chi-chi she had a tonic quality.


  “What do you mean, nobody here tells you anything?” he asked.


  “They all hate me,” said Day calmly, “not that I care. From the Madam down.”


  “I can understand the servants,” said Mike. “They’re just spiteful. Why should the Madam hate you?”


  “She suspects me of being critical, though I never say anything. Perhaps it’s because I keep my mouth shut.”


  Mike chuckled. “If she hates you, why doesn’t she fire you?”


  “Because, God help me, she knows I‘m honest. Anybody else in this job could do her out of thousands without her knowing it.”


  “You’re too good for this crazy house. Why don’t you fire yourself?”


  “Because I need the money, dear one.”


  “You could always get a job, A girl like you.”


  “Sure. But not at the same pay.”


  The doorbell rang, and Cummings appeared in the foyer with suspicious suddenness. He cast a vicious glance into the office, but Mike was looking at him with a smile, and he did not venture to close the door. He admitted two men, keen, wary, stalwart, well-dressed; headquarters detectives, unmistakably.


  “This way, gentlemen,” Mike sang out. “Use this room for your office.”


  They came in, Cummings’ face was black, but he was out-maneuvered; he couldn’t say anything.


  “Lieutenant of Detectives Radigan,” said the first man, introducing himself. “This is Sergeant Hodges.”


  “Glad to meet you,” said Mike. “I‘m Michael Speedon, a friend of Mrs. Ware’s. This is Miss Radnor, her secretary.”


  “Mr. Speedon is on the Recorder-Press,” put in Cummings spitefully from the background.


  “Sure, we all know who he is,” said Radigan.


  Cummings tried again. “Mr. MacKelcan, Mrs. Ware’s attorney, is waiting to see you, gentlemen.”


  “Bring him in here,” said Mike, and the butler was checkmated again.


  MacKelcan, having heard the voices, was already approaching through the foyer with his lapels flying. He was none too pleased with the situation as he found it, but Mike was in control. Everybody drew up chairs—Cummings being invited to sit with the others—and the investigation opened. Mike and Day, without giving anything away in their faces, learned for the first what it was all about.


  


  Cummings said: “Mrs. Ware invited some of her friends on a hay ride last night as a kind of novelty . . .” Radigan interrupted him. “We read that in the papers. Start at where she came home last night.”


  “They got here about twelve-twenty,” said Cummings; “Mrs. Ware and eight guests.” He named them. “They were all in country costume, you understand, boots and jeans and farm hats for the men; gingham dresses and sunbonnets for the ladies. But it was so cold they had to wear fur coats over them. Mrs. Ware seemed upset . . .”


  “What about?” put in Radigan.


  “I couldn’t say, Lieutenant. I had no conversation with her. She went upstairs and I served drinks to the others. I and Alfred, the second man. Other guests came in. There were thirty-one in all; just a small party.” Cummings proceeded to name them. He had a remarkable memory.


  “You were here,” Radigan said to MacKelcan.


  “Yes, Lieutenant. My client was kind enough to ask me to her social parties. Last night I had a bit of business to talk over with her, but I got no opportunity.”


  Radigan fixed on another name. “Norbert Besson? Isn’t that the young fellow Mrs. Ware is engaged to?”


  “Yes, Lieutenant.”


  “Wasn’t he on the hay ride?”


  “It seems not. He came in later. He was in ordinary evening dress.”


  “Did he come alone?”


  “No. He came with Mrs. Payne Laval.”


  Radigan whistled noiselessly. “Payne Laval! These are big names to throw around.”


  Mike, unobtrusively taking notes in the background, put in: “I might say for your information, Lieutenant, it’s a matter of common gossip that Mrs. Payne Laval and Norbert Besson are, well, that way. Have been for a year.”


  “I wouldn’t advise you to print it in your paper,” said Radigan dryly.


  “Not going to,” retorted Mike.


  “Did Mrs. Ware know about the affair between these two?”


  “I doubt it,” said Mike. “Who would tell her?”


  Cummings continued: “In about twenty minutes Mrs. Ware came downstairs again. She had changed to evening dress and put on her jewels . . .”


  “Describe her jewels.”


  “You’ll have to ask her maid, Lieutenant. All I noticed was, she was all aglitter. . . . When she came in Mrs. Prior went up to her. . . .”


  “Who is Mrs. Prior?”


  “Mrs. Bethesda Prior. She . . . she . . .” Cummings was at a loss how to explain her.


  Mike came to his assistance. “Bethesda Prior is the Mistress of Ceremonies around here, Lieutenant. She puts on the shows.”


  Cummings continued: “Madam, I mean Mrs. Ware, was short with Mrs. Prior. She was angry. . . .”


  “What did she say?”


  “I wasn’t near enough to them to hear. Mrs. Prior tried to smooth her down, but she got more angry, and people began to look. I went toward them, and I heard Mrs. Prior say: ‘But we can’t talk about that here, darling.’ And Mrs. Ware said, very angry, ‘I‘m not your darling! Come upstairs and we’ll end this once and for all!’ ”


  “And then?”


  “The two ladies went upstairs. I accompanied them to the door of the elevator—I mean our private elevator, and my mistress said to me: ‘I shan’t come down again. Stop serving liquor at one-thirty, and let them go home.’ ”


  “Was that the last time you saw your mistress?”


  “Yes, Lieutenant.”


  “And Mrs. Prior?”


  “In a little while, say fifteen or twenty minutes, she came down alone and went home without speaking to anybody. She was very upset.”


  “Did anybody see your mistress after that?”


  “No, Lieutenant. Not as I know of.”


  “Not her maid?”


  “She had sent her maid to bed before.”


  There was a silence. Each of the six persons present was pursuing his own grim thoughts. MacKelcan broke the spell by driving his fist into his palm and exclaiming: “By God! this looks bad for Mrs. Prior!” The faces of the two detectives were like masks.


  “Mrs. Prior telephoned about an hour ago to ask for Madam,” Cummings volunteered. “I told her she wasn’t up.”


  “That may have been a stall,” said Radigan. “What else can you tell us?”


  Cummings spread out his hands. “Not much, Lieutenant. At half-past one or thereabouts, I locked up the liquor and went to bed, leaving Alfred to see the last of the guests out, and switch off the lights.” Cummings then described his search that morning for Mrs. Ware.


  “Whereabouts did the interview with Mrs. Prior take place?” asked Radigan.


  “In the private sitting room upstairs, Lieutenant. What the Madam calls her boudoir.”


  “You’re sure about that?”


  “I am sure. Standing at the foot of the stairs, I heard the door of that room close when Mrs. Prior came out.”


  Kinsey’s examination followed. Pretty Adele accompanied her to the door of the office, but as the girl was not invited to enter she had to go away again. The prim lady’s maid had recovered from her hysterics. She was enjoying a certain feeling of importance now. The gist of her information was that Madam had returned from the hay ride all unstrung. She put her head down on her dressing table and cried like a baby. It seemed she had started out from the Monte Carlo on the hay ride feeling fine; had greeted the people in the streets and waved to them, but they only answered with bronx cheers and rude remarks. Somebody had called out: “Time you were home in bed, Granny,” and the whole crowd laughed. So they drove home as quickly as possible through side streets. Madam blamed Mrs. Prior for getting her into it, and said she was done with her. And a good thing, too, because in her (Kinsey’s) opinion that woman was no better than a crook. She had spent thousands and thousands of Madam’s money, and got a rake-off on everything.


  Kinsey went on to say that she had tried to soothe her mistress. She persuaded her to dress and go downstairs again to show everybody she didn’t care. She put her in her blush-pink satin from Molyneux, freshened her make-up, and brought out jewels for her to choose from. Kinsey listed the jewels worn by Mrs. Ware; her diamond tiara with the emeralds; four diamond bracelets on her right arm, two on her left; her big diamond drop earrings, each having an emerald in the center; a ring on the third finger of each hand and an emerald and diamond brooch.


  “Have you any idea of the value of these articles?” asked Radigan.


  “Yes, sir. Madam often mentioned how much she had paid for them in my hearing. The emeralds were among her most valuable pieces. There’s one in the middle of the tiara worth fifty thousand dollars alone.” Kinsey borrowed pencil and paper from Day Radnor and made a list. When she handed it to the detective, he whistled.


  “Over half a million!”


  “Yes, sir,” said Kinsey.


  “All insured?”


  “No, sir, only some of the pieces. Madam was careless. She kept putting it off.”


  “Why didn’t her attorney see to it?”


  “Madam wouldn’t let him know how much she spent for jewels.”


  “When she was dressed,” Cummings said, “she told you to go to bed.”


  “Yes, sir. Ordinarily I lie down for a nap in the dressing room and give Madam her treatments whenever she comes in, but last night she said she wouldn’t bother with her treatments because she was going to Madame Rubinstein’s today.”


  “And you didn’t see her this morning?”


  “Oh, no, sir. I never go in in the morning until she rings.”


  “Tell me,” said Radigan. “This young man she was engaged to, Norbert Besson, was he in receipt of large sums of money from her also?”


  Kinsey made a picture of outraged British propriety. “I‘m sure I couldn’t say, sir. You’ll have to ask her legal adviser.”


  MacKelcan flung up his arms without waiting for Radigan to speak. “Not a word! Not a word! I must plead professional privilege, Lieutenant.”


  Radigan shrugged and turned to Cummings. “One more question. Did this man, Norbert Besson, have any talk with Mrs. Ware last night?”


  “How could he, Lieutenant? Madam went upstairs as soon as she came in, and when she came down again it was only for a minute.”


  Radigan telephoned to Headquarters for two more detectives, a fingerprint expert and a photographer.


  “Now let’s look through the rooms,” he said.


  Day Radnor preferred to remain at her desk. The others accompanied the two detectives upstairs. They began with Mrs. Ware’s bedroom, modernistic, a symphony in gray and chartreuse with a scarlet chair for a high note. The floor was covered with a thick-piled carpet, and Radigan made the others stand out in the corridor looking in. “A rug like this will keep the impression of footsteps for many hours,” he explained.


  The bedroom gave them nothing important, and they proceeded to the dressing room adjoining. This was an unadorned chamber, surrounded on three sides by deep wardrobes, and having a continuous window in the fourth side. The whole room focussed on the dressing table, which stood with its back to the long window, spread with all its appurtenances like an altar. There was a wall safe in this room. The combination, written on a piece of paper, was in the drawer of the dressing table. The balance of Mrs. Ware’s jewels were found to be intact, so far as could be established at that moment. There was also a box of keys in the safe; nothing else.


  During the examination of these rooms the additional men arrived from Headquarters. Detectives were placed at the front door and the service door of the apartment with instructions to allow nobody in the household to leave. Fingerprint expert and photographer went to work in Mrs. Ware’s rooms.


  As the search proceeded from room to room, the tension increased. Nobody spoke. The last was the boudoir, a pleasant corner room with south and west exposures. Here the old lady spent all her time when she was alone, and she had refused to have any surrealist paintings or modernistic sculpture in it. The decorator had furnished it with beautiful pieces of no special period; the floor was strewn with priceless Oriental rugs. Mrs. Ware had never been seen to leave this room, and the observers looked into it with eyes full of dread. Kinsey was pressing a handkerchief to her lips.


  Radigan immediately placed his hand on a high, carved, oaken cabinet standing against the north wall. It was an ancient Jacobean piece, waxed to a high finish, standing on turned legs about four feet above the floor. It had double doors with long hinges and an escutcheon of wrought iron. A panel of antique velvet was thrown over the top. The cabinet was about five feet long and eighteen inches high. All stared at it, struck with horror by its significant shape.


  “What’s kept in here?” asked Radigan.


  Kinsey answered tremulously: “Nothing, sir. It’s just a showpiece.”


  Radigan tried the door with his thumbnail. It was locked. “Where’s the key?”


  Kinsey’s jaw dropped. “Why . . . why . . . why . . .” she stammered, “the key was in it. I’ve seen it there hundreds of times!”


  Radigan beckoned to his partner. Each took an end of the cabinet and lifted it from the floor. It was too heavy to be empty.


  When attention was first directed to the cabinet, Cummings had gone downstairs. He presently came running back with a strong steel claw such as is used for opening packing cases. His face was livid and sweating. He handed the tool to Radigan, saying huskily: “Force it! Force it!”


  The detective inserted the point between the two doors of the cabinet and one flew open. Inside they saw a huddle of pale-pink satin; one elegantly shod foot; Radigan, hardened as he was to such sights, started back. The lady’s maid screamed insanely. Cummings turned on her in a passion.


  “Quiet, you fool!”


  Radigan said harshly, “This can’t be kept a secret now.”


  Kinsey sank down fainting. Mike picked her up, and turning through the corridor, kicked open a door at random and dropped her on a bed. He shouted for Adele—the household might as well be roused now, and in ten seconds he was back in the boudoir.


  The two detectives were lifting out the pitifully twisted figure in its silken garments. They laid her on a sofa and straightened the stiffened limbs as well as they could. Her dress was partly unhooked and slipping off one scrawny shoulder. The sunken face was terrible to see. Cummings had turned his back on the sight, but the grotesque MacKelcan was staring as if turned into stone. There was no visible wound on her; no stain of blood. Her jewels were gone. Radigan examined her with a puzzled scowl.


  “Can’t make it out,” he muttered. “Looks as if she might have died naturally—she was old; then robbed afterwards and stuck away to hide the robbery.” He produced a magnifying glass from his pocket. “There’s a slight abrasion on the ear lobe where the earring was pulled off. It didn’t bleed.”


  Mike borrowed the glass and confirmed it.


  Radigan addressed his comrade: “Report it to Headquarters, Hodges. Ask for a medical examiner.” He turned to the others. “Where does this Mrs. Bethesda Prior live?” Three voices furnished the address. “All right. After you’ve phoned Headquarters, go there, Hodges. Try to get her to come back with you. Tell her anything you like, but handle her with gloves. We’ve got no case yet. If she refuses to come, phone for further instructions, and don’t let her out of your sight.”


  Hodges went out. As Mike was making to follow him, Radigan said somewhat sourly:


  “I suppose you’re going to phone your paper.”


  “Anything against it?” asked Mike good-naturedly.


  Radigan shook his head. “If I could conduct this investigation without publicity I might get somewhere,” he grumbled. “But that’s impossible. Go ahead. Only don’t point the finger of suspicion at anybody yet.”


  “I shan’t,” said Mike. “The story is good enough without it.”


  Chapter 4


  Lieutenant Radigan was questioning Mrs. Bethesda Prior in the music room of the Ware apartment. Upstairs the various experts connected with the police department were doing their jobs. The body had been removed to the morgue for an autopsy.


  Radigan had a police stenographer taking notes, and Mike was sitting in as an observer. Through Mike, the Recorder-Press was still enjoying exclusive privileges. Radigan had been troubled when the main reportorial pack picked up the trail. “I can’t let them swarm over the apartment,” he said. “It wouldn’t be decent.”


  “Certainly not,” said Mike blandly.


  “But if I keep them out, I’ve got to put you out, too.”


  “You can’t do that,” said Mike. “In the absence of family, I‘m one of Mrs. Ware’s most intimate friends. Why, unless the old lady was lying to me, you’ll find that I‘m a beneficiary under her will.”


  Radigan gave him a look of suspicion that caused Mike to laugh and clap him on the back. “It’s all right, old fellow, I didn’t push her over the brink.”


  Radigan was a good sleuth and a good fellow, but his mental processes were not exactly lightning-like. “If I was to favor one paper, the others would hound me off the force,” he grumbled.


  “You can’t help yourself this time. I‘m in what they call a strategic position. But you needn’t worry. I‘ll take care of the boys; and I‘ll play fair with them, too.”


  “MacKelcan, the attorney, ought to be the one to say who . . .”


  “I‘ll take care of him, too,” said Mike. “Seriously, Lieutenant, I can help you in this case. I know all the people who are mixed up in it; I know their characters; I know their histories; I know their motives.”


  “If it’s only a robbery, I‘ll be taken off it directly,” said Radigan. “I‘m a homicide man.”


  “It was murder!”


  Radigan glanced at him sharply. “What makes you say that?”


  “It smells of murder!. . . Look, Radigan, an old woman as rich as that, without any natural protectors, and so foolish and confused in mind, she was asking for it!”


  “Maybe so, but there’s no evidence.”


  “Well, let’s wait for the report of the medical examiner.”


  Now they had Mrs. Prior before them. Unknown to her, the police had obtained a warrant, and were searching her apartment during her absence. Mrs. Prior was a flabby-looking woman in her forties, not too well preserved. She was very expensively dressed, but without taste; the tall-crowned hat she wore was ridiculous without being chic. She was one of the unlucky women that the smart shops can’t do much for. Her mouth drooped at the corners; her voice was flat; only her eyes were sharp and hard. She had enjoyed a kind of success because Mrs. Ware was so fantastically rich; behind her back the smart gang laughed at this would-be social director.


  She had not been told that Mrs. Ware was dead until she reached the apartment. Naturally she was upset, but she evinced no real grief; on the contrary, there was almost a note of satisfaction in her flat, inexpressive voice. Radigan watched her keenly; experience had taught him that a devilishly clever woman may take cover behind a stupid, foolish front. Mrs. Prior bore his scrutiny calmly. Mike, she hated, and made no scruple about showing it. The examination had been going on for half an hour, and Radigan had not yet tricked her into making any damaging admissions. She was now telling them how she had first met Mrs. Ware during the previous year.


  “I read in the paper that her husband died, and I made up my mind to go and see her. . . .”


  “Without any introduction?”


  “Oh, there was a connection. My sister-in-law’s mother attended the same church as Mrs. Ware in Tarrytown where the Wares lived in summer.”


  “Was your sister-in-law’s mother acquainted with Mrs. Ware?”


  “No, but the same pastor called on them both.”


  “I see.”


  “So after the funeral I went to see Mrs. Ware. I knew she would be surrounded with expensive flowers so I just took a single white rose and sent it in with my card. It touched her, and she sent for me to come up and we just talked as one woman to another. I told Mrs. Ware all about the death of my dear husband. . . .”


  Mike rubbed his upper lip to hide a grin.


  “And she told me about hers. ‘Now that he is gone, everything is ended for me,' she said; and I said that it was wrong for her to talk that way. She was one of the richest women in the world, I told her, and a full and useful life lay before her. ‘Just think of all the good you can do,' I said. She cheered up a little at that, and we talked over different schemes of philanthropy. . . .”


  “Which were never carried out,” put in Radigan.


  “They would have been! They would have been—if she had not been taken!” Mrs. Prior touched a handkerchief to her perfectly dry eyes. “She was always talking about it! But she had been such a quiet home-keeper, she knew nothing about life, and I said before putting her money into anything, she must come out of her shell; she must go about; she must meet important people. At whatever cost to herself. Of course, this didn’t all happen during that first talk. But we soon became the warmest friends!”


  “You have been receiving large sums of money from Mrs. Ware,” suggested Radigan.


  “No such thing!” said Mrs. Prior sharply. “I never took a cent from Flora. Our relations were on the basis of pure friendship!”


  “Now, Mrs. Prior!” Radigan consulted some notes that Hodges had given him. “Charles W. Ware died in October and that’s when you became acquainted with his wife. At that time you occupied a small flat in Jackson Heights costing fifty dollars a month. You kept no servant. In December you moved to 1075 Park Avenue where you are paying two hundred and fifty a month, and employ two maids and a chauffeur. You own a Cadillac car. Where did the money for all this come from?”


  “I have private means,” said Mrs. Prior haughtily.


  “You have helped Mrs. Ware to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars. I assume that you received a commission on her purchases. Be careful how you answer. I can easily check it.”


  Mrs. Prior was indignant. “I don’t know why you should take this tone toward me, Lieutenant Radigan. You will regret it later. . . . What if there were commissions in some cases? Flora knew all about it. She said to me: ‘Take it, Bethesda, you’ve earned every cent of it, because you don’t let them overcharge me.’ ”


  Radigan took a new tack. “Let’s come down to last night, Mrs. Prior. You and Mrs. Ware quarreled.”


  “Unhappily, yes.” The handkerchief came into play again. “Oh, it’s awful! awful! to find her dead without having had a chance to make it up again!”


  “You suggested this hay ride to her?”


  The handkerchief came down quickly. “No such thing! I advised against it!”


  “Several persons have stated to me that it was your idea.”


  “Oh, if you wish to believe the tattle of servants! All the servants here hate me because I keep a sharp eye on them. Flora was too easygoing.”


  “Does everybody in this household hate everybody else?”


  Mrs. Prior disdained to answer.


  “Well, anyhow, you quarreled.”


  “It wasn’t serious. We should have made it up today.”


  “If it wasn’t serious, why were you so upset? You ran out of the house without speaking to anybody.”


  “Of course I was upset. I was tenderly attached to Flora. I‘m a sensitive woman.”


  Mike and Radigan exchanged a glance of dry amusement.


  Said Radigan: “Mrs. Ware was overheard to say in positive terms that everything was at an end between you.”


  “It was Cummings told you that. He’s a liar! You’d better investigate him!”


  “All in good time, Mrs. Prior.”


  “Cummings is too big for his shoes! I distrusted him from the first. I warned Flora against him, but he managed to talk her ‘round.”


  “Where did she get him?”


  “Through an employment agency; Mrs. Sully’s. Apparently he had good references.”


  “How long has he been with Mrs. Ware?”


  “Six months. Cummings is a sinister character! Always watching and listening! Always trying to poison Flora’s mind against me! A kind of Svengali. Made my flesh creep. Trying to gain the mastery over poor Flora, and make her do everything he said!”


  “Why didn’t she discharge him?”


  “Well, the truth is, though I hate to say it, but he had got the upper hand of her. She was always telling me what a good servant he was, and how grateful she was to get one who didn’t drink to excess, and how he kept the other servants in order and all that, but as a matter of fact, she was deathly afraid of him. Why, sometimes he completely forgot his place! I have come upon him sitting down in her presence as if he were her equal!”


  “If Mrs. Ware stood for it, what of it?”


  “She was afraid of him, I tell you.”


  Radigan fixed her with a hard-boiled eye. “Mrs. Prior, my belief is that you are only raising a dust to conceal the real issue.” His forefinger shot out. “I put it to you that Mrs. Ware was dead before you left here last night!”


  She faced him out. “That’s nonsense! She was well enough to stamp her foot and screech at me!”


  “I thought you said it wasn’t a serious quarrel.”


  Mrs. Prior changed her tone. “Poor Flora! She was so dreadfully upset about the way the people in the streets mocked her, she didn’t know what she was saying!”


  “I‘m not suggesting that you brought about, or even hastened her death,” said Radigan in a milder voice, “but that she had some kind of a stroke in your presence.”


  Mrs. Prior was right back at him. “You are suggesting that I killed her! First you say I was getting money out of her and then that I killed her. Well, if I was making a fortune out of her, I wouldn’t kill her, would I? You don’t make sense!”


  Mike rubbed his lip. She had Radigan there. The entrance of a policeman saved the Lieutenant’s face. The officer laid a penciled note before Radigan, and went out again. Mike tried to read the note upside down, but it was too badly written.


  Radigan said: “That will be all now, Mrs. Prior. . . . And thank you for your assistance,” he added sarcastically.


  “Am I free to go home?” she demanded.


  “I ask you to remain here until after a report is received from the medical examiner. If you insist on leaving, I shall have to provide you with an escort.”


  “And what am I going to do while I‘m waiting on your pleasure?”


  “There is plenty to read in the apartment. If you would like the society of another woman, Miss Radnor is in the office.”


  “Thank you for nothing!” she said, marching out.


  When the door closed, Mike relieved himself with a chuckle. “She shifted her ground too swiftly for you, Rad.”


  “Oh, yeah? If it had been you, you would have matched her, I suppose?”


  “I wouldn’t say that. Only one thing occurred to me while you were questioning her, but I didn’t think it was my place to prompt you.”


  “What was that?” “Why didn’t you ask her about the old woman’s will?”


  “What about it?”


  “Well, if Bethesda’s down for a big sum in the will, and they quarreled finally, it would give her a strong motive for liquidating the old woman before she had time to change her will.”


  “I have that all in mind,” said Radigan. “I‘m not done with Bethesda Prior yet by a damn sight.”


  “What’s written on that paper?” asked Mike.


  Radigan turned it around and Mike read: “None of the missing jewels found in Mrs. Prior’s apartment.” Radigan said: “Of course that doesn’t alter the situation. She wouldn’t be fool enough to leave them around her own place. If she did get them, we don’t know where she may have gone last night. That woman is a hundred per cent liar!”


  “Not a hundred per cent, Rad,” said Mike. “Only dopes lie a hundred per cent. The artistic liar dresses up his lies with the truth. He keeps inside a twenty per cent margin.”


  Chapter 5


  When the police experts finished with Mrs. Ware’s boudoir, Lieutenant Radigan took it for his office, since it provided more privacy than any of the downstairs rooms. Mike Speedon was with him. A bit of cork lay on the desk between them and Radigan was examining it through a magnifying glass. The cork had been found lying under the davenport sofa in that room by the police searchers.


  “I can’t see that it means anything in particular,” said Radigan. “There are corks lying around every house.”


  “Not a house like this,” said Mike.


  “I suppose the old lady ordered up some drink and the cork rolled under the sofa, and she couldn’t find it.”


  “That cork wouldn’t fit any of the usual kinds of drinks. It’s too short.”


  “A medicine bottle, then.”


  “It’s too big around. Besides, the cork to a medicine bottle is always picked up. . . . Let me have the glass a moment.”


  Radigan passed it over.


  “This looks like the cork out of a whisky or a wine bottle,” said Mike. “It has been cut in half by a very sharp instrument. Notice how clean the cut is. Unluckily, this is the bottom half. The top half usually has the name of the bottler branded in it. Originally this cork was used for a legitimate purpose. You can see the spiral hole made by the corkscrew. But there is also a transverse cut, a clean cut, across the top, made perhaps with the same instrument.”


  “Quite a Sherlock, ain’t yuh?” said Radigan ironically.


  “Well, corks are one of my specialties. What do you make of it?”


  Radigan shook his head.


  “Well, put it away with the other exhibits until the right clue turns up.”


  Before their conference broke up, they had an opportunity to obtain some further light on the cork. There was a knock at the door, and upon being invited to do so, Kinsey entered. The elderly lady’s maid had recovered from her hysterics, but when her eyes fell on the tall oaken cabinet, she paled again and swayed on her feet.


  “A glass of water?” said Mike, jumping up.


  She shook her head. “I‘m all right.” She refused to look at the cabinet again.


  “What can I do for you, Miss?” asked Radigan.


  “There’s something you ought to know,” she said. “I don’t know what it means, but you ought to know it.”


  “Well, spill it,” said Radigan.


  Kinsey went to the front of the room. On the right-hand side there was a kind of corner cupboard or whatnot, with a whole rank of open shelves decreasing in size as they went up. All the shelves were crowded with bibelots such as old ladies love to collect; miniature portraits, snuff boxes, ivories, porcelains and so on. Kinsey pointed to an object on a middle shelf that she appeared to be afraid to touch.


  It was a paper cutter in the form of a dagger with a repoussé handle in silver gilt. The design was of intertwined acanthus leaves; it was obviously a rare piece of craftsmanship of the Renaissance era.


  “What about it?” asked Radigan.


  “It wasn’t there yesterday,” said Kinsey hoarsely. “Madam wouldn’t let anybody but me dust her things. I know everything that belongs here.”


  “We took no special notice of it when we searched the room,” said Radigan. “Among the other gimcracks. When did you see it first?”


  “When I was in here a while ago. But I was too upset to speak.”


  “You haven’t touched it?”


  “Not me!” cried Kinsey. “I‘m not leaving my marks on it.”


  "Repoussé work don’t show fingerprints,” said Radigan.


  Just the same, Mike took the precaution of using his handkerchief to pick the dagger up. “Good God, Rad,” he said; “this is no paper cutter. It’s as sharp as a razor!” He snatched up the magnifying glass. “It has recently been sharpened. Look!” Mike pulled a hair out of his thick thatch, and holding it up, sliced it neatly.


  “But the old lady didn’t die by that,” said the puzzled Radigan. “There was no mark on her!”


  “All right,” said Mike, “it wasn’t brought to this room for any good purpose, either.”


  Radigan, seeing he had something more to say that he didn’t want the woman to hear, bowed Kinsey out politely. “Thank you very much, Miss. I sure am obliged to you. I‘ll take good care of this here dagger until I find out whose it is.”


  “Where’s the cork?” asked Mike when she had gone.


  Radigan produced it from the envelope where he had stowed it, and Mike, with delicate fingers, showed him how exactly the point of the dagger fitted the slit in the top of the cork.


  “So what?” said Radigan.


  “The person who carried this had no sheath for it. So he stuck the point in the cork to keep it from cutting his clothes. Many’s the time I’ve seen my mother do that with the points of her scissors to keep them from injuring her workbag.”


  “And then?”


  “My guess is, that the cork worked itself off the point and the dagger slit its pocket and was lost.”


  “How did it get laid on the shelf so neat?”


  “That’s for us to find out.”


  Cummings entered to announce Mr. Sanford MacKelcan, and the dagger was put out of sight. Cummings glanced at it strangely out of the corners of his eyes. Having made his announcement, he was forced to retire. His face had turned yellow with chagrin, as if his bile had overflowed. To be kept out of all these examinations and conferences, not to know what was going on, was almost more than he could bear. He had been ordered to attend the front door. The news of Mrs. Ware’s death was now on the streets and all kinds of people were trying to get into the apartment.


  MacKelcan bustled into the room, talking as he came. He was always talking. With his small head, protuberant belly and elongated legs, he had the look of a stork—an aging stork when he perched his glasses on the end of his beak. He had brought Mrs. Ware’s will. Seating himself fussily and spreading the document, he said.


  “I must warn you gentlemen that I can’t guarantee this to be my client’s last will.”


  Radigan glanced at the date. “It’s less than a month old.”


  “That makes no difference. She was never satisfied.”


  “But if there was another will, you would know about it, wouldn’t you?”


  “Perhaps not. I have reason to believe she may have gone to another lawyer.”


  “What reason?”


  MacKelcan cleared his throat deprecatingly. “It’s a delicate matter! I mustn’t betray the confidence of the dead!. . . You see, gentlemen, my client wished to take a certain course of which I strongly disapproved. We argued about it—she was a very imperious woman, but on this point, I could not give in, my conscience wouldn’t let me! And so she threatened to employ another lawyer.”


  “When was this?”


  “Three days ago.”


  “Well, let’s read this anyhow.”


  It was a lengthy document since Mrs. Ware was in the habit of making all kinds of odd and capricious bequests and of canceling them as soon as made. This will already had seven codicils. There were three paragraphs of special interest to the detective.


  I give and bequeath to my dear friend, Bethesda Prior, the sum of two hundred thousand dollars, over and above all taxes.


  To my friend, Michael Speedon, one hundred thousand dollars over and above taxes, because he is a gentleman.


  All the rest and residue of my estate to my nephew, James Fawcett, the son of my deceased sister, Emmeline Jones Fawcett, of Newcastle, England. It is my wish and desire that the said James Fawcett, after setting aside a sum sufficient for his own needs, should employ the bulk of my husband’s fortune to establish a foundation for the support and education of orphan children of both sexes without respect to race or creed. It is my own intention to carry this out, and I lay this charge upon my nephew only in case I may be taken before my plans are matured. My nephew is to be advised in this matter by my friend and executor, Sanford MacKelcan, and such other persons as may be qualified to advise him.


  All the servants employed by Mrs. Ware were put down for various sums except, oddly enough, Cummings. Day Radnor was not mentioned. Mrs. Ware appointed her nephew and MacKelcan to be her executors, and stipulated that the latter should receive twenty-five thousand dollars a year for his services to the estate.


  When the reading was finished Radigan said dryly: “Congratulations, Mike.”


  “Thanks, Rad.”


  “You don’t appear to be surprised at the news,” the lawyer remarked.


  “Mrs. Ware discussed this will with me at the time it was drawn,” said Mike.


  “Did you make any suggestions?”


  “Only one—but she didn’t carry it out. I thought she ought to have named an institution, a bank or a trust company as one of her executors.”


  “You lacked confidence in me, eh?” put in MacKelcan sourly.


  “Not at all. But in the case of so large an estate it’s customary.”


  “What did she mean by this ‘gentleman’ stuff?” asked Radigan.


  “I have no idea,” said Mike. “Maybe Mr. MacKelcan can tell us.”


  The lawyer shook his head. “She insisted on having it written in that manner, but she didn’t say why.”


  “I didn’t know there was a nephew,” said Radigan.


  “Mrs. Ware had never seen him,” said MacKelcan. “Over half a century ago her sister married beneath her and went to England to live, and her family lost touch with her. When Mr. Ware died last year, this man Fawcett wrote to the widow and sent proofs of his identity. He wanted to come over and see his aunt. He was a very plain fellow, a coal miner, in fact, and at the time he wrote, he was on the dole. Mrs. Ware naturally didn’t want to be associated with persons of that sort, and, in obedience to her instructions, I wrote sending Fawcett two hundred dollars, and telling him he could depend upon receiving the same amount monthly as long as he remained in England. It has been sent regularly. Two hundred would be riches to people like that, and I expect they have been living high. They have moved to London.”


  “Sixty millions will destroy them!” said Mike.


  “Oh, it will be my job to see that the orphans get the bulk of it.”


  “This Fawcett will have to come over now.”


  “Surely. I‘ll cable to a lawyer in London with whom I have connections, and ask him to get the fellow off on the next ship.”


  “Strange that Cummings should have been overlooked,” said Mike.


  “I spoke to Mrs. Ware about that. She told me that Cummings himself had come to her that very day, saying he had heard gossip in the servants’ hall that she was going to make a new will, and that all the servants were to be remembered. She told me that Cummings, almost with tears in his eyes had asked her not to name him. He had only been working for her a few months, he said, and if she should die, it would make talk. ‘Wait till I have time to prove myself in your service,' he said.”


  “Hm! Sounds a little too good to be true!” said Mike.


  There was a knock on the door, and Alfred entered. The young second man was badly shaken by the day’s events, but nobody paid any attention to him. He handed a card to Radigan. “The gentleman said he wanted to see the detective in charge, sir. Mr. Cummings talked to him. Mr. Cummings said it was important.”


  “All right. Bring him up.” Radigan showed the card to MacKelcan. “Do you happen to know him?”


  MacKelcan glanced at the card calmly. “Keppelman? Slightly. He’s said to be a good man.”


  Mr. Keppelman was shown in; a prosperous, dignified man; he looked as if he had a nice little place at Greenwich, a son at Yale and a daughter at Smith. He seemed embarrassed to find MacKelcan in the room, but quickly concealed it. Radigan invited him to be seated, and he took a folded document from his breast pocket.


  “At Mrs. Ware’s request, I came here yesterday to discuss drawing up her will. I had been recommended to her by the Washington Trust Company, where she banks. When she had made her wishes clear, I returned to my office and had it written accordingly. Yesterday afternoon she came to my office unexpectedly. She had thought of several changes and additions she wanted made, and the document had to be typed a second time. Here it is according to her final instructions.”


  “But not signed,” said MacKelcan.


  “Not signed. It has no standing in law. However, since the police have considered it necessary to investigate Mrs. Ware’s sudden death, I thought they ought to see it.”


  Radigan took the document. “By all means. And thank you very much for your co-operation, Mr. Keppelman.”


  “Read it,” said MacKelcan.


  Radigan did so. In certain particulars it was the same as the former will. Bethesda Prior and Mike Speedon were still to get their legacies.


  “This was before the ill-fated hay ride,” murmured Mike.


  The servants were remembered as before, excepting Cummings, who was still omitted. The nephew, however, was now cut off with fifty thousand dollars, which Mrs. Ware had no doubt figured would continue to yield his two hundred a month. The estate was left to “my beloved husband-to-be, Norbert Besson.” Besson was enjoined to establish a foundation for the orphans in the same words that Mrs. Ware had previously used. The executors named in this will were Norbert Besson, George Keppelman, Sanford MacKelcan and the Washington Trust Company; Keppelman and MacKelcan were each to receive twenty-five thousand a year for their services.


  When it had been read, Mr. Keppelman said: “Well, gentlemen, I feel that I have done my duty. This paper is of no further value now.” He reached for it.


  “Don’t destroy it,” said Mike quickly. “You never know!”


  Radigan folded it. “With your permission I‘ll keep it for a while,” he said to Keppelman.


  “By all means.” The lawyer got up. “I‘ll bid you good day, gentlemen.”


  “Good day, Mr. Keppelman, and thank you again.”


  MacKelcan unwound his long legs and accompanied him to the door. The tall man was extremely affable. “So sorry we’re not going to be in this together, Keppelman. It would be a pleasure to serve with you in so worthy a cause. When I form a board of trustees for the Ware Foundation, perhaps . . .” He left the sentence in the air. “In the meantime, you must send in a bill to the estate for drawing the will.”


  “Thank you, I shall,” said Keppelman dryly.


  “Well, that’s that!” said MacKelcan, rubbing his hands together when the other had gone. “It appears that my will is okay. I must immediately notify the heir by cable. See you later.”


  He went out. Radigan and Mike lighted cigarettes.


  “What the hell do you make of this will business?” asked the former.


  “Can’t say offhand. It needs thought.”


  “I believe these two lawyers are in cahoots.”


  “Why?”


  “MacKelcan must have known about that second will beforehand. He never turned a hair when it was produced.”


  “Why should he? He profits just the same under the one as the other.”


  “Sure. And he must have known it in advance. Would Mrs. Ware have told MacKelcan that she was going to hire Keppelman?”


  “Not on your life! She would never face a disagreeable scene.”


  “Then the two lawyers are in cahoots.”


  “It’s arguable,” said Mike, “but I think you’re wrong. . . . Did you notice how put out Keppelman was when he found MacKelcan here? And that last speech of MacKelcan’s when he was leaving certainly got under his skin. That doesn’t look as if they had an understanding.”


  “Then why should MacKelcan appear as an executor in Keppelman’s will?”


  “It would be like the old girl to keep MacKelcan for an executor just to let him down easy. She was a soft-hearted old thing; didn’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings.”


  “Can you dope out why she wanted a new lawyer?”


  “Yes. MacKelcan had persuaded her not to name the bank as an executor, but she felt in her heart that I was right about it, so she sent for Keppelman. We’ve got to dig deeper, Rad.”


  


  Mike went downstairs, and on the pretence of inspecting the guard at the back door, passed through the service rooms, looking for Adele. He found the maid in the servants’ hall demurely eating her lunch, but as the sharp-eyed Cummings had followed him back, he could only exchange a glance with her and pass on.


  He returned upstairs. Soon after, he heard a feminine voice casually humming an air on the other side of the door, and went out. It was Adele, making believe to be busy on the landing with a dustcloth. She smiled seductively.


  “Hello, Mike.”


  “Hi, beautiful!”


  He gave her the ten-dollar bill he had promised her. “Look, girl,” he said, “if you’re smart you can earn more of the same during the next couple of days. See all you can, hear all you can, and keep your pretty mouth tight shut.”


  She nodded. Adele belonged to the cuddly type. She leaned against Mike’s broad chest and, looking up in his eyes, murmured: “I would do anything for you, Mike.”


  Just at that moment the elevator door slid back, and Day Radnor stepped out. Adele jumped away, but Day’s eyes had already taken in the little tableau and an amused smile crept over her face. Adele was still holding the ten-dollar bill between thumb and forefinger. Mike ground his teeth together. If it had been anybody else he wouldn’t have minded, but Day’s smile raked him with sharp points.


  She went on into the boudoir. Mike sent the girl away and followed. Radigan was busy with some reports at the far end of the room. Day was still smiling.


  “Damn it all!” muttered Mike. “Damn it all. . .!”


  That caused Day’s smile to break into an outright laugh.


  “Don’t laugh at me!”


  “But you look so sheepish! It’s funny to see a sheepish look on your confident face.”


  “It’s not what you think. I pay the girl for doing a little espionage for me.”


  Day pulled an aggravating face. “I‘m so disappointed! I thought I had surprised something really naughty.”


  “Don’t you believe me?”


  “What difference does it make? You and I have no illusions about each other. Why can’t we be natural?”


  Mike gritted his teeth again. “Sometimes I‘d like to strangle you! Yes! To put my thumbs against your beautiful windpipe and press hard!”


  “But why, for Heaven’s sake?”


  “You’re too damn cool!”


  Day laughed again. “Maybe it’s just as well for both of us that I am. . . . Be yourself! I came up to tell you that the assembled reporters are waiting in my office. They say you promised them another statement at two o’clock.”


  “All right, I‘ll be down,” growled Mike.


  Chapter 6


  Mike and Radigan were again in the upstairs sitting room when the report of the medical examiner arrived. The gist of it was that Mrs. Ware had died from natural causes. Her organs showed the changes and deteriorations natural in one of her age, and it was indicated that her heart had suddenly failed, possibly as a result of emotional excitement or shock. There was no wound or bruise anywhere upon her, and no trace of poison in her organs. The contents of her stomach revealed that she had taken a somewhat heavy dose of phenol-barbitol shortly before her death, but not in a lethal quantity. There was also a suggestion of alcohol. The examiner had been informed that she was in the habit of taking this drug to induce sleep. The bottle had been found in her bathroom.


  This report came by way of Police Headquarters, and with it instructions to Lieutenant Radigan to turn over the case to Detective-Sergeant Mahaffie, who would handle the robbery angle, in association with John Carpenter, the well-known detective employed by the insurance companies in such cases. Less than half the pieces of jewelry worn by Mrs. Ware were insured. The companies had listed the insured pieces and were offering a reward of fifty thousand dollars for their recovery.


  Mahaffie and Carpenter were already in the apartment conducting a search of their own. It had been established that none of the servants had been out since Mrs. Ware was last seen alive. “Well, robbery lets me out,” said Radigan.


  “Rad, we can’t drop it now,” said Mike. “There are too many loose ends.”


  “How can we go behind the medical testimony?”


  “A medical examiner is not infallible.”


  “What do you mean, loose ends? It seems clear to me that Mrs. Ware had heart failure while she was fussing with Bethesda Prior. Bethesda took her jewels and beat it.”


  “Maybe so, but I doubt it. Bethesda’s no fool. It would be too dangerous for her to try to get away with that. Such a woman wouldn’t know how to dispose of stolen jewels.”


  “Maybe she expected to stow them away for the future like a squirrel.”


  Mike continued, shaking his head. “Mrs. Ware didn’t swallow that dose of phenol-barbitol before she went downstairs, and when she came up she brought Bethesda with her. She didn’t take that dose until after Bethesda left her.”


  Radigan was shaken.


  “And besides,” added Mike, “I don’t believe a woman could have lifted the body four feet from the floor and stowed it in the cabinet.”


  “Oh, you’ve got plenty of reasons,” grumbled Radigan, “but I‘m not through with Bethesda yet.”


  Mike drifted around the room while he talked. “Maybe somebody else was up here last night. Mrs. Ware had a fire as you can see by the ashes. We’ve got to find out when that fire was lighted. Cummings’ peculiar actions have not been explained. We don’t know if he went to bed when he said he did. And we haven’t even looked at the Norbert Besson angle.”


  “Norbert would never have rubbed her out until he got his will signed.”


  “No. But suppose he miscalculated. Suppose he had reason to believe that it had been signed? I don’t believe the old lady seriously intended marrying Norbert. She knew he was a heel. It just flattered her vanity to put her brand on the number one glamour boy.”


  “She put him in her last will.”


  “She didn’t take any of her wills seriously. Making wills was her hobby. I‘m convinced that Besson saw her last night. Cummings was either lying or misinformed when he said he didn’t. Besson had to be on his best behavior hereabouts. If he had come to the house and left again without speaking to his fiancé, she would have considered it a deadly affront, and he knew it . . . Rad, I know somebody besides Bethesda was in this room last night.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Here’s the old lady’s chair by the fire. She always sat in this chair. Here’s a little table beside it and on the table is a ring left by a glass. Here on the other side of the fire is another chair, with a little table beside it and on the table is the mark of another ring. You can’t tell me that the old lady sat sipping her barbitol beside the fire, and moved back and forth from one chair to the other. There were two persons here, and it wasn’t barbitol they were drinking!”


  Radigan eagerly examined the marks. “There was a glass found in the bathroom and it was still wet inside,” he said. “I supposed that she took her medicine in it. Only one glass, Mike.”


  Mike considered. “Suppose you wanted to have a drink with the old lady—and, by the way, she loved her toddy—suppose there was only one glass, and you didn’t want to arouse the house, what would you do?”


  “I‘d fetch a glass from the next nearest bathroom.”


  “Exactly!” Mike ran out of the room. In a minute he returned bearing a glass in his handkerchief. “Here it is, still wet in the bottom, though that bathroom is not used. I‘m afraid it has no fingerprints, though. It has been well washed.”


  “You’ve got something there, Mike.”


  “Look, Rad, the public believes that this woman was murdered, and you can see by the stories already out that the press is prepared to play up to it. I‘m a beneficiary under the will and some of the dirt is going to stick to me. My enemies would never pass up such a chance to get back at me. I’ve got to solve this case, and I need your help.”


  “You don’t need to say any more. I‘m with you.”


  “Get the Inspector to accept this report publicly for the time being,” urged Mike, “and appear to drop the murder case. Then you’ll have what you always wanted, a chance to investigate without any publicity.”


  “I‘ll still have you looking over my shoulder,” Radigan said, grinning.


  “All right. This is a personal matter with me, now. And I‘m not going to let a peep out of me until the whole truth breaks.”


  “Okay. I‘ll go down to Headquarters for new instructions. Couldn’t phone stuff like this.”


  “Let’s go round to the morgue on the way and view the body for ourselves.”


  The New York City Morgue masquerades as the Pathology Department of Bellevue Hospital, but a morgue under any other name is no less gruesome. The dingy building, in the commonplace style of most civic architecture, is neither old nor new enough to be impressive. Mike had become familiar with it in the days when he was a leg man, but he didn’t like it any the better for that. He had the same old sickish feeling as they mounted the stairs to the autopsy room.


  In this wide, strongly lighted room another autopsy was now being performed. A pink-fleshed man was lying on a wheeled operating table with his feet turned up as if he were taking a sun-lamp treatment—but certain essential parts of his body which a man never sees were exposed beside him, and Mike hastily looked away. The operator conducting the examination was reading off his findings in a droning voice, while a student beside him took it down on a report sheet pinned to the board resting against his arm.


  The doctor who had examined Mrs. Ware was not on duty at the moment, and the pathologist in charge received them. Everybody had a keen interest in the Ware case. “Yes, she’s still here,” he said. “We’re done with her, and they can take her away when they like.”


  He gave an order and a sheeted form was wheeled up on another table; a pitifully meager form, strangely flattened against its hard bed. In this place the fabulously rich old woman was treated like any other clay. The awful contrast between Mrs. Ware dressed, beautified and jeweled for the cafés and this, didn’t occur to anybody. The pathologist pulled the sheet down to her shoulders and Mike was obliged to look.


  “A very good specimen for her age,” the doctor said with professional enthusiasm. “The trouble with her was, she couldn’t be her age. The pace was too swift for her.”


  Mike, looking at the pitiful remains, thought of Mrs. Ware as he had last seen her, all decked out and posing for the press photographers with a too-sweet smile.


  “Why did you want to see her?” asked the pathologist.


  “There are certain pieces of evidence that point to murder,” said Radigan.


  The doctor shrugged. “Sorry to disappoint you. We can only report on what we find.”


  Mike was asking himself the question, why had they come there?


  Radigan said: “I see the doctor hasn’t washed the make-up off her arms and neck.”


  “He wouldn’t do that. It might destroy evidence. That film over her skin would reveal fingerprints if anybody had tried to choke her or twist her wrist.”


  “And nobody did?”


  “Nobody touched her.”


  “Now that you’ve got all the evidence,” said Radigan, “would it be all right to wash the make-up off?”


  “Sure! Makes no difference now.”


  The pathologist called to an attendant to bring a sponge. The powdery film came off easily enough except for one white spot on the under side of the left wrist. The attendant had to rub harder there. When it was removed a tiny bluish speck appeared.


  “A prick of some kind,” said the pathologist. “She must have stuck a pin in her or hooked herself on a piece of jewelry when she was dressing. She received this, of course, before she was made up for the evening.”


  “Not necessarily,” said Radigan quietly. “All the make-up materials were right handy. The damage to the make-up could have been repaired afterwards.”


  “What are you getting at?” demanded the doctor.


  “Couldn’t that mark have been made by a hypodermic syringe?”


  “My God!” exclaimed the doctor. He called for a magnifying glass, and bent low to examine the tiny wound. When he straightened up, his face was white. “You may be right. The skin is punctured!. . . But there’s no poison . . . no poison in her! I can swear to that. I checked the reagents myself!”


  “Aren’t there poisons which are absorbed so quickly that no trace is left?” asked Radigan.


  “Oh, you hear of such things, but I never met anything of the kind in my practice.”


  “Still, she was stuck with a hypodermic,” insisted Radigan. “Why?. . . Notice that it’s right on a vein.”


  “A vein!” The doctor’s eyes widened. “Oh, my God, yes!. . . I must look at her heart.”


  Mike walked away while this was going on.


  He was presently called back. The doctor’s hand was shaking. “I was right,” he murmured. “When you said vein, it brought to mind our animal experimentation. When it is necessary to kill an animal, we inject air into a vein and the animal dies in a few seconds. . . . That is what happened here, gentlemen.”


  After a silence, Mike said: “There’s your case, Rad.”


  The detective’s face was a mask of amazement. “But . . . but how would she have submitted to being stuck without putting up a struggle?”


  “That’s where the phenol-barbitol came in. She was put to sleep first.”


  “This will be bad for our office,” muttered the pathologist. “You can’t blame the doctor; he didn’t find it because he wasn’t looking for it. Such a thing has never been heard of before!. . . The publicity will be terrible!”


  “Say nothing about it for the present,” urged Radigan. “I can do my work better without any publicity. Let the murderer think he’s safe. I‘ll explain everything to the Inspector.”


  Radigan and Mike proceeded to Headquarters.


  Chapter 7


  Three-quarters of an hour later, Lieutenant Radigan and Mike were on their way back uptown in a taxicab. They rode in silence for the most part, each looking out of his own window. A curious relationship was developing between these two; they were alternately drawn together and forced apart. They liked each other, and in the chase they were engaged on, each was indispensable to the other, but there was jealousy mixed up in it, too. Like all able males, each wanted to run the show. In particular, Radigan, because it was his job, was inclined to resent suggestions from a rank amateur like Mike.


  After they had driven for twenty blocks Mike said: “It’s certain now that we have two separate crimes to deal with.”


  “I think so myself,” said Radigan, “but how can you be so sure about it?”


  “The murderer was clever and the robber was stupid; they don’t fit. If it had not been for the robbery, the murder would never have come to light. The robber gummed up the murderer’s game.”


  “Well, our job is the murder; we can leave the robbery to Mahaffie and Carpenter.”


  “No. We’ve got to keep the robbery in mind all the time, too. It is through the robbery that we are likely to lay hands on the murderer.”


  “Well, you have your own ideas,” grumbled Radigan.


  They got out at the Hotel Bathurst. At the telephone desk, Radigan asked for Mr. Norbert Besson, and they were presently bidden to go up to his apartment. Besson himself admitted them. Though it was four in the afternoon, he was still wearing a dressing gown, a fine affair of plum-colored brocade made in the style of the eighteenth century. It had cost some woman a pretty penny.


  “Hello, Mike,” he said. “They didn’t tell me there were two of you.”


  “Mike is acting in an advisory capacity,” explained Radigan, “as a friend of the family.”


  “Whose family?”


  “Mrs. Ware’s.”


  “Didn’t know she had any. Sit down, men, and smoke up.”


  Mike and Radigan studied him covertly. He was called the handsomest young man in New York, and it may well have been true. Starting as a photographer’s model, he had become a photographer himself, and subsequently the darling of café society. He had thereupon dropped the camera, and lived by his beauty alone. His profile was perfect; Grecian nose, short upper lip, a mouth that women thirsted for, and long dark lashes that gave his face a wistful expression. And with it all, the complete heel! thought Mike.


  “I‘m glad we found you in,” said Radigan as an opener.


  “Oh, naturally, I canceled all my engagements today,” said Norbert.


  The complacent face expressed no sorrow, and Mike thought: “In spite of all the money she lavished on her favorites, the old woman has no mourners.”


  “I suppose you’re investigating the robbery,” Norbert went on. “It’s a ghoulish crime, robbing the dead.”


  Radigan did not enlighten him. “Sure is!” he said.


  Norbert looked at Mike spitefully. As with most male beauties, there was some of the cat in his make-up. “But I don’t see where Mike comes in on this.”


  “I‘m down in the old lady’s will for a fat legacy,” said Mike, watching his face. “And I‘m bound for my own sake to see that all mystery is cleared up.”


  Norbert’s smooth face showed no change. “Oh, has the will been read?”


  “Yes, by the police.”


  There was a silence. The other two could see that Norbert was craving for some assurance that he had been taken care of, but they would not say anything.


  “Did you talk to Mrs. Ware last night?” asked Radigan.


  “No. She was so busy fighting with Bethesda, I didn’t have an opportunity.”


  “How is it that you didn’t go on the hay ride?”


  Norbert glanced at Mike again. “If I wasn’t going on record, I could speak more freely.”


  “I give you my word that nothing you say here will be printed,” said Mike.


  “Well, to tell you the truth, I thought it was a silly exhibition, and I didn’t want to be seen on it. So I told Mrs. Ware my old father was coming to town, and that I would have to spend the early evening with him.”


  “You have no old father?”


  “Not that I know of,” drawled Norbert.


  “You spent the early evening with Mrs. Laval.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “Well, you came with her.”


  “We met by accident in the foyer downstairs.”


  “Didn’t you think Mrs. Ware would think it strange your leaving the house without speaking to her?”


  “That was up to her. I hung around the place for more than an hour after Bethesda cleared out, but she never showed up or sent me any word. I couldn’t very well go up to her private suite without being asked.”


  “Then you left with Mrs. Laval?”


  “As it happened. And others, too. The party was breaking up.”


  “Where did you go?”


  “I came home here.”


  “Could the people downstairs verify that?”


  “I doubt it. I never stop at the desk.”


  “Which elevator did you use last night?”


  “Darned if I could tell you. There are a dozen elevators.” Norbert scowled blackly. “Say, what the hell are you questioning me along this line for? Do you think I robbed Mrs. Ware?”


  Radigan allowed himself to look really distressed. “No, indeed! I know you wouldn’t do such a thing.”


  “Then what’s the idea?”


  “Well, there is evidence that somebody was with Mrs. Ware last night after Bethesda had gone, and we have to find out who it was.”


  “Somebody else with her, eh?” drawled Norbert. “That’s interesting.”


  “Where did you spend the early evening?” asked Radigan.


  “Took a friend to the theater. . . . Wait a minute!” He got up and going to a closet in the entry, fished in the pocket of his evening clothes and brought forth two bits of pasteboard. “Here are the ticket stubs.”


  Radigan looked at the date. “Okay.” Then he sprung his mine. “This certainly is unfortunate for you, Norbert. You have my sympathy!”


  “What the hell!. . .” put in Norbert with an insolent scowl.


  “I suppose you know that Mrs. Ware planned to leave you her entire fortune after certain bequests had been made. She died before she could sign the will. A nephew gets it.”


  Norbert sat where he was, staring at Radigan. His face blenched to the color of soiled wax. His expression was clownish from shock. Several moments passed before he could speak. “How do you know?” he asked huskily.


  “We read both wills this morning.”


  “It’s not true!” Norbert suddenly cried out. His high strained voice startled his hearers. “I know better. She told me. . . .”


  He jumped up and started for the windows, but pulled himself up and came back without finishing his sentence. He dropped back in the chair with his chin resting on his breast and his clenched hands pressed against his thighs.


  “What did she tell you?” asked Radigan softly.


  Norbert did not answer. The other two, watching him, dimly perceived the hell of disappointment into which they had plunged the soft, luxury-loving young man, and the necessity he was under of concealing it. Mike thought: For once the heel has to take it!


  Norbert made an attempt to carry it off. “Naturally it is a blow,” he said with a broken laugh. “Why should I try to hide it? You men can understand.”


  “Sure,” said Radigan, without relaxing his hard scrutiny.


  “You’ll be all right,” added Mike.


  Norbert suddenly showed his teeth at Mike. All his jealousy and hatred flamed out. “Oh, I‘ll be all right, will I? You’re all right as it is, aren’t you? You got yours! What the hell did you do to earn your hundred grand?”


  Mike slowly arose. He said nothing, but his mouth hardened and his eyes were fixed. He took a step toward the younger man and Norbert cringed.


  “Sorry, Mike . . . I didn’t know what I was saying. Forget it, old man.”


  “Don’t old man me, damn you!”


  “I said I was sorry.”


  Mike relaxed and turned away. It took him a moment or two to cool off.


  “I want a drink,” said Norbert shakily. “You fellows’ll join me. We all need it. It’s in the next room. I‘ll fetch it.” He went through a door on the right, taking care to close it after him.


  Mike turned around. “There’s somebody in that room, Rad.”


  “Sure, I know it. When we first came in here the door was closed, and the next time I looked it was open a crack.”


  “It’s probably Mrs. Laval.”


  “I don’t doubt it.”


  “Don’t you want to throw open the door?” asked Mike, grinning.


  “Good God, no!” answered Radigan, with what was almost a look of fear.


  It was curious to see the hard-boiled Radigan betraying such compunctions. “Why?” asked Mike.


  Radigan scowled. “Aah! Payne Laval’s a big name around this town. It stands for something. It’s respected. To shame the woman openly would be like . . . like . . . I can’t explain it.”


  “I get you. You’re a good fellow, Rad.”


  Radigan had gone to the desk by the window and with delicate fingers was turning over the papers on it. He said: “Stand by the door, Mike, and give me a sign if you hear him coming.”


  Mike obeyed. “What are you after?”


  “Did you notice how he started for this desk, and then thought better of it. Maybe there’s something here.”


  A moment later Radigan drew out a sheet of note paper and whistled softly. “Here’s a piece of evidence!” He hastily copied the note on the back of an envelope.


  “He’s coming back,” warned Mike.


  Radigan thrust the letter back in its pile and strolled away from the desk, putting the envelope in his pocket. Mike seated himself. Norbert re-entered, with bottles and glasses on a tray. He was bent now on removing the bad impression he had made before.


  “I got this Scotch from a steward aboard the Caledonia. It’s the real thing. They don’t export it. Take a good one, boys. What’ll you have for a chaser?. . . Drink hearty! Here’s to crime!”


  Mike and Radigan drank and got out as soon as they could.


  Going down in the elevator, Mike asked: “What’s in that note?”


  “Wait till we’re in a taxi.”


  A minute or two later Radigan was reading his notes to Mike. Mrs. Ware’s letter was headed five o’clock Tuesday (the previous afternoon). It ran:


  “My darling black-haired boy. . . .”


  “Ugh!” put in Mike, “wouldn’t that make you regurgitate?”


  Radigan read on: “ ‘The new will is made, dear one. I have just come from the lawyer’s office, and now I am settling down to rest and daydream about my boy. I am so sorry you can’t come on the ride tonight. There won’t be any pleasure in it now for me. I‘d give the whole thing up if I could, but it’s too late. Come to me later. I have a surprise for you. I‘ll be counting the minutes until I see you. Ever your own Flora.’ ”


  “Could you believe it!” said Mike.


  “No wonder Norbert was upset by our news,” remarked Radigan; “to learn, if he is the killer, that he had killed too soon!”


  Chapter 8


  The Ware apartment had now been combed from top to bottom by two of the most expert searchers in the business. The jewels had not been found, and this appeared to exonerate the servants. All persons who had made deliveries at the service door were being checked (in case the loot had been handed out) and the guests quietly investigated. Carpenter, the detective employed by the insurance companies, did not really expect to find the thief until an attempt was made to sell the jewels. He frankly declared himself at a loss in this case, because it was apparently the work of an amateur thief, and you could never tell which way an amateur would jump.


  Radigan and Mike now divided their forces for the time being. The former went back to Headquarters, where he had a lot of routine work to start going. He had to try to establish through police channels what sales of hypodermic syringes had been made within the past few days. The hospitals and so on were to be circularized to discover if the theft of such an article had been reported. The pathologist had told Radigan that one of the bigger syringes had been used, one with a capacity of 22 cc. or more. This narrowed the field. Radigan was also to order the sewer catch-basins in the neighborhood to be cleaned out, and the contents examined.


  Mike wanted to have a talk with Cummings. He had been struck with the change that had taken place in the butler since morning. Cummings now looked like a man who had received good news. His bile had receded; he was his own man again, directing the affairs of the big household with a firmness that brooked no nonsense. Mike asked him to bring the makings of a highball up to the private sitting room. When the butler entered with the tray, he said, in friendly fashion:


  “Forget your place for a while, Cummings. Mix a drink for yourself and sit down.”


  The butler was not at all put out of face. “Thank you, Mr. Speedon. You are very kind.” He poured himself a stiff one, added a little soda, and calmly seated himself beside the fireplace opposite Mike. Mike, studying him, wondered if he had been sitting in the same chair the night before. According to Bethesda’s testimony, he was accustomed to sit down with his mistress; that, however, was only on the word of a spiteful woman.


  “Cummings,” said Mike, “you knew your mistress better than anybody.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, sir.”


  “You knew her tastes, her habits, her associates. What do you think happened here last night?”


  “I‘m afraid there’s no doubt of that, sir. Mrs. Ware was struck down by an attack of heart failure and somebody, finding her like that, yielded to the temptation of stealing a fortune in jewels.”


  “But who?”


  “I thought everything pointed to Mrs. Prior, sir?”


  Mike took mental note of a discrepancy here in the butler’s story. If Mrs. Ware had been “found” lying dead or dying, it could not have been by Bethesda, because the two women had come upstairs together. Mike, of course, was not giving anything away. “Maybe,” he said, “but what other possibilities are there?”


  Cummings took a swallow of his highball and considered before answering. Mike watched him without appearing to. He was an unusual type with his coarse, plentiful black hair, seamed features and foxy eyes. All his actions bespoke a man of powerful will. Why should such a one have entered domestic service? Mike was aware that he himself was being watched and measured. Cummings kept his eyes down, for the most part, but there was a deadly quality in his swift glance that warned Mike he was in the presence of danger. Mike thought: Whether or not he killed the old woman, this man is capable of murder.


  Cummings finally said: “I can think of nobody, sir.”


  Mike thought: There are plenty of thoughts turning over in that crafty brain, but you have decided that it is safest to keep your mouth shut. He said: “Couldn’t one of the other guests, Norbert Besson, for instance, have come up to this room?”


  “I don’t see how such a visit could have been hidden, sir. . . . I am convinced that my mistress died of natural causes,” he went on with an earnest air; “if that is what is in your mind.”


  Mike thought: You mean, you want to convince me of it. He said: “She appears to have had a fire here last night.”


  “There’s no significance in that, sir. The fire was always laid, ready for her. Kinsey mentioned that Mrs. Ware had her light it when she first returned from the hay ride.”


  Mike said: “Well, I guess you’re right about her death. We still have the robbery to deal with. Have you considered the possibility that it was Alfred who got the jewels? That lad acted very strangely this morning.”


  “Yes, sir, I noticed it, of course, but I laid it to shock. He is better now. If Alfred got the jewels, where are they now? He has not been out of the apartment, and he couldn’t have provided for their disposal beforehand.”


  “That seems to let him out.”


  “I will take care of Alfred,” said Cummings in a voice that caused Mike to glance at him quickly. The butler lowered his eyes.


  Mike took a new line. “What will you do now, Cummings?”


  “Me, sir? I hadn’t taken any thought about myself. This has been a blow to me, Mr. Speedon. Nobody will believe it, but I was sincerely attached to the Madam.”


  Mike thought: I wonder! He said: “Yet you were the only one of her servants who wasn’t remembered in the will.”


  “Oh, I don’t mind that, sir. That was by my own wish.”


  Mike thought: Something fishy here! He said: “Well, what are you going to do?”


  “I would like to get away from it all, sir, but I suppose that’s impossible.” The butler’s sorrowful words were not borne out by his eyes. “It is my duty to remain here as long as Mr. MacKelcan sees proper to keep the apartment open. I suppose it will take a while to settle things up.”


  “I asked you the question,” said Mike, “because I have a cousin who has a large establishment at Westbury, and I happen to know that she is dissatisfied with her present butler.”


  “Very kind of you to think of me, sir, but I should not care to take another position right away. I have some money saved up. I‘d like to travel a little.”


  “Where did you work before you came here?”


  “I was for ten years with a Major Abbey, sir, a retired army officer, and wealthy.”


  “Where?”


  “Here in New York, sir. He was a widower without children, and a semi-invalid. Something over a year ago, his health got worse and he decided to try the baths of Europe. So he closed his apartment here and went abroad to live.”


  “Where were you born, Cummings? You don’t talk like an American.”


  “In Australia, sir. I got my early training in Sydney. After the war things were so bad that I came to America to try my luck. Major Abbey was my only American employer.”


  “I suppose he gave you a good recommendation?”


  “Oh, yes, sir. I‘m proud of it. I would like to show it to you. He said. . . .”


  Cummings was interrupted by a knock at the door. Jumping up, he concealed the highball glass behind a vase on the mantel.


  “Come in,” said Mike.


  It was the second man, Alfred. His appearance bore out Cummings’ statement that he had largely recovered from his “shock.” “Beg pardon, sir. It’s Mr. Cummings who is wanted. There is a man with a bill. . . .”


  “Send him to Mr. MacKelcan’s office.”


  “I told him that, sir. And he said as it was you ordered the goods he would be glad if. . . .”


  Mike wanted to get rid of the butler now. “Go ahead, Cummings. Okay his bill. You and I will have plenty of chances to discuss things later.”


  Cummings and Alfred retired.


  Mike had a strong desire to delve further into Cummings’ past. He looked in the telephone book for the number of Mrs. Sully’s employment office. Office hours were about over for the day, but he took a chance on calling her. In addition to the house phone, Mrs. Ware had a direct wire from her desk to the exchange, and he used that. He got Mrs. Sully.


  “This is Michael Speedon speaking.”


  “Mr. Speedon of the Recorder-Press?”


  “The same.”


  The lady’s voice warmed. Such is the power of publicity.


  “What can I do for you, Mr. Speedon?”


  “About six months ago, Mrs. Ware engaged a butler through your office named Cummings. I don’t know the first name.”


  “I remember him. His first name is John.”


  “I assume that he was well recommended. This is a question of getting him another position, you understand.”


  “Extremely well recommended, Mr. Speedon. He had worked ten years for a Major Abbey here in New York. He also had some Australian references, but I disregarded those.”


  “He had a letter from Major Abbey?”


  “Yes, Mr. Speedon, a very strong letter. Cummings has the original, but there is a copy in my files which I will read to you if you wish.”


  “Please do, Mrs. Sully.”


  She presently came back on the wire, and read the letter. It was an enthusiastic testimonial, but it told Mike nothing.


  “Thank you very much, Mrs. Sully. Did you communicate with the Major personally?”


  “That would have been difficult, Mr. Speedon. He was living abroad, and anyhow, Mrs. Ware did not require it.”


  “I see. Does that letter happen to bear the Major’s former address in New York?”


  “He lived at Marbury Towers on Central Park West.”


  “Thank you very much, Mrs. Sully.”


  “Not at all, Mr. Speedon.”


  Mike looked at his watch. He had a date to meet Radigan for dinner, but there was time to spare, and he decided to visit Marbury Towers in the hope that the house staff might remember Cummings.


  It was one of the huge new apartments on the West Side which are among the most magnificent in town, but which, for some reason, are considered less smart than those across the Park. Mike addressed himself to a deferential hall man.


  “You used to have a Major Abbey living here.”


  “He lives here now, sir.”


  “What!”


  “Major Abbey went abroad for his health over a year ago, but the climate did not suit him. He returned to New York two months ago and took another suite in this building.”


  “Please send up my name,” said Mike.


  He wrote “Recorder-Press” in the corner of his card and it was phoned upstairs. The Major lived a very retired life and he could not guess how the newspapers had got hold of his name. He detested personal publicity, but he thought it would be safer to find out what the fellow was after.


  So Mike was presently admitted by a correct, elderly manservant, who conducted him into a study opening off the foyer; a man’s room with leather upholstery, sporting prints, and the smell of good tobacco in the air. The Major, the wreck of a fine physical specimen, sat in an easy chair by the window with a rug over his knees. His dark eyes were resentful of his own weakness and his speech was blunt.


  “Well, sir, what does the press want of me?”


  Mike liked him on the spot. “Nothing, sir. I wrote that in the corner of my card to identify myself. The question I have to ask you has nothing to do with my job. I was surprised to find you, because I had been told you were living abroad.”


  “Didn’t do me any good,” growled the invalid, “and I preferred to come home to die.”


  “Not for many a long year yet, I hope, sir.”


  The Major waved this aside impatiently. “What’s your question?”


  “You used to have a man working for you called John Cummings.”


  “He’s working for me now. He just showed you in here.”


  “Well, I‘m damned!” murmured Mike.


  “Come, come, sir,” rasped the Major. “I‘m not interested in your reactions. What’s all this about?”


  “Give me time, sir. . . . I suppose you read the newspapers.”


  “Of course! It’s all I can do, now. . . . What’s on your mind?”


  “You’re entitled to an answer, sir, but I‘m going to ask you to treat it as confidential. In the public interest.”


  “I must be the judge of that. Spit it out!”


  “You have read of Mrs. Ware’s death. As a friend of hers I‘m helping the police in their investigation. Did you happen to see in the paper that Mrs. Ware employed a butler named Cummings?”


  That caught the Major’s interest. “Why, yes, I did. I pointed it out to my Cummings and chaffed him about it. But the name of Cummings is a common one, and we thought nothing of it.”


  “Mrs. Ware’s Cummings claims to have worked for you for ten years. He has a letter of recommendation.”


  “He’s a liar!”


  Mike quoted a phrase or two from the letter.


  “That was in the letter I gave to the real Cummings when I let him go. Now I’ve taken him back again.”


  “I get you. Somehow or other the false Cummings got hold of that letter and forged a copy of it.”


  It was then the Major’s turn to ejaculate: “Well, I‘m damned!. . . I can see why you ask me to keep my mouth shut,” he presently went on. “You want to build up a case against this scoundrel before he takes alarm.”


  “Exactly.”


  “All right, I give you my word. But for God’s sake, young man, let me hear from time to time how the thing goes on. I sit here all day without a damned thing to occupy my mind!”


  “I‘ll do that, sir.”


  


  Mike and Radigan met at Bonifacio’s, an excellent small restaurant on Third Avenue that had not yet been discovered by the mob. Mike let Rad satisfy his appetite, and then with the cigars, nonchalantly told his story, slyly watching the detective’s sober, honest face.


  Radigan’s eyes opened. “Good God! This is positive evidence that Cummings is a crook!”


  “Not a doubt of it!”


  “That puts an entirely new aspect on the case.”


  “Sure. But how do you mean?”


  “Cummings got into the house in the first place for the purpose of stealing the old lady’s jewels, and killed her for them. A professional thief who never operated around these parts before. European, probably. He had his hide-out for the jewels ready in advance, and that’s why they haven’t been found. He stole out by the service entrance late last night and came in again that way. He used the stairs and so he wasn’t seen. Any man would walk up twelve flights for half a million. . . .” Noticing Mike’s grin, Radigan broke off, demanding: “Well, what’s the matter with that theory? Have you got a better one?”


  Mike shook his head. “Why should he have killed her? To hit her over the head would have been enough. And after he had succeeded in getting into the house, why should he have waited six months before pulling off his job? And why should he have stuck around after getting the loot?”


  “Ahh, you’re always stuck on your own notions,” grumbled Radigan. “Anyhow, I‘m going down to Headquarters to see if we have his photograph.”


  


  Cummings’ photograph was not on file at Police Headquarters.


  Chapter 9


  Shortly after twelve o’clock on the same night, Mike entered El Morocco, that highly publicized focus of glitter on New York’s East Side. He could not neglect his job altogether; he had scamped one column, and somewhere he must find plenty of copy for next day. He was in a difficult position as regarded his copy; the Ware “robbery” was the topic of topics; but he could not say what he knew about it, and he had a professional repugnance to printing what he knew was not true.


  In addition to picking up general news, Mike knew he would find some of the people at El Morocco who had been at Mrs. Ware’s the previous night, and he hoped with a few innocent-sounding questions to obtain new leads through the maze that confronted him.


  The long, narrow room was crowded from wall to wall; a haze of tobacco smoke rose from the tables, and a muffled roar of talk like the jungle after nightfall. A jeweled jungle, Mike had called it in his column, a scintillating stew; such phrases were a part of his stock in trade. Yet the place had elegance, too; the most exquisite women in the world were to be found there, dressed with supreme art; lovely, fragile orchids that made a man’s heart ache. Also the women who lacked beauty and attracted attention to themselves by the sheer grotesquerie of their get-ups. These were apt to be more amusing to talk to. Mike enjoyed it as a man always enjoys the show in which he plays a leading part—but he was not kidded by it.


  He was hailed from table after table. “Hi, Mike!. . . come and sit down!. . . Give us the low-down, Mike!. . . Mike, here’s a chair we’ve been saving for you. . . . Mike, darling, you can have half my chair!”


  He perceived that he had acquired an increased importance in the eyes of the crowd through his connection with the Ware case. But there was something more in it, too, a morbid eagerness in the way some of the women’s eyes fastened on him that he could not interpret. It made him uneasy.


  It was November and the season at El Morocco was in full swing. The elegant John Perona, an important figure in the social world, moved among the tables, not like the proprietor but an honored guest. A mere glance or the slightest gesture to his captains was sufficient to keep the situation under control.


  At a table near the door where he could survey all who came and went, sat the rotund and vivacious Maury Paul, dean of society reporters, better known to the world as Cholly Knickerbocker, with Nancy Randolph and Judy Robb, smart sisters of the press, at his table. At other points of vantage Mike saw Mrs. Rhinelander Stewart, most ethereal of beauties, and Mrs. Harrison Williams, the best-dressed woman present, who had no need to make herself look queer. Miss Elsa Maxwell, built low and wide, was the center of another laughing tableful, which included an Austrian arch-duke, a plain duke of Italian extraction and a Russian baron. Jerry Zerbe, camera in hand and focussing glass fixed in his eye, passed from table to table taking pictures amidst roars of laughter.


  A bar ran across the front of the room and here stood the stags looking ‘em over and watching their chances. In the distant corner of the room sat the visitors from Montclair and New Rochelle looking on wide-eyed. They came not to be seen but to see. The music was perfect but the dancing-floor shrank smaller and smaller as more people came in. Dancing only provided an excuse to hug your partner and sway in rhythm. There was no pretence of furnishing other entertainment; the famous customers provided the floor show.


  Answering the greetings from his friends, Mike made his way toward a woman who had not raised her voice but only invited him with a smile. She sat on the zebra-striped settee against the wall with a man on either side of her and a little table pushed up in front. It was the celebrated Mrs. Burton Fentress who was both beautiful and grotesque. She was swathed in eccentrically-draped veils of contrasting colors like Salome. Her face was made up dead white; her dark eyes were shadowed and enormous. She wished to give the impression of a woman swooning with passion, and many men fell for it. She was drinking champagne. Mrs. Fentress had been at Mrs. Ware’s party and Mike knew that nothing escaped those seemingly sleepy eyes.


  “Darling!” she breathed, extending a white arm across the table; “I’ve been sitting here with my eyes fixed on the door waiting for you to appear!”


  “Darling!” said Mike. “This is so sudden!”


  “Move over a little,” said Mrs. Fentress to the man on her left; “I have something private and particular for Mike’s ear.”


  He rose. “In that case,” he said stiffly, “I‘ll be pushing off.”


  “Come back soon, darling,” said Mrs. Fentress with insulting sweetness.


  Mike took his place. Mrs. Fentress turned her gleaming shoulder squarely on the other man, and he, too, took the hint and moved away in search of a warmer climate. Mrs. Fentress pressed Mike’s hand.


  “Darling, I couldn’t wait until I got the real low-down on the Ware case.”


  “Is that why you wanted me?” said Mike. “I thought it was my bright eyes!”


  “It is,” she murmured, letting her dark glance convey the unutterable. “To me you are the Ware case.”


  Mike felt vaguely uncomfortable. “I don’t see why a jewel robbery should be so exciting.”


  “Don’t play the innocent kid with me, darling. I know it was more than robbery.”


  “How do you know it?”


  “My hunches never play me false. Hunches are more important than evidence.”


  “To a woman perhaps.”


  “Everybody believes that Mrs. Ware was murdered. And what everybody believes to be so, becomes so.”


  “The newspapers . . .”


  “The heck with the newspapers. You are liaison officer with the press. They only know what you wish to tell them. I want some more champagne.”


  Mike ordered it.


  “Well, if it was murder, I wish you’d tell me who did it.”


  Mrs. Fentress merely smiled enigmatically.


  “You were there last night,” said Mike. “Did you see anything suspicious?”


  “Oh, I‘m so scatterbrained, I never notice anything.”


  “You wouldn’t fail to notice Norbert Besson, every woman’s heart throb!”


  “Not mine!”


  “Just the same, you would make up to Norbert to annoy Maud Laval.”


  “Don’t be catty, darling.”


  “Did he leave the party while you were present?”


  “Are you trying to hang it on Norbert? You disappoint me!”


  “Not trying to hang it on anybody.”


  “Norbert didn’t get a thing out of it! Norbert and Maud Laval were seen dining at the Bathurst tonight, and they were crushed.”


  “I know. Answer the question.”


  “Well, as a matter of fact, Norbert did leave the party. Maud also. From the living room I could see into the music room, and I was curious enough to look into the dining room. They were not there. I didn’t see them steal away; they were there; they were not there; and after half an hour or so they were there again. I don’t know where they went.”


  “Did Norbert look upset?”


  “Norbert always looks wooden. His line is the strong, silent man. My God! Maud was glum.”


  “What time was this?”


  “About a quarter to two. I went on to the Monte Carlo.” Mrs. Fentress drained her champagne glass and pushed it toward Mike to be refilled. “The heck with Norbert. Maud can have her heart throb. I want a man!. . . Norbert was cut off without a cent but you got yours, darling! Why didn’t you play for the whole stake? Sixty million! You could have had it. She bought Norbert for an ornamental neckpiece, but you she was really crazy about. She called you the last gentleman. Once when she was high, she was overheard telling how she had proposed marriage to you, and how you turned her down so nicely that she felt honored.”


  “Good God!” said Mike. “Who started that story?”


  Amy Fentress laughed. “It’s true! I can see it in your face! You think you know everything that’s going around, but nobody tells you the stories about yourself!” She fondled his clenched hand. “Your fist is too hard!. . . What a man you are!” Her eyes narrowed. “I would enjoy being beaten by you,” she murmured. ". . . Fill my glass and let’s drink to us.”


  Mike poured the wine, but stopped her from raising the glass. “Just what are you getting at, Amy?”


  She pressed closer against him. “Oh, Mike, I was so thrilled when I heard it today, thrilled to the marrow!”


  “Heard what?”


  “I am so sick of tame men! I adore wickedness! Great wickedness! You disdained her millions! What a magnificent gesture! I shall die of bliss when you take me in your arms!”


  With growing horror he perceived her drift. “You think that I?. . .”


  “Don’t look so startled,” she pouted. “It doesn’t become you. Brazen it out! Brazen it out, and nothing can touch you!”


  “And everybody thinks?. . .”


  “They know it. By grapevine. What do you care? There’s no proof. You took good care of that. How clever you are! I adore you!”


  So that was why women were staring at him with fascinated eyes. Mike felt a little sick with disgust. Hardest to bear was the pressure of Amy’s shoulder against his arm. He would as lief have been caressed by a snake. But with half the people in the place watching him, he was forced to go on playing his usual part. He laughed.


  “That’s the way to take it,” said Amy. “Give me a toast.”


  He raised his glass, “Here’s the toast of the detective I’ve been playing around with all day. It’s all he knows. . . . To crime!”


  “To crime!”


  Chapter 10


  As soon as he got home, Mike wrote up his notebook. These notes were for his own future guidance, not his paper. His problems did not permit him to get much sleep. He went to bed sore and woke up sore a few hours later. By leaving Amy Fentress flat, he knew he had made a powerful and implacable enemy. She would undoubtedly whisper to all her intimates that Mike Speedon had "admitted it, darling!” Not that I give a damn, Mike told himself, but it drives me crazy that such a woman should be able to get away with it! She ought to be locked up with a diet of bread and water! As a matter of fact, Mike cared a good deal what people said.


  At nine o’clock he was at work in his office in the Recorder-Press Building. He found it impossible to write a word about the Ware case. All he could do was to dig up some reserve copy that he kept for emergencies. It was none too fresh. Doggedly hammering it out on the typewriter, he was finished by eleven, and already correcting proof. Hamilton Wade, big boss of the Recorder-Press, came in smiling slyly. Such condescension was unusual. Nearly everybody around the shop jumped at his approach, but Mike was too sore; he merely looked up. He knew he was in for trouble and he waited for it.


  “Morning, Mike. Through already? Let’s have a look at your stuff today.” Wade’s eyes were bright with an unholy curiosity.


  Mike silently pushed his proof across the desk. Wade ran his experienced editor’s eye down the middle of it, taking it all in without reading it. He frowned.


  “Hang it all, Mike! The whole town is waiting today with its tongue out to hear what you have to say about the Ware case. And you don’t mention it! You can’t let us down like this!”


  “What can I say about it?” growled Mike.


  “What can you say? You’re at the very seat and center of the whole thing! There is everything to say!”


  “I‘m too close to it,” muttered Mike.


  Wade held out the proof. “Honestly, Mike, do you regard this as good copy?”


  “No, it’s putrid!”


  “Well, then, you can’t afford to let it go through. You’ve taught your fans to expect something better. I appreciate your difficulties, but you owe something to the paper, too. Through the paper you lead a hell of an amusing life. Here’s your chance to repay us. You’re in a position to give us an exclusive story today. I give you absolute carte blanche to say what you please. Come out in your own person and give your slanderers hell! Defend yourself. I know you can put up a defense that will make them look silly.”


  Mike jumped up. “Mr. Wade, if the hot seat was waiting for me outside that door, I would not use my column to defend myself! I‘m damned if I would!”


  Wade was hardly accustomed to this. His eyebrows went up. “Why not?”


  “It’s too foul! To notice such lying gossip by defending yourself only inflates it, only keeps it going. My enemies are licking their lips while they wait to see what I‘m going to say. Then they’d have me!”


  “I don’t get your point of view,” said Wade stiffly.


  Mike quieted down. “I get yours,” he said, “and I‘m sorry I can’t fall in with it. The best thing to do would be to drop me out of the paper until this mess is cleared up. There are plenty of good men on the staff to pinch hit.”


  “I don’t care to do that,” said Wade. “You are our columnist, and there are the syndicate contracts to be considered also.” He dropped the proof on the desk. “Think it over. I can’t make you write. You have a couple of hours before the deadline. It doesn’t matter if you miss the first edition. It’s up to you.”


  When he had gone, Mike grimly okayed the proof and sent it upstairs. Let Wade kill it if he wanted to, and fire him.


  


  Half an hour later, Mike was ringing the bell of the Ware apartment. Yesterday he had had only the curiosity of an amateur in this case; today it was different. Only by solving the murder could he silence the lying tongues and make his enemies look foolish. Alfred opened the door.


  “Is Lieutenant Radigan here?” asked Mike.


  “No, sir. He’s at Police Headquarters, I believe. Mr. Cummings can tell you.”


  Cummings, hearing the voices, came out into the foyer. As always, smooth and watchful, he said: “Good morning, Mr. Speedon. I left the Lieutenant at Headquarters an hour ago. There was a jewel thief arrested last night, and the Lieutenant asked me to come down to the line-up to see if I could identify the man. But I had never seen him before . . . Let me take your coat, sir.”


  Mike suspected that there was more in this trip to Headquarters than Cummings was aware of. Radigan was concentrating on the Cummings angle today.


  In the living room, Sanford MacKelcan and a well-known dealer were taking inventory of Mrs. Ware’s art and household furnishings. Cummings was helping them. Mike asked himself why the attorney hadn’t appointed a clerk to do this tedious job, and the answer immediately presented itself. Because this gives him an excuse to stick around here.


  Mike lit a cigarette and watched the proceedings. He had no interest in the art dealer, but to see MacKelcan and Cummings together started him thinking. Both men were hiding something; they feared each other; they were too polite, too careful to avoid stepping on each other’s toes. Both crooks, thought Mike, with this difference; MacKelcan probably knows enough about the law to keep within it. On the other hand, Cummings was the stronger personality; MacKelcan talked too much.


  The latter, with his hand on a tall Chinese vase, was saying: “Now this piece is excessively valuable. It’s the delicate, biscuit-colored glaze that makes it so rare. Mrs. Ware told me there was no other vase of this description in existence outside of the Emperor of Japan’s collection.”


  The dealer was matter-of-fact. “Whoever told her that was pulling her leg. It’s a good piece, but by no means unique.”


  Mike, unable to deal with either man while this was going on, went back into the foyer. Moved by an obscure need of finding balm for his sore feelings, he drifted over to the door of the office and knocked. A calm voice invited him to enter.


  Day Radnor, in a crisp silk shirtwaist, was sitting behind the desk with a pile of mail before her. There was something in her natural and honest air that made Mike feel the world was not after all a completely filthy mess.


  “Still here?” he said.


  “As you see. There is more mail than ever this morning. Somebody must take care of it. My fate rests with Mr. MacKelcan. He has not yet spoken.”


  “Got anything in view if he does speak?”


  “Nothing definite.”


  “Got any money?”


  “Sufficient.”


  “I‘m fired,” said Mike.


  “I don’t believe it.”


  He described the scene in his office, but the sympathy he craved was not forthcoming.


  “You’re not fired—yet,” said Day coolly, “and you won’t be. The Press-Recorder is not going to hand over your column to the Sun or the World-Telegram. It’s unique.”


  “Ahh, you know you despise my column!” he said scowling.


  “I would if you took it seriously. As it is, I read every word. I think it’s a darned good racket. It takes gameness and a sense of humor to get away with it. Those are qualities anybody admires.”


  “I hate my job!”


  “Oh, your vitality is low. You didn’t get enough sleep last night.”


  “I‘m glad to see you’re feeling so flip this morning.”


  “What else can a poor girl be?”


  “Don’t rile me any more,” he muttered. “Already my teeth are worn down from grinding!”


  Day laughed—two silvery notes only. “You want sympathy,” she said with the clear look that always stirred him. There was nothing flip in that. But it was gone immediately. “I can’t sympathize with you. You’ve been too lucky. You have everything.”


  “And you think for me to be up against it is good for my soul, eh?”


  “The heck with that stuff. I‘m no soul doctor.”


  “What are you?” growled Mike. “I wish I knew. I don’t get you at all.”


  Day, smiling, commenced to slit envelopes quickly and to toss out the contents. After a moment Mike got up sorely. Hearing the sound, she jerked up her head and was about to speak. But she caught herself and went on with her work.


  Mike went out, as sore as when he had entered. Adele was hanging about at the back of the foyer. She signaled with her pretty eyes. Hard to tell if it was meant to be amorous or conspiratorial. He went to her.


  “Anything new?”


  “Mr. Cummings and Alfred had a quarrel last night. Up in Alfred’s room.”


  “What about?”


  “I couldn’t hear. It’s up on the third floor and I‘m on the second. I couldn’t go up there without being caught.”


  “That’s not worth good money,” said Mike. “You’ve got to get me particulars.”


  Adele made her eyes soft. “I don’t do this only for the money,” she murmured.


  Mike made believe not to get it. He was off women today. “Well, keep up the good work,” he said, turning back toward the living room. She had started a maggot working in his brain. Cummings and Alfred quarreling? It must be looked into.


  A bell sounded in the distance. The softly stepping Alfred appeared, making his way toward the door. Mike noted that the young man had lost his fresh color this morning. Alfred answered an inquiry at the door and closed it again. Mike intercepted him on the way back.


  “What’s the matter, Alfred?” “Matter, sir? Nothing as I‘m aware of, Mr. Speedon.”


  “Been having trouble with Cummings?”


  A terrified look came into the second man’s face. “Oh, no, sir,” he stammered earnestly. “Mr. Cummings, he’s an exacting man, he wants everything done just so, but he’s fair. We none of us got any complaint against Mr. Cummings, sir. Oh, no, sir. We respect him.”


  Mike thought: He protests too much.


  Alfred said anxiously: “Why do you ask me that, Mr. Speedon?”


  “No particular reason. But you look bad this morning.”


  Alfred laid a hand across his middle. “It’s my stomach, sir. I suffer in my stomach.”


  Mike let him go. When he got a chance later, he tackled Cummings on the subject, “Anything new turn up about Alfred?”


  Cummings gave him a sharp look. “Nothing new, sir. Alfred is too dumb, too timid, to get away with robbery. I‘m satisfied there’s nothing in it.”


  Mike thought: I‘m not.


  Chapter 11


  When luncheon was served the art dealer went away to look after his business, and Mike and Mr. MacKelcan seated themselves opposite each other in the dining room. At Mike’s suggestion. Miss Radnor had been invited to join them, but word came back that she begged to be excused. It was an excellent lunch; a cup of green turtle, a pheasant with a salad; port de salut instead of a sweet; the whole washed down with a bottle of Montrachet that made Mike’s stomach purr softly.


  Mike was amused to see MacKelcan acting the part of master of the establishment, giving orders to the servants and pressing this and that upon his guest. At such an informal luncheon for two men, there was no call for Cummings himself to wait upon the table, but the butler remained in the room, attentive to their every want. Finally, when the coffee was poured and cigars lighted, there was no further excuse for him to linger. He passed softly into the pantry.


  MacKelcan murmured out of the corner of his mouth: “I distrust that fellow! His eyes are everywhere! Have you noticed his eyes?”


  “Can’t say I have,” said Mike offhand.


  “Terrible eyes! I bet he’s listening at the pantry door this minute.”


  “He seems to have been devoted to his mistress.”


  “So he says. I doubt it!” The attorney dismissed the subject with a wave of his hand. Tapping his glass, he went on: “That was a good wine! An excellent wine! I have a weakness for good wine, but unfortunately my pocketbook does not permit me to indulge often!”


  “It will be easier now,” suggested Mike.


  “I don’t gain anything by Mrs. Ware’s will,” MacKelcan said quickly, “if that is what you are referring to. Not a cent! Mrs. Ware has been paying me a retainer of twenty-five thousand a year since I first became her attorney. She said she wished to remove temptation from my path. Just her little joke!” Here the attorney laughed—it sounded a little too hearty in Mike’s ears. “Indeed, I lose under the will,” he went on, “because when I did special work for my client she paid me for it. Most liberally! And now, of course, I cannot expect anything beyond the twenty-five thousand a year. Ah! you’re young yet and you don’t know all the calls that are made on a family man! Not to speak of the little benefactions one makes without wishing to say anything about it! There is never a cent left for the old man!”


  Mike paid small attention to what MacKelcan said because he had learned that the attorney wagged his tongue, not for the purpose of expressing his thoughts, but to hide them. You learned more from watching the man, and Mike watched him now.


  MacKelcan dressed with a good deal of care, but somehow looked untidy. He put on a fresh white waistcoat every morning, and it immediately became wrinkled, because the waistcoat has not yet been designed that will fit snugly over a protuberant belly with a hollow chest above. His jackets were always much too big for him and too long, because he believed that it helped his meager chest and shoulders; his flapping pants only called attention to the extreme thinness of his legs.


  He was never still while he talked; he twisted first to one side of his chair, then the other, and flung his long legs about like flails, ceaselessly crossing and uncrossing them. His hands, too, were always busy about nothing; moving his wine glass back and forth, playing with a fork, grasping a lapel of his jacket, pulling down the waistcoat that wouldn’t stay down. He had ugly hands, clay-colored, with warped fingers having spade-shaped tips bitten to the quick.


  Mike wondered if all this movement were not a kind of defense mechanism to distract attention from his eyes. His eyes gave him away and he probably suspected it. Small eyes, pale in color; a kind of dirty gray. Mike thought: I suppose they’re what a novelist would call yellow. Yellow eyes! that’s what they are! The yellow eyes never seemed to see anything; they were not still long enough; yet one got a feeling that somewhere behind all this flickering dwelt an unswerving will. MacKelcan was not an antagonist to be despised.


  He said: “I wanted to tell you the arrangements I have made.” He said “arrangements” in a solemn voice like an undertaker. “Yesterday evening I had Mrs. Ware moved to Green’s Funeral Parlors, and it was announced in the papers—just to put the public off, you understand. In the middle of the night I had her secretly carried to another establishment in White Plains, where the real funeral will take place on Saturday. Thus we will avoid a pushing crowd of curiosity-seekers in the street and all such distressing scenes.”


  “Good!” said Mike.


  “I won’t announce the funeral, of course—that would defeat my whole purpose, but if you will give me a list of her close friends—those to whom she was really dear—I will notify them privately.”


  “Don’t do it!” said Mike. “She wasn’t dear to any of them. A lot of flatterers and spongers. Let the poor soul be buried in quiet with only you and I and Cummings for mourners.”


  MacKelcan looked shocked. “Oh, dear, no! That wouldn’t do at all! No! No! We can’t have any secrecy about the obsequies. It would give rise to the darkest suspicions! You know what people are! Everything must be done in the open.”


  Mike shrugged. “In that case I advise you to have her put in a receiving vault until the heir comes, and let him decide. He’s her only relative.”


  “You may be right,” said MacKelcan, nodding his head. “I‘ll take it into consideration.”


  “Have you heard anything from the heir?” asked Mike.


  “My associate in London has acknowledged my cable. That’s all so far.”


  Mike considered how he could get past his defenses. “Mr. MacKelcan,” he said, “this is the first chance I have had to talk privately with you. . . .”


  “Keep your voice down,” warned the lawyer.


  “I will. . . . What is your theory about the robbery?”


  “Oh, I leave that to the police. I can’t follow the workings of the criminal mind. My experience has been entirely civil, entirely civil.”


  “The problem teases me,” said Mike. “I can’t put it out of my head. . . . At what stage was the party here, night before last, when you left?”


  MacKelcan switched around in his chair. “What do you mean?”


  “Were you the first to leave or the last?”


  The other man puffed out his cheeks. “Are you suggesting that I. . . .”


  “Good God, no! I want you to help me place the other guests.”


  MacKelcan cooled down. “The party was very distasteful to me. Most distasteful. The guests were drinking too much; some of them showed the effects. It made me indignant to see my client’s hospitality abused. But I lingered on because I was hoping to get a word or two with Mrs. Ware. But she didn’t come downstairs again and finally I gave up hope of it, and went home. I may not have been the first to go, but it was near it. I can tell you the exact hour. It was one-forty. I had been here an hour. Several other guests left with me.”


  “Who were they?”


  MacKelcan named them. “We went down in the elevator together. The Bradstreets had a car at the door. They gave me a lift to my little house in Sixty-fifth Street. Very pleasant people.”


  “Well, that lets out the Bradstreets and the others who left with you,” said Mike. “What about Norbert Besson?”


  “He was still here when I left. And that shameless woman, Mrs. Laval. I couldn’t help noticing him. He hates me because he knew that I considered Mrs. Ware’s association with him most unfortunate! and he didn’t try to hide it.”


  “Had he left the party during the time you were here?”


  “Yes, he had, now that you speak of it. But I took it that he and that woman had stolen away into some corner. . . . I could easily believe that Besson was the thief, but why should he rob Mrs. Ware if he expected to get it all?”


  Mike wasn’t giving anything away. “I don’t know,” he said. “But I don’t want to overlook any possibility.” He took a new line. “Did you know that Mrs. Ware had retained another attorney?”


  “What’s that got to do with it?” MacKelcan demanded, at once suspicious.


  “I‘m still thinking about Norbert Besson,” Mike said with an innocent air.


  MacKelcan accepted it. “Yes, I knew it.”


  “How did you know it?”


  “Mrs. Ware told me herself.”


  Mike thought: That is certainly a lie. “When?” he asked, thinking to catch him there.


  MacKelcan corrected himself. “What I should say is, that she had threatened to go to another lawyer if I wouldn’t give in to her about Besson. I didn’t give in, and so I supposed she had. That was three or four days ago.”


  Mike thought: You would have given in to her if she had wanted to make Beelzebub her heir. You always gave in to her in order to gain your own ends. He said: “But you knew the second will had not yet been signed.”


  “I didn’t suppose there had been time to draw up a new will and execute it. That was what I was waiting for on Tuesday night. To make one last appeal to Mrs. Ware not to sign any such will. I thought it my duty.”


  Mike nodded as if satisfied. All right, old man, he was thinking, but your story doesn’t quite hang together, and I‘ll take it apart before I‘m through!


  Soon afterwards, Cummings entered to say that Mr. Dufresne (the art dealer) had come back and was awaiting Mr. MacKelcan’s pleasure in the living room. The lawyer jumped up and ran out with his coat flying open. Cummings followed more soberly, and Mike was left at the table smoking and thinking over what he had heard.


  The pantry door opened a crack and he distinguished a bright eye in the aperture. Seeing that he was alone, Adele entered. Both her eyes and her mouth were open.


  “Did you know about this?” she asked breathlessly. “An extra. One of the boys just brought it up in the service elevator.”


  Across the top of the newspaper she was holding up, Mike read in letters four inches tall:


  MRS. WARE WAS MURDERED


  He shrugged. So the secret was out. Radigan would be annoyed at this. However, it was inevitable. No secret could be kept for long nowadays.


  He tipped Adele and sent her away. Reading between the lines of the story, it was clear to a newspaperman what had happened. One of the underlings in the medical examiner’s office had tipped off the press to the mistake made by the first assistant, and when the chief pathologist was faced with a direct question he had had to tell the truth. It was all here now; the make-up on the old lady’s arms; microscopic puncture; hypodermic needle; the real cause of her death. Mike could almost feel how the whole town was throbbing with the news at this moment.


  There was a sentence in the story that caused Mike to grit his teeth again. The writer made it clear as to whom he was referring:


  “In the light of this new development the name of a man has been mentioned who is very prominent in the night life of the city, and was closely associated with Mrs. Ware.”


  This was a rival sheet, delighted, of course, to get back at one of the stars of the Recorder-Press. Mike cursed it from the bottom of his heart.


  As he cooled off, it occurred to him that he now had an excellent opportunity to observe the effect of this news on Cummings and MacKelcan. He carried the paper into the living room where they were still droning over the business of the inventory.


  “Look at this,” he said. “It has just come.”


  Cummings and MacKelcan were standing side by side in front of Mike as he held up the newspaper. Cummings’ face grew as still as a waxwork; he lowered his eyes.


  “Murder! how terrible!” he said in an expressionless voice.


  MacKelcan became violently excited. “Murder!” he screeched, snatching the newspaper out of Mike’s hands. His eyes ran like rats over the story. “You knew this already!” he flung at Mike accusingly. “You’ve known it since yesterday morning! Why wasn’t I told?”


  Mike shrugged. “The police ordered me to keep my mouth shut.”


  MacKelcan strode up and down waving the newspaper. “It is outrageous! Outrageous! That I shouldn’t have been told!”


  “What difference does it make?” asked Mike coolly.


  MacKelcan, with a poisonous glance, suddenly shut up. Flinging the paper from him, he dropped in a chair and wiped his face. “Well, gentlemen,” he said, assuming his usual busy manner, “after all, this is a matter for the police, for the police. We must get on with our inventory.”


  Mike left the apartment with fresh food for thought; Cummings’ terrible stillness and MacKelcan’s irrelevant anger; what did they signify?


  Chapter 12


  Mike left the apartment because he had some telephoning to do that he didn’t care to risk in that place of snoopers and eavesdroppers. From a pay station he called up one after another, Mrs. Bradstreet and each of the persons MacKelcan had named as having left the Ware apartment on Tuesday night at the same time he did. Each corroborated MacKelcan’s story, and Mike was faced with another dead end.


  He proceeded to the Hotel Bathurst and had no luck there, either. Norbert Besson was out—or at any rate Mike was told that he was out. Mike then taxied downtown to the Equitable Building to see Mr. Keppelman. Here he picked up an interesting bit of news, though it did not advance his case much.


  “Yes,” said Keppelman, when the question was put to him. “I noticed myself that MacKelcan seemed to have advance information about the will I drew up for Mrs. Ware, and as soon as I got back to my office I started an inquiry. I am sorry to say I discovered that MacKelcan had been tampering with one of my clerks. I have discharged her, of course.”


  “Did your clerk know that the will had not been signed?”


  “She could not have known that.”


  “How could MacKelcan have learned so quickly that Mrs. Ware had sent for you?”


  “I have reason to believe that he had a spy in the bank. It was the bank, you will remember, that recommended me to Mrs. Ware. MacKelcan probably knew that I would be sent for before I knew it myself.”


  “What is his professional reputation?” asked Mike.


  “He can scarcely be said to have any. His business is of such a nature that nobody knows anything about it. . . . Don’t misunderstand me. It is a very choice business. God knows how he secures it! Such an ignorant man!”


  “But pertinacious.”


  When he had left Mr. Keppelman, Mike, according to his custom, called up the office to ask if there was anything for him. There was a memo, he was told, asking him to call Lieutenant Radigan at Police Headquarters as soon as he received it. Mike dialed Headquarters, and when he got Radigan, heard a new hardness in the Lieutenant’s voice that caused him to stiffen.


  “You wanted me to call you, Rad?”


  “Sure. . . . Where you been all day?”


  “Oh, around. I’ve got a job, you know.”


  “Where you calling from now?”


  “Cigar store, Equitable Building.”


  “Can you come around to Headquarters to talk things over?”


  “Surely.”


  “Okay. I‘ll be waiting for you in the main entrance hall.”


  In ten minutes Mike was in Center Street. Several press photographers were loitering outside Headquarters. “Wait a minute, Mike,” they cried. “Look this way!. . . Hold your head up!” Mike stalked on with a set jaw. In the past he had always had a fellow-feeling for the press photographers; they had a thankless job which they performed gamely. But now he longed to smash their damned cameras. It makes a difference whose ox is gored.


  Inside the building, Radigan, waiting at the top of the steps, greeted him with the sardonic friendliness that characterizes the New York cop in dealing with the criminal classes. The change in his manner made Mike sore because he liked the man; but what the hell. Mike steeled himself for trouble. Radigan led him to the elevator.


  “Where we going?” asked Mike.


  “Inspector Stillson’s office. Inspector wants to hear your ideas on the case.”


  Stillson was the chief of the detective force and Mike knew him of old. He was the kind of officer who presents a handsome front to the world and is in no danger of getting nervous prostration through overwork. He greeted Mike with a heavily facetious air that warned him afresh he was a suspected person. “H‘are yeh, Mike! Sit down and light up.”


  Mike obeyed, waiting for a lead. Out of the tail of his eye he could see Radigan, seated on his right, watching him with a scowl. Once a suspicion was planted in that slow-moving mind, whatever Mike did would only confirm it, and Mike, knowing it, felt reckless.


  The Inspector went on with his jocose air: “They’re saying around town that it was you gave old lady Ware the air.”


  “So I hear,” said Mike coolly. “Who started the story?”


  “I was hoping you could tell me.”


  Mike shrugged.


  “Trouble is, you’ve been getting too much publicity,” said the Inspector sententiously. “Comes a point where it sours on a celebrity. Look at Lindbergh. You’re getting the reverse publicity now.”


  “Are you telling me?” said Mike.


  The Inspector suddenly changed his tone. “Do you know a girl at Mrs. Ware’s called Adele?”


  “Sure! Damn pretty girl.”


  “So they tell me. You’ve got an eye for beauty, haven’t you?”


  “I hope it may never fail me.”


  Mike’s flippancy annoyed the officers. They looked on that as their perquisite. The Inspector’s forefinger shot out. “That girl is in your pay!” he rasped.


  “Sure!” said Mike, running up his eyebrows. “Why the excitement?. . . Since yesterday morning only,” he added pointedly, “She called me up at my office to tell me Mrs. Ware was missing, and was the information worth a ten spot to me? I‘m a newspaperman. I was glad to give her the money, and to offer her the same for other bits of exclusive information.”


  “That’s all right if that was all. But it started before yesterday.”


  “Oh, a kiss behind the door,” said Mike. “I‘d do that for any pretty girl.”


  “Where there’s smoke there’s fire,” said the Inspector heavily. “What the whole town is saying can’t be wrong. I advise you to take this more serious, Mike.”


  “I can’t, Inspector. Why, if I was mixed up in this old woman’s death, would I be spending all my waking hours trying to solve the mystery?”


  “It’s a clever dodge. Wouldn’t be the first time it was tried on.”


  “Ask Radigan if I haven’t worked hard on this case.”


  “I have asked him.”


  “You know a lot more about it than you ever told me,” growled Radigan.


  “Well, there are things that a man doesn’t tell anybody. But I was on the square with you.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “In the beginning, you were convinced that the woman died from natural causes; you all were. It was I who kept the case open.”


  “Oh, you were smart,” said Radigan bitterly. “Nobody would deny that!”


  “This is just foolishness,” said Mike. “There is no evidence.”


  “We have evidence,” said the Inspector grimly.


  “What is it?”


  “All in good time. You might tell us first what you were doing Tuesday night.”


  “Sure. I attended the Sloan dinner at the St. Regis. Left at ten o’clock. Saw the last act of the Gilbert Miller first night at the Booth. Then to Jack and Charlie’s and to the Stork Club. Talked with people at both places. Joined the Paley’s party at El Morocco at twelve-thirty.”


  “How long did you stay with them?”


  “About an hour.”


  “What time did you get home?”


  “About three-thirty.”


  The Inspector smiled disagreeably. “And between one-thirty and three-thirty?”


  “That’s my affair,” said Mike. “I could lie to you but I won’t. I‘m not going to say anything.”


  “Sure, sure,” said the Inspector, with heavy sarcasm. Always the gentleman, of course. Can’t divulge the lady’s name. . . . It’s not good enough, Mike. On Tuesday night at one forty-five you were seen entering the service door of the building where Mrs. Ware’s apartment is.”


  “That’s a lie,” said Mike. “At one forty-five I was much more agreeably engaged.”


  “You’ll have to prove it.”


  “On the contrary, you’ll have to prove that I wasn’t. . . . Who told you I entered that house?”


  “I‘m looking for information, Mike, not handing it out.”


  Mike smiled. “That means you don’t know. It was an anonymous tip; over the phone, I take it. And I bet I know where it came from.”


  “I‘m not saying whether it was or not,” said the Inspector. “You’re familiar with police work; you know that tips are always valuable to us.”


  “Sure. But anonymous tips are not evidence. You’ve got to dig up corroboration. I wish you luck of it.”


  The inspectorial forefinger shot out again, and for a while they had it back and forth, hammer and tongs. Mike had no difficulty in keeping up his end; he had seen too many poor devils subjected to this sort of bulldozing. He knew the technique. Moreover, it was clear that the Inspector had not even a phony case against him. Finally Stillson, very red in the face, said:


  “That’s all now.”


  “Am I under arrest?” asked Mike ironically.


  “Don’t try to play with me,” rasped the Inspector, “or you soon will be!. . . I‘ll talk to you again tomorrow.”


  Mike took out his little book. “At what hour?” he asked politely.


  The Inspector struck his desk. “Any time I please, see?”


  Mike left the office smiling—and inwardly wild with rage. There were some reporters hanging about downstairs. They waited for him with curious expressions, half friendly, half derisive. It was a novel experience for them to interview one of themselves in this building.


  “Hello, Mike! What’s the dope?. . . We’re for you, Mike. They haven’t got anything on you or you wouldn’t be walking out alone. . . . Tell us your side of it, Mike.”


  Mike knew very well that it would be the part of wisdom to pause and chat with them. They were disposed to be friendly. But he couldn’t do it; he was too full of rage against the world. “Sorry, fellows, nothing to say,” he muttered, pushing through them. He never looked around, but he could picture their meaning grins behind his back.


  Hailing a cab in the street, he had himself driven to his own flat. It didn’t lessen his rage any to find a detective loitering across the street. It was not a man that Mike knew, but with his neat, sober dress, cagey eyes and broad-soled shoes, it was impossible to mistake him for other than he was.


  Mike, who disliked hotels, had found a retreat after his own heart in a dignified Victorian dwelling on Lexington Avenue in the Murray Hill district. He occupied the rear of the first floor and a couple of additional rooms in the basement. Here he lived in great comfort, surrounded by his own Early Victorian treasures, and waited upon (when he desired it) by the adoring Takaku, who looked on Mike as the king of men. There was no elevator in the old house, and no hallboy to spy on the tenants. The rooms were somewhat unconventionally arranged, because you entered the bedroom and passed through it into the long living room which occupied a rear extension to the original building. It had a fireplace and the view of an ailanthus tree in the yard. Downstairs, there was a kitchen and dining room, so that Mike was able to give a little dinner at home when he had a mind to.


  Takaku was a treasure. Valet, butler, cook, he was equal to any emergency. The arrangement that Mike had with him suited both to a T. Takaku kept a little store on Madison Avenue where he sold Japanese art and curios, but since the Japanese had become so unpopular, business had fallen away, and the little man was very thankful for the stipend that Mike paid him. He came every day at noon to clean up the place and see to Mike’s clothes, and departed a couple of hours later. But he was always available for additional time when Mike wanted him.


  They didn’t meet often, but kept up a regular correspondence through the medium of the typewriter on Mike’s desk. Mike wrote out his instructions for Takaku and left them in the machine; and Takaku left his answer in the machine when any was required. Takaku was the master of a picturesque style. His spelling was perfect because he always had a dictionary in his pocket. From dictionary and newspapers, he had acquired an extensive vocabulary, but his notions of English syntax were a little sketchy. There was a letter in the machine now.


  Mr. Mike Sir


  Please, so-called lady come today. Insert herself through door. I hesitate throw out because if woman make great cry, what they do to Japanese man? Claim she sent by Star newspaper. Ask multitude questions; I make out dumb. She walk through rooms, look at everything and write down. But I not let her open any drawers. Over my dead body, I say. Please, if your Honor extend approval, I order chain put on door.


  Your obedient servant,


  Takaku.


  Mike, in a rage, reached for the telephone. He knew the city editor of the Star tabloid, and he felt that it would be a pleasure to give him hell. But he drew his hand back again. Why provide the Star with an additional story?


  He paced up and down his living room struggling to see clearly. After a while he cooled down sufficiently to realize that it would be fatal to sulk in his tent under a charge like this. Though he felt that he hated the whole race of mankind, it was necessary to go out and show himself among them and play the fool, as usual. He shuffled over the invitations on his desk. Mr. and Mrs. Van Benthuysen, 270 Park Avenue, cocktails, six o’clock. They were conspicuous people; it would do.


  He dressed with particular care; the black jacket and gray trousers he had had made in Paris—a man did not ordinarily patronize French tailors, but the cut of these garments was just outré enough to be smart and amusing. With them he wore the double-breasted waistcoat he had himself brought back into fashion. This one was dove-colored, bound with black braid. He had spats to match it and a gray Homburg made on a new block, the first of its style to be shown in New York. In his lapel he stuck the gardenia that was his trade-mark after office hours. Takaku put a fresh supply in the Frigidaire every day.


  As he drove away from his door he looked through the rear window of his taxi and saw the detective following in the next car. Much good may it do him, Mike thought; he’s only wasting the taxpayers’ money. When he crossed the Park Avenue sidewalk at 270, a boy thrust the latest edition of a tabloid under his eyes and he read in staring type: MIKE AT HEADQUARTERS. The balance of the first page was filled with a photograph of his scowling self that enraged him afresh.


  He enjoyed a lurid success at the Van Benthuysen’s foolish party. A new kind of fame clung around him today. All talk ceased when he entered the rooms, and immediately afterwards everybody started making up to him. It was sickening because he knew very well what they had been saying before he came, and what they would say when he had gone. He exulted in the fascinated eyes of the women and the fawning smiles of the men—but it didn’t make him feel any better. In a man like Mike, pain manifests itself in the form of rage, but it is pain just the same. He hated the whole roomful of them and stared them down one after another, daring them with his eyes to bring up the subject of the Ware case. Nobody had the courage to do so; Mike’s smile was too forbidding. The more cocktails he drank, the sorer he got. If this keeps up, he thought, I will kill somebody, just to get square.


  Chapter 13


  Just after Mike had returned to his flat to dress for dinner, Radigan came. The Lieutenant’s honest phiz had undergone another change of expression; he now looked like a schoolboy caught in mischief.


  “Well, Mike,” he said self-consciously.


  Mike was not disposed to relent. “What can I do for you now?” he asked.


  “Got to talk to you,” mumbled Radigan. “Can I come in?”


  “Surely.”


  Mike took him into the living room and gave him a drink because he wanted one himself. Radigan obviously was having a hard time coming to the point, and Mike left it to him. Mike said:


  “Excuse me if I start dressing. I‘m going to be late as it is. I‘ll leave the door open. I can hear all you say.”


  There was a long silence from the living room while Mike was pulling off his clothes, and he smiled to himself. Radigan was evidently on the grid; well, he could damned well stay there. Finally he heard Radigan say: “Nice place you got here, Mike.”


  “Not bad. Not bad. It suits me.”


  Another silence.


  Finally Radigan appeared in the doorway. “Damn it all, Mike, I‘m sorry!” he blurted out.


  “God bless my soul!” said Mike. “And you a cop? This will never do!”


  “Aah!” growled Radigan. “Can’t you see I‘m sorry? What do you want to razz me for?”


  “Sorry for what?”


  “Because this afternoon I thought you done it. I went to the Inspector with the story, and it got in the papers and all. I know better now.”


  “What has brought about this miracle?”


  “Quit your razzing, can’t you? I feel bad enough already. . . . I‘ll tell you. About half an hour ago I was called to the phone. I was still at Headquarters. . . .”


  “Working on the Mike Speedon case!”


  “Cut it out!. . . It was a woman. She asked me if I‘d stay there until she got down, and I said sure, and she came down. She’s a peach, Mike! A peach! You know who I mean.”


  Mike shrugged and held out his hands.


  “She was absolutely on the level. Gave me her name and all. She said she had just read in the paper that you were suspected of the Ware murder because you refused to tell where you were on Tuesday night, so she felt it was up to her to come forward and tell that you were with her.”


  Mike’s attention was sharply caught then. “My God!” he murmured. . . . "Her!"


  “She said she hoped I could keep it to myself because it would just about wreck her if it was published. . .”


  “Sure, it would!”


  ". . . But if there had to be a showdown, she would come forward and testify.”


  Mike was staring at Radigan like a man transfixed. A pleasant warm current was stirring in his breast. “After all,” he murmured, “there are women who are on the square!”


  “Maybe she’s lying,” said Radigan, “a woman will always lie for one man, but. . .”


  “That’s the wonderful part of it,” Mike interrupted; “I am not the one man in the world for her. I was merely a diversion, you understand, pour passer le temps. . .”


  “Aah! speak English!”


  “Have you told the Inspector?”


  Radigan scowled. “What do you think I am? He would make her tell her story to him. I wouldn’t want to put her through that!”


  “Good boy!” said Mike warmly.


  “What’s bothering me now,” Radigan went on, “is how to let the press know that we haven’t a thing against you.”


  “The heck with them!” said Mike. “Let them spin their yarns. What do I care as long as I have a real friend or two back of me. Like yourself, for instance, and the woman who came to you.” Mike stood with hanging arms, having entirely forgotten his dressing. “It took nerve for her to go to the police!” he murmured.


  Radigan eyed his naked torso approvingly. “Gee! you’d make a dandy recruit on the force. . . . You’d better get a move on or you’ll be late for your dinner.”


  Mike came to. “Have you eaten, Rad?”


  “No.”


  “Then bas big shirt fronts! I‘m going to put on my working clothes and eat at Bonifacio’s with you.”


  “But if you’ve got a date. . .”


  “No! It isn’t every day that a man is accused of murder. I‘m the most famous man in New York tonight! They can’t expect to capture me for their footling dinners!”


  “You’re talking crazy!”


  “Not so crazy as I sound, old omadhaun! You and me have a job on our hands. I turned up some new leads today and I reckon you did, too. We’ve got to put our findings together, and dope out the answer.”


  Soon afterwards, in a booth at Bonifacio’s, the two were discussing a dish of troglie. “Boy! this is A-1 chow,” said Radigan. “Like fried clams, sort of. What the heck is it, Mike?”


  Mike waited until Radigan had cleared his plate. “Octopus,” he said wickedly.


  “O my God!” cried the Lieutenant. “That’s a dirty trick to play on a man! I see them things on the fish stalls every time I go down First Avenue. Give me some wine, quick!”


  When they had finished eating, Mike told Radigan what had happened in the Ware apartment that day. When his turn came, Radigan said:


  “I guess you doped out for yourself why I had Cummings down to Headquarters this morning.”


  Mike shook his head. “I figured you were putting up some kind of game on him.”


  “I had the real Cummings in the audience at the line-up to give the fake Cummings the once-over when I brought him in. He told me afterwards that he had met our man nine or ten months ago when they were both hunting jobs. The fake Cummings made up to him in an employment office—not Mrs. Sully’s, and treated him to a drink after, and for a while they used to eat together and sit in each other’s rooms. The fake Cummings was then passing under the name of Wilson. Their talk was mostly about jobs, naturally; they showed each other their references.


  “The real Cummings was struck by the questions his friend ‘Wilson’ was always asking him. Wilson asked him hundreds of questions about a butler’s duties, and it seemed funny that he didn’t know the answers already, but Wilson explained that service was very different in Australia, being a new country. The real Cummings recommended a butler’s manual to Wilson that would tell him all such things. This book was found in our Cummings’ possession, you remember, and bears the marks of frequent thumbing. After a while, the real Cummings said, ‘Wilson’ disappeared, and he had never heard from him after.”


  “This proves,” said Mike, “that as long ago as last winter our Cummings was already plotting to get into Mrs. Ware’s household.”


  “Sure. I am convinced that Cummings is our best bet.”


  “Maybe so; but if it was the jewels he was after, why should he wait six months before lifting them? He had plenty of chances before that. And why is he still sticking around? No, Rad, you only have to take a look at that man’s eyes to see that he’s playing a deeper game. What is it?”


  “That’s what we’ve got to find out.”


  “Sure, and while working on him, we mustn’t neglect the other leads. Bethesda Prior is not cleared yet, though I admit at this moment she doesn’t look very promising. But something may turn up that will change the whole set-up. Also, the second man, young Alfred, is mixed up in it somehow; it looks now as if he was Cummings’ confederate and as if they had quarreled over the swag. Then there is Attorney MacKelcan, he’s a deep one, always trying to persuade you he’s a fool. He stood to gain nothing under the will, but he’s playing his game, too. And finally there is Norbert Besson. He had the best reason in the world for wiping out the old woman.”


  “How?”


  “As the fiancé of a woman sixty-seven years old he was a laughing stock of the cafés—he’s not twenty-seven himself, and it galled him. The moment he believed that the will in his favor was signed, he would be wild to rid himself of such an incubus. Imagine having to make passionate love to a wrinkled old woman every day! The moment he was in possession of the sixty million, Norbert knew he would have the laugh on those who had laughed at him. That’s the way of the world.”


  “A pretty dirty world, if you ask me,” said Radigan.


  “All right, old stove-in-bottom! I didn’t make it.”


  “The defect in that theory,” said Radigan, “is that Norbert is as boneless as an earthworm. . . .”


  “Not entirely,” said Mike, “if I can depend on my informants.”


  Radigan ignored the interruption. “I can’t see a punk like Norbert plotting and carrying out a cold-blooded murder.”


  “Neither can I. But that’s where Mrs. Laval comes in. There is nothing slack-twisted about her! She has a stake in it too, remember. She is infatuated with Norbert and was enraged against the old woman for separating her from her heart throb. Maud Laval has no money of her own, and is therefore forced to hang on to her rich husband. But if she was able to help Norbert to sixty million, she could then divorce Payne Laval and marry Norbert. That’s what she would figure, anyhow. As a matter of fact, if Norbert got his hands on that much money, I doubt if he would saddle himself with a woman so much older. Did you ever see Mrs. Laval, Rad?”


  “No.”


  “She’s a lulu! I must introduce you. There’s a kind of antique wickedness in that woman that you don’t often see in these degenerate times. Lucrezia Borgia stuff. So long as she can pull the wool over Payne Laval’s eyes, she absolutely doesn’t give a damn what she does. . . . Think this over, Rad. Two persons who were at the party on Tuesday night have told us that Norbert Besson and Maud Laval both disappeared for a considerable time.”


  “Mrs. Ware would never have received Mrs. Laval in her private sitting room.”


  “No. She hated the woman. And Norbert knew better than to take his mistress up there. But Mrs. Ware’s suite consists of three rooms with communicating doors. Why couldn’t Mrs. Laval have been waiting in the dressing room while Norbert went into the boudoir to prepare the way? He had a drink with the old woman, say. Hers was loaded with barbitol, and when she went to sleep the other woman came in and did the job. A hypodermic syringe would be just the sort of weapon a woman like Mrs. Laval might choose.”


  “What about the jewels?”


  “The heck with that. It’s the murderer I‘m after.”


  “Sounds plausible,” said Radigan, “but how the hell can we prove they went to Mrs. Ware’s suite if nobody saw them?”


  “That’s up to us. We’ve got to concentrate on the Laval-Besson angle.”


  “I haven’t neglected it. I haven’t had a chance to tell you yet. The look I had at Norbert’s correspondence made me want to see more. I searched his rooms while he was at dinner last night.”


  “Without a warrant?”


  “We have to take that chance sometimes. The house detective at the Bathurst is a friend of mine, and I persuaded him that it was in the public interest. We got Norbert and Mrs. Laval placed at dinner, and we knew they would be good for an hour.”


  “What did you find?”


  “A whole lot of stuff, but nothing as far as I can see that helps us much.”


  “Does he own a pocket flash?”


  “No. . . . There was a whole pack of letters from Mrs. Ware, and from other women, too; each woman’s letters tied in a separate bundle.”


  “That’s Norbert’s capital,” said Mike.


  “But nothing from Mrs. Laval. Not a line!”


  “She’s too smart to write letters.”


  “I didn’t bother about the other women’s letters; there wasn’t time and there were none of recent date anyhow. I read everything that Mrs. Ware had written him. Although she was seeing him all the time, she wrote him near every day. A lot of lallygagging that would sicken you, but nothing that applies to this case.”


  “What else did you find?”


  “Well, for one thing, a ring that Mrs. Ware had given him.”


  “How do you know it was from her?”


  “On the inside of it was engraved: ‘To N. B. from F. W., October 27th.’ ”


  “Three weeks ago. That was when they announced their engagement. . . . What kind of ring, Rad?”


  “An unusual-looking ring. It had a flat, oval stone, dark green in color with red flecks in it. A very handsome setting.”


  “Bloodstone. You don’t see them often nowadays. . . . Were there any references in Mrs. Ware’s letters to this ring?”


  “One reference. She said: ‘I have ordered the ring from Tiffany’s.’ ”


  “By God! we may have something here,” said Mike. “It takes time to make a ring. What was the date of the letter in which she spoke of the ring?”


  “I couldn’t tell you,” said Radigan. “It didn’t strike me as of any particular importance.”


  “Ah, you dope!” groaned Mike. “And I was just on the verge!”


  Radigan didn’t mind, because it was said with a grin. “It was one of the later letters, because it was near the top of the pile.”


  “You should have taken the ring, Rad.”


  “Ahh! I didn’t like to do that.”


  “But as long as you were in wrong, you might as well have been in a little wronger. It was a mistake for him to have kept the ring, and if he finds himself seriously suspected, he is certain to dispose of it. . . . Where did you find it?”


  “In the middle drawer of his desk; on the right-hand side away at the back under some papers. It’s in a little box.”


  Mike was silent for a moment or two, studying hard. Finally he looked at his watch. “Only nine o’clock. Drink up your wine and let’s go.”


  “Where?”


  “Around to the Ware apartment. If we can get hold of Kinsey we may learn something. The old lady talked pretty freely to her. . . . Wait a minute! I’ve got a better idea. Take your time over your wine. . . .”


  “What the hell!. . .”


  “The person who called you up today and tipped you off that I had been seen entering the service door on Tuesday night, was it a man or a woman?”


  “I took it for a woman, but it might have been a man speaking high. It was a whispering voice, like.”


  “I think I know who it was, but I might be mistaken. Maybe it was somebody who was interested in driving a wedge between you and me, Rad.”


  “That’s possible.”


  “In that case, we ought not to be seen too much together. We ought to let this person think we have been separated. You sit here over your wine and I‘ll drop around to the apartment. Back in half an hour.”


  “Okay, Mike.”


  


  Cummings admitted Mike to the Ware apartment. A flicker of surprise passed over his masked face. “Anything new, Mr. Speedon?”


  “The new thing is that the police are determined to hang the murder on me,” said Mike casually.


  “That is ridiculous, Mr. Speedon. You weren’t here at all that night. I would be glad to testify to that, sir.”


  “Thanks, Cummings. You and Kinsey between you may be able to save me. I want to see Kinsey if she’s still up.”


  “She has retired to her room, sir, but I will request her to come down immediately.”


  “Oh, don’t do that. Just warn her I‘m here, and ask her to throw something around her. I want to ask her just one question.”


  Mike didn’t trust Cummings any farther than he could see him, and when the butler started away, he coolly followed. Cummings didn’t say anything. They went up in the elevator together. Kinsey’s room was at the back of the second floor. Some parley through the door was necessary before Cummings was permitted to open it. As Mike was within hearing, the butler had to deliver his message straight. Kinsey was scandalized at the idea of admitting a strange gentleman to her bedroom, but her curiosity was stronger than her sense of propriety, and, after some hasty adjustments were made, Mike was bidden to enter. The elderly lady’s maid was sitting up in bed with what the English call a “woolly,” pink in color, thrown over her head and clutched around her bony breast. Cummings stood by with the evident intention of chaperoning the meeting.


  “Thank you very much,” said Mike with a hard look that the butler could not face out. He retired, bowing.


  Mike made sure that the door was tightly closed. “Let it stand open!” said Kinsey sharply.


  “Surely,” said Mike, opening the door. He knew better than to argue with an apprehensive woman. “Let’s speak low, though,” he said, approaching the bed. “All the doors of this house seem to have ears!”


  Kinsey had picked up a good bit of American slang. “You said it!” she agreed primly.


  “I wanted to ask you a question or two. . . .” began Mike.


  She didn’t wait for him to finish. “I shan’t say another word! I’ve talked too much already! I‘ll answer no questions except those put to me by the police!”


  “That’s very sensible of you,” said Mike smoothly. “Everybody seems to want to rush into print. But I could see from the first that you were different. It’s so rare that you find a woman with the finer feelings.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. Kinsey’s mouth dropped open, but he paid no attention. Experience had taught him that no matter how they may carry on, prudes love to be shocked. He drew out his cigarette case. “Will you join me since it’s after working hours?”


  “I don’t indulge,” said Kinsey sourly, but she watched him lighting up with fascinated eyes. Perhaps in daydreams she had pictured a handsome man sitting on her bed smoking a cigarette.


  Mike proceeded on the theory that no woman is too old or too bony to be cajoled. “It’s so nice to have a quiet chat with you. You remind me of Jane Austen, the novelist. Have you read her works?”


  “My favorite author,” said Kinsey stiffly.


  Lucky hit! thought Mike. He went on: “You’re so quiet and reserved and penetrating. I can see that you are not easily deceived. I feel that you can read me like an open book!”


  Kinsey found his smile irresistible. She melted fast. “I didn’t believe those stories about you in the newspapers, Mr. Speedon.”


  “I knew you wouldn’t, Miss Kinsey. It’s so good to feel that you have one friend.”


  “I‘m not saying that I‘ll answer your questions,” said Kinsey, “but you can let me hear what they are.”


  “Did you know that Mrs. Ware had had a ring made for Mr. Besson?”


  “Certainly. She showed it to me. A bloodstone in a very handsome setting.”


  Mike concealed his eagerness. “When did she give it to him?”


  “She never had a chance to give it to him. It was sent home from the jeweler’s on Tuesday afternoon. It was waiting for her when she got home, and she showed it to me.”


  “Didn’t she send it to Mr. Besson afterwards?”


  “No. She said she wanted to slip it on his finger herself. It was still here late that night. After I had dressed her and she had gone downstairs, it was still in the drawer of her dressing table. I saw it when I was cleaning up. In the morning it was gone, of course. The murderer got it with her other jewels.”


  “Thanks,” said Mike, rising quickly.


  “Oh!. . .” said Kinsey. “You haven’t finished your cigarette.”


  “I‘ll be seeing you,” he said, making for the door.


  


  He hastened back to Radigan at Bonifacio’s.


  After telling his story, he said: “So now we have positive evidence that Norbert Besson was with Mrs. Ware on Tuesday night during the party.”


  “My God!” murmured Radigan. “Could a man accept a ring from a woman and kill her immediately afterwards? Or stand by and let another kill her?”


  “Why not? If their plans had been carefully made in advance, they wouldn’t let a little thing like a ring stop them.”


  Chapter 14


  On the following morning, when he got down to the Recorder-Press, Mike discovered that the tide had turned in his favor. He was asked to come up to Mr. Wade’s private office, where he found Warner Bassett, City Editor, closeted with the big boss. Mr. Wade was noncommittal, Warner’s greeting friendly.


  “Mike,” he said, with studied casualness, “on the level, was it you who liquidated Old Lady Ware?”


  Mike felt a sudden warmth toward the harassed and overdriven editor. A square-shooter! “It was not,” he said, as offhanded as the other.


  Warner turned to their employer. “Well, there you are, Mr. Wade. I have no more to say. Have I your permission to go ahead?”


  “Go ahead,” said Wade.


  While Warner was leading Mike down the hall, he explained that they had decided it would be good newspaper policy while the rest of the press was still raising a hue and cry against Mike, for the Recorder-Press to come out in his defense. He gave Mike a clap on parting, saying: “We’re putting our money on you, Mike. God help you, if you let us down!”


  “You’re taking a risk,” said Mike.


  He returned to his own office feeling much better.


  Later, in his flat, while Mike was dressing for the afternoon, Sanford MacKelcan called. He had visited Mike’s rooms on several occasions, and he always said about the same things. “Man! you’ve got a smart place here! So much more distingué than one of these damn new hotels that are all alike. There is class to this! Do you ever eat at home?”


  “Oh, yes. There’s a dining room and kitchen downstairs, and my little Jap’s a good cook when I require it.”


  “Man! I bet you have many a snug little party here just for two, eh boy?”


  “Why not?”


  “Why not? That’s the line to take. Man! I wish I could be young again!”


  He drifted around the living room, pawing the different objects in a manner that Mike detested. However, he let him run on while he waited to find out what he had really come for. After a while it came out.


  “A very strange thing, Mike,” MacKelcan said in a voice of exaggerated solemnity. “Extraordinary! My London associate cables me that he can’t find James Fawcett. It seems that the London address Fawcett gave us is that of a small tobacco store which receives letters for its customers. Fawcett has been in the habit of sending a child to call for my letters and remittances. The family is not known in the neighborhood. And so many thousands of money orders pass through the London General Post Office every day, there is little chance of tracing him there. My agent is continuing the search, of course.”


  After he had gone, Mike sat scowling and thinking it over. What the devil was MacKelcan up to? It was to his interest, of course, to delay the appearance of the heir as long as possible; in the interim the attorney was in full control of the estate. Had he ever cabled to England? On the other hand, the story of Mrs. Ware’s death and the Englishman who had inherited sixty million dollars must have been published in all the London papers. Why hadn’t Fawcett come forward of his own account? Was there such a man as Fawcett? Perhaps MacKelcan had invented him for his own purposes. Thus he could go on handling the estate indefinitely. There was no evidence that Fawcett existed except on MacKelcan’s say-so. MacKelcan might easily have put over an imaginary nephew on Mrs. Ware during the days when she was under his influence.


  Mike had good friends in London, and as a result of his cogitations he started a little investigation of his own by cable.


  Afterwards, he taxied up to the Ware apartment to see what was doing. Somewhat to his surprise, the door was opened by Adele; this was supposed to be the duty of a manservant. There was nobody in sight, and Mike as a matter of habit turned up the girl’s chin, and saluted her fresh lips. It was cheaper than tipping her—besides being pleasanter. He asked where Cummings was.


  “I think he’s up in his room.”


  This was odd, because Cummings was on the job every moment, early and late.


  Mike knocked on the door of the office and was invited to enter. Day Radnor was at her desk, looking as crisp as a flower that had opened an hour before. He searched her face to discover how the newspaper stories of the past two days had affected her. The old expression of friendly mockery was unchanged and he felt better. Day said:


  “I see that you are your own man again today.”


  “I wasn’t fired,” said Mike. “On the contrary, the Recorder-Press is starting a campaign in my behalf.”


  “They would,” said Day. “You are one of their important assets, and they can’t afford to let you be depreciated.”


  “Don’t you think I have any friends?”


  “You don’t need friends.”


  “Oh, yeah? You’re not half so cynical as you like to make out.”


  Day laughed and let it go at that.


  Mike described the events of the past twenty-four hours. A man had the comfortable assurance in talking to Day that he was safe with her. It wasn’t necessary to swear her to secrecy. She was secretive anyhow.


  “I‘m not usually vindictive,” she said when he was through, “but it would please me well to see you hang the murder on Norbert Besson. He affects me like a bad smell.”


  There was a tap on the door and Adele entered. She avoided looking at Mike. “Did you ring, Miss Radnor?” she asked demurely.


  “No,” said Day. Her cool look at the girl suggested: And you know quite well that I did not.


  Adele was not in the least abashed by it. “Pardon me,” she said, “I must have read the indicator wrong.” She went out again.


  “Your girl-friend is evidently looking for you,” said Day to Mike. “You’d better go to her.”


  Mike was determined not to let Day have any change out of him today. “Reckon I had,” he said, rising at once. “I‘ll be seeing you.”


  “Tell her,” said Day, “that she has nothing to fear from me.”


  There was an acid edge to her voice that delighted Mike. “Oh, she doesn’t mind you,” he said, and went out well-pleased because he had insinuated the last word.


  Adele was making believe to busy herself in the foyer. “Cummings and Alfred are at it again,” she whispered to Mike. “Up on the top floor. You’d better go up if you want to find out what it’s all about.”


  “Thanks,” said Mike, making for the elevator.


  He ascended to the game room on the roof of the building, with its garden terrace outside. The vast room was in perfect order, but it had the forlorn look of a place that is not used. The garden was wintry. As soon as he stepped out of the elevator, Mike could hear distant sounds of distress. A creature somewhere was moaning in pain. He opened a service door and heard it louder; a man’s voice, a young voice, rising to a suppressed shriek of agony; dying away in a moan.


  Running across the pantry, he opened another door. The voice had fallen silent. In front of him lay a corridor with several rooms opening off one side. These were the quarters of the menservants. The door of the first room stood open. It was empty. In it stood a vast, old-fashioned brass bedstead, Mrs. Ware’s conjugal bed that she had brought with her to her apartment for sentimental reasons, and had stuck away up here. This room was not used. Mrs. Ware’s present chauffeur was a married man and slept at home.


  The next room Mike knew, from the reports of the police search, was Cummings’. The door stood open likewise, and the room was empty. Suddenly the agonized male voice was raised again, almost at his elbow, it seemed. It was Alfred’s voice, coming from the adjoining room, broken and quivering.


  “Oh! don’t do it again!. . . I didn’t, I tell you! I swear I didn’t!. . . Oh God! don’t hurt me any more!”


  Mike ran to the door. He would have liked to listen for a while, but he could not stand those sounds of pain. The door was locked. He pounded on it, and an instant silence fell on the room inside. Mike pounded again. “Open the door!” he commanded, “or by God I‘ll smash it in!”


  After a moment, the key turned and the door was thrown open. Mike found himself faced by Cummings, white-faced and sullen. The butler had thrown off his coat and rolled up his shirt-sleeves; Mike was astonished by the development of his hairy forearms. Where did a house servant get such muscles? The ugly pallor of Cummings’ face and the glitter in his eyes, struck a momentary fear into Mike. Can I handle him alone? he asked himself. Behind Cummings he saw Alfred collapsed in a chair with his chin on his breast, apparently half swooning.


  “What the devil is going on here?” demanded Mike.


  Cummings struggled hard to recover his usual smoothness, but he was breathing fast and his nostrils were dilated; the savagery in his eyes bordered on insanity. “I‘m sorry you heard this, Mr. Speedon. . . . This man is a bad servant. . . . I‘m trying to teach him.”


  “Pretty primitive methods,” said Mike.


  “I have found that it works very well, sir, with the young,” murmured Cummings.


  “What did he do?”


  “He will not obey me, sir.”


  “In what way?” Mike persisted.


  “Oh, it’s just a matter of household discipline, sir. It’s not worth your attention.”


  Mike took no stock in this. He addressed Alfred. “You tell me what is the matter.”


  “Don’t notice it, Mr. Speedon, sir,” mumbled the broken wretch from his chair. “Mr. Cummings ain’t to blame. He’s mistaken in what he thinks. I‘m a good boy, Mr. Speedon.”


  "What does Cummings think?”


  “Don’t notice it, Mr. Speedon. I can take it, sir. There won’t be no more trouble. I‘ll work my fingers to the bone!”


  Cummings listened to this with a hideous smile. Mike thought: My God! a hyena! Cummings was saying smoothly:


  “If Alfred considers himself badly used, he is always free to go. Mr. MacKelcan will be glad to save his wages. There is not enough work for all now.”


  “Oh, no, Mr. Cummings, sir,” stammered Alfred. “I‘m satisfied here. I got no kick coming.”


  For some reason this answer angered Cummings afresh. Losing all self-control, he snarled, “Well, I‘m sick of it, do you hear? You can go. Pack your things and get out!”


  An awful look of panic came into the young man’s face. “Oh, God, no! Don’t say it, Mr. Cummings! I ain’t done nothing! I‘m a good boy! You can’t do this to me! Don’t turn me off, Mr. Cummings. I got no place to go. Give me another chance!”


  “Pack your things!” snarled Cummings. “If you’re not out in an hour I‘ll throw you out!”


  Alfred fell forward out of the chair to his knees and scrabbled to Mike’s feet. Alfred was a big, handsome, young fellow and it was horrible to see him cringe like this. “Please, Mr. Speedon, speak a word for me,” he pleaded. “I‘m a good boy, Mr. Speedon. I don’t give no trouble. . . .”


  “I’ve got nothing to do with it,” said Mike. “It’s between you and Cummings.”


  Alfred scrambled to his feet and, snatching up his coat, ran out of the room, struggling into the sleeves. Following him, they heard him run down the service stairs. He did not go on down the second flight, but ran forward through the corridor toward Mrs. Ware’s private suite. He entered the boudoir. Cummings and Mike were not far behind him.


  In the boudoir Sanford MacKelcan was seated at Mrs. Ware’s desk, going over her papers. Alfred was already in the middle of his plea. ". . . I‘m a good boy, Mr. MacKelcan, sir. I‘m a hard worker. I won’t make no trouble. Ask him not to turn me off, sir. I got no place to go!”


  “What’s this? What’s this?” blustered MacKelcan. “Do I understand you have discharged him, Cummings?”


  Cummings had pretty well recovered his smoothness. “Should I have consulted you first, sir?” His tone was respectful, but his scorn and hatred of MacKelcan were apparent.


  “Not at all! Not at all!” said the attorney, blowing out his cheeks. “You are responsible for the servants. What did he do?”


  “He’s not a good servant, sir. His particular offenses are not important, but I thought as there was no longer work for all I might as well. . . .”


  “Quite! Quite!” MacKelcan had no more love for Cummings than Cummings had for MacKelcan, and the attorney was not sorry for this opportunity to exhibit his superior authority. “You are entirely right, Cummings, but after all, we’re not exactly obliged to pinch the pennies, you know. If the young fellow’s offense is not serious, I think we might keep him on until he has time to place himself elsewhere.”


  Cummings’ face was like a mask. “Very well, Mr. MacKelcan, just as you say, sir.” Over his shoulder he said coolly to Alfred: “Go back to your work.” Alfred beat it hastily. Cummings said to MacKelcan: “Will you be dining here tonight, sir?”


  “Not tonight, Cummings,” said the attorney grandly. “After all, I have a home of my own.”


  “Yes, sir; thank you, sir.”


  Cummings softly footed it out of the room, and Mike followed him. He wanted an explanation of the extraordinary scene he had witnessed, but he was not anxious for MacKelcan to hear it.


  “Cummings,” he said, “you and I are supposed to be working together. On the level, what is behind this trouble with Alfred?”


  Cummings had the effrontery to look surprised. “Nothing but what appears on the surface, Mr. Speedon. A willful, careless servant. He’s had a good fright now, and he’ll do better for a while.”


  Mike thought: Well, the hell with you! I‘ll find out in my own way. He went on downstairs and out, having a date to meet Radigan.


  Chapter 15


  After a hasty lunch, Mike and Radigan taxied to the Hotel Bathurst. Radigan’s friend, the hotel detective, said that Norbert Besson was in his rooms. “But don’t tell him I told you,” he added. Mike and the Lieutenant proceeded directly to the twelfth floor. From the handle of the door to Norbert’s suite hung a card reading: “Don’t disturb.” Nevertheless, Radigan knocked. From within, Norbert’s angry voice answered:


  “Stay out! Can’t you read?”


  The Bathurst was one of the hotels that maintain a telephone switchboard on each floor, with a girl to operate it, and incidentally to watch the comings and goings. This young woman, who was sitting near by, said to Radigan severely: “If you’re not expected, you should phone before you come up.”


  Radigan showed her his badge. “I‘ll trouble you to have the door opened, Miss.”


  The alarmed girl phoned down to the office for instructions, and was told that if the police demanded admittance she must obey. She summoned a chambermaid, and told her to open the door. Mike stood back out of sight. Radigan took a look into the room and beckoned to him to follow. The handsomely furnished sitting room was empty. From the bedroom alongside came Norbert’s voice:


  “Who’s there?”


  Radigan went on into the bedroom, while Mike remained in the sitting room by the open door. He heard Norbert say:


  “You!. . . Who the devil let you in?”


  “You shouldn’t blame the servants,” said Radigan dryly. “When I flashed my badge they had to open the door.” He advanced farther into the bedroom. “Still in bed, I see.”


  “I‘m under the doctor’s care,” snarled Norbert.


  “Well! Well! I suppose it was the disappointment over Mrs. Ware’s will that made you sick! It’s just too bad, because you’re going to feel sicker before I‘m done with you!”


  The listening Mike scowled. Clumsy work! If Radigan put the young fellow’s back up, it would only give him the more strength to stand out.


  “Don’t get up,” Radigan went on sarcastically. “It’s more cosy-like, with you lying in bed. I‘ll sit here and you can make out I‘m the doctor.”


  “What do you want?” asked Norbert defiantly.


  “I want to know why you lied to me when I was here before.”


  “A dick can always insult a man and he has no comeback. I‘m not aware that I lied to you.”


  “It won’t pass, Bertie. I have the proof now, that you saw Mrs. Ware on Tuesday night and talked to her.”


  “That’s a lie!”


  “She was waiting in her sitting room for you to come up, and you went up. You were with her a good half hour.”


  “What proof have you?”


  “Ah, wouldn’t you like to know? You were the last person to see the old lady alive, and naturally we want to know what you talked about.”


  Mike heard fear come into the young man’s voice. “It’s a lie, I tell you! There is no proof! There couldn’t be! You’re only bluffing!”


  “You mean, nobody saw you go up. You took care of that, eh? However, there is a mute piece of testimony, my boy. Something that speaks louder than words.”


  “That’s an old police trick,” said Norbert. “I‘m not frightened by it.” There was a silence. Mike heard certain little sounds that suggested Norbert was lighting a cigarette.


  “If you’re not frightened, why does your hand shake?” asked Radigan.


  “I told you I was sick. And this isn’t doing me any good.”


  “You have a right to be sick. The old lady was kind to you. She did everything in the world for you. Her last gift to you was a ring, and as you took it from her, you killed her!”


  “I did not! I did not!” cried Norbert.


  “Then the person who was with you killed her, while you stood by and looked on.”


  “Nobody was with me!”


  “Ha!” cried Radigan. “So you were there by yourself!”


  “I was not there, and nobody was with me.”


  “Where was your girl-friend while you were upstairs talking to Mrs. Ware?”


  Outside the door Mike shook his head in chagrin. What a bonehead question! Norbert instantly perceived the opening that Radigan had given him, and acted on it.


  “As far as I can judge by your crude language, you are referring to Mrs. Laval. That lady is above scandal. It was a stupid party, and Mrs. Laval and I went up to the game room in the elevator where we could talk in quiet.”


  “Is that so? That doesn’t account for the ring Mrs. Ware gave you. When did she give you the ring?”


  “I never had a ring from her.”


  Mike, while still listening to what was being said in the next room, moved softly to the desk by the window. Easing out the flat drawer in the middle, he thrust in a hand and felt around. His fingers met with no hard object. He pulled the drawer farther out and turned over all the papers. There was no ring box. He shrugged in disappointment, thinking: Rad will never break him down now.


  On his previous visit, Mike had noticed that, though this was Norbert’s sitting room, he kept his evening clothes hanging in a closet just within the entrance door. Mike wanted to have a look at the coat Norbert had worn on Tuesday night. He disappeared into the closet and in a minute or two emerged, grinning and holding a tail coat rolled up under his arm.


  After he had returned to his post beside the open door, the telephone in the bedroom rang. Norbert answered it, and Mike heard half of a brief conversation. “Hello!. . . Oh!. . . No. There’s a man with me . . . Radigan. . . . How can I?. . . Sure!” Suddenly Norbert’s voice became very agitated, “No! No! You mustn’t do it! You mustn’t!. . . Hello! Hello!” He jiggled the instrument, but the connection was broken.


  About three minutes later there was a tap on the bedroom door. “Don’t pay any attention,” whispered Norbert.


  “Oh, we must see who it is,” cried Radigan. Mike heard his heavy tread; heard him open the door; heard his confident voice fail: “I . . . I beg pardon, lady. I didn’t know . . .”


  A voice answered as clear and brittle as glass: “Shut the door. And don’t stand staring at me like that.” Maud Laval! thought Mike. When she spoke again, she was beside Norbert’s bed. “My poor Norbert!” However, there was not much tenderness in the glassy voice. Some whispering followed, and Radigan broke in uncomfortably:


  “Look here, people, you can’t . . .”


  Little Mrs. Laval evidently faced him like a lioness. Mike couldn’t see her, but he could feel the electricity she discharged. “Is this Mr. Besson’s private room?” she demanded.


  “Why, sure, but . . .”


  “Is he under arrest?”


  “No, but . . .”


  “Then leave us!”


  Radigan was so flustered that he actually obeyed. Coming through the door, he faced Mike, hunching up his shoulders, spreading out his hands in a pantomime of helplessness. Mike wanted to laugh, but the situation was too serious. He sternly jerked his head toward the door, and his lips shaped the words: “Go on in there, and don’t let her bluff you.”


  The moment Radigan reappeared, Maud Laval opened up on him. “What do you mean by this intrusion on a sick man? Have people in our position no protection from the brutality of the police? Must we submit to being treated like common criminals?”


  “Wait a minute, lady! Brutality! I‘m not going to take that . . .”


  “Be quiet! I‘m not interested in your feelings. I came upstairs because Mr. Besson is obviously not in a fit state to be badgered. Put your questions to me, and I‘ll answer them.”


  “All right.” Radigan’s voice hardened. “Where were you on Tuesday night while Norbert was talking to Mrs. Ware?”


  “Norbert, Officer?” Mike could picture how the penciled eyebrows ran up.


  “Well, Mr. Besson,” grumbled Radigan. “Where were you?”


  “Mr. Besson didn’t see Mrs. Ware on Tuesday night,” she answered calmly.


  “Then when did Mrs. Ware give him the ring?”


  “He never had a ring from Mrs. Ware. He knew that she was having one made, but was not aware that it was finished.”


  “Then what did he understand from her letter to him Tuesday afternoon, saying that she had a surprise for him?”


  “So you have been reading his private letters?”


  “Never mind that. Answer the question.”


  “He didn’t know what she meant by the surprise.”


  “And wasn’t he curious to find out Tuesday night?”


  “Yes. But Mrs. Ware was obviously indisposed on Tuesday night, and he thought he had better not disturb her. He’s not like a policeman.”


  Radigan’s voice grew harsh. “I‘m sorry, lady, but somebody is lying. That ring was in the drawer of Mrs. Ware’s dressing table up to twelve-thirty Tuesday night. And at eight o’clock Wednesday night it was lying in its box in the middle drawer of Norbert’s desk in the next room.”


  “That’s a ridiculous story!” said Mrs. Laval coolly. “How do you expect to prove it?”


  “I saw the ring with my own eyes. I had it in my hands.”


  She pounced like a cat. “Were you provided with a search warrant?”


  “No.”


  “Did you take the ring?”


  “I did not.”


  “Why? Such an important piece of evidence!”


  “I‘m not a thief. I‘m a detective officer trying to do his duty.”


  “Don’t try too hard; you might injure yourself. . . . Shall we go in and see if the ring is there now?”


  “It’s not there,” said Radigan sorely, “or you wouldn’t make the offer.”


  “Really, Mr. whatever your name may be,” drawled Mrs. Laval, “your story doesn’t do much credit to your powers of invention. Even a detective is expected to think up something better than that.”


  “Ahh!. . .” growled Radigan.


  The brittle voice shut him off. “Suppose there was a trial, would you have the face to go on the stand and tell such a flimsy tale?”


  “I sure would!”


  “Your superiors wouldn’t allow it. It would bring too much discredit on the force. Searching a man’s home in his absence without a warrant! That strikes at the very root of our liberties! And if you were allowed to testify, do you suppose any judge or jury would believe you? That you found a piece of evidence absolutely vital to your case, and you left it where it was, and it never could be found afterwards. You’d be laughed out of court, Mr. Lieutenant!” She laughed herself to show him what it would sound like.


  Every time Radigan started to speak, she raised her voice and beat him down. There was a towering arrogance in the woman. When Mike saw the inevitable conclusion coming, he stole out of the sitting room and waited for Radigan by the elevators. He had Norbert’s tail coat hidden under his own topcoat. The Lieutenant presently joined him, smoking with baffled rage like a soft coal furnace.


  “Well, you balled up that situation nicely,” said Mike.


  “Go to hell!” growled Radigan. “I don’t have to take that from you!”


  Mike laughed. “You took it from the little woman, all right.”


  “Shut up, I tell you!”


  “Why didn’t you shut her up?”


  The elevator door opened and they descended in silence.


  When they reached the lobby, Radigan had cooled down a little. His voice was almost humble. “Ahh, forget it, Mike. I didn’t mean nothing. I was just sore.”


  “That’s all right,” said Mike. “We need a drink now.” He led Radigan into the bar.


  Standing in front of the mahogany, Radigan muttered sorely: “I never was up against such a high society dame before. She put it all over me with her highty-tighty airs. Keep your place, my man, and all that. And her no more than a common strumpet, coming to the bedside of a man not her husband! Norbert had nothing on but his pajamas. The face of her, Mike! the face of her!”


  Mike laughed. “They’re all face! The trouble with you is, Rad, you’re decent. It’s gone out of style. The heck with her social position. She’s only a woman like any other, and her methods are exactly the same as the street-walker you arrest on Sixth Avenue for soliciting.”


  “I‘m not on the vice squad,” growled Radigan, and Mike had to laugh again.


  “They all talk loud and fast with the object of putting a man in the wrong. Why, damn it, you let her question you!”


  “Well, if you think you can handle her any better, let’s go back up and you show me!”


  “No,” said Mike. “We’d be at a hopeless disadvantage now. We’ve got to shift our ground. We’ll execute a flank attack.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Let’s go to her apartment and send for her to come up there.”


  Radigan stared. “She won’t come.”


  “Oh, I think she will! I think she will!”


  Mike’s confidence was infectious and Radigan said: “All right, I‘ll try anything once. . . . Just let me telephone to Headquarters to see if anything has come in.”


  Chapter 16


  When Radigan rejoined Mike at the bar, he said: “Dowell had made a report. He’s the man who was assigned to tracing the sales of hypodermic syringes.”


  “Did he turn up anything?”


  “Yes. Emory and Almond, well-known dealers in surgical instruments, state that they sold two syringes of the type wanted to Dr. Walter Patton on Friday last. That was four days before the murder. Dr. Patton is one of the best-known surgeons in the city. It was a mail order on the doctor’s own letterhead. Dr. Patton is an old customer of the house, he runs an account there, and the mail clerk was perfectly familiar with his signature.”


  “These syringes were probably wanted for a legitimate purpose,” put in Mike.


  “Wait a minute. When Dr. Patton was asked about it, he said he had never ordered any syringes and had never received any. But when the order was showed to him he said it was certainly his letterhead and his signature. However, he was able to show that the body of the order, which had been typed, could not have been written on either of the machines in his office. The order was then submitted to our chemist at Headquarters, who reported that the original communication on this sheet had been erased with an acid, leaving only the signature, and the pretended order had then been written in above.”


  “How about the delivery of the syringes?”


  “I‘m coming to that. Dr. Patton was made to say in the order that he wanted to use these articles at home, and that they should be sent to him at a certain box in the Stamford post office. Dowell then chased up to Stamford and learned that this particular box was rented in the name of John Jones.”


  “Nice easy name to forget,” put in Mike.


  “It was rented four months ago,” Radigan continued, “and the rent paid half a year in advance. The Stamford post office is a busy place, and none of the clerks had any recollection of what this Jones looked like. He had never been seen to empty the box, and in fact, the sorters said, when it was called to their attention, that they could scarcely remember ever having anything to put in that box. The little package containing the syringe would be addressed to Dr. Patton, naturally, but as the box number was plain, it would have been put there as a matter of routine. It was probably collected after hours. The section of the post office where the letter boxes are is always open.”


  “Man!” exclaimed Mike, “we’re dealing with a superior scoundrel here! We’ll have to bestir ourselves to get ahead of him—or her! He’ll never return to this box now, of course.”


  “We must find out if Mrs. Laval is a patient of Dr. Patton’s.”


  “That won’t prove anything. Patton has thousands of patients.”


  “The Inspector told me to find out if you had ever been a patient of his,” said Radigan slyly.


  “I have not,” said Mike. “Thank God, I‘m no doctor’s patient. I‘m as healthy as a new-laid egg.”


  Mike paid for the drinks, and they taxied up town to the Laval address. It was in upper Fifth Avenue in that section that has been termed the Gold Coast, and not a great distance from the building where Mrs. Ware had lived. While it had not quite the cachet of the latter sumptuous building, it was still one of the choicest addresses in New York. Payne Laval was president of one of our oldest and most conservative banks. When they drew up at the door, Mike said:


  “I can get in here easier by myself. You drive on to One Hundredth Street and back, and ask for me at the door of the Laval apartment.”


  “Okay,” said Radigan. “This is your show.”


  Mike gave his name to the servant who opened the apartment door; the man knew who he was for house servants are the most assiduous readers of smart gossip. He said respectfully: “I‘m sorry, sir, Mrs. Laval is not at home.”


  “Oh,” said Mike nonchalantly, “I was talking to her a while ago, and I thought she’d be here by now. . . . I say,” he went on, as if struck with a sudden thought, “what’s your name?”


  “Taplow, sir,” murmured the butler, pleased to be noticed by the celebrity.


  “Well, Taplow, Mrs. Laval is calling on a friend who lives at the Hotel Bathurst. It’s suite number 1220. You might phone and ask if I‘m to wait here for her. Tell her I want to show her a story that has been sent me.”


  The telephone was close by. While the man was getting his number, Mike carelessly tossed the tail coat he had been concealing on a bench, and his own topcoat on top of it. The servant stared, but said nothing.


  Whatever Mrs. Laval may have thought of this telephone message, she was not one to take servants into her confidence. She received the message and answered it succinctly.


  “You’re to wait, sir, if you please,” said the man, hanging up.


  He ushered Mike into the living room. This was a superb apartment fifty feet long with a row of tall windows opening on a balcony with a stone balustrade. Central Park lay below. The long room exhibited a kind of compromise between the tastes of wife and husband. Mrs. Laval was known as a “decorator” among her society friends, and sometimes condescended to do a house for one of them. Her own living room exemplified some of the latest foibles; polished red floor, heliotrope walls, primrose hangings and starkly plain modern furniture. Payne Laval, on the other hand, was a collector of curios of the old-fashioned sort, and here and there around the room Mike saw beautiful pieces of antique enamel or metal work that represented his contribution.


  Mike came to a stand in front of a small table and his eyes bugged out. On the table lay a paper cutter in the form of a dagger with a repoussé handle, silver gilt. At first glance, it was a replica of the one they had picked up on Mrs. Ware’s whatnot. Upon closer examination, he saw that this was a modern piece of inferior workmanship. Moreover, the repoussé design was not exactly the same. However, the resemblance was startling enough, and it gave Mike furiously to think. He paced up and down the room, staring at it with each return. He tried the edge of the blade. It was as dull as a paper cutter ought to be.


  Radigan arrived directly. The manservant brought him to Mike in the living room. “Pardon me, Mr. Speedon,” said the servant, “but will this gentleman be waiting?”


  “Yes,” said Mike nonchalantly. “It’s all right, Taplow. Mrs. Laval is acquainted with him.”


  Radigan put up his hand to hide a grin.


  When the servant had gone, Mike led his partner to the little table and silently pointed to the dagger.


  “My God!” murmured Radigan. “Another one?”


  “Not quite the same,” said Mike, “but too near like to be just a coincidence.”


  “What does it mean, Mike?”


  “I don’t know, but I mean to find out before we leave.”


  Chapter 17


  Mrs. Laval arrived hard on Radigan’s heels. Mike took care to be in that part of the living room which commanded the foyer, and he therefore saw her enter and Norbert Besson behind her. Norbert immediately ducked through another door. Mike sang out: “Come on in, Norbert. It’s only me.”


  Norbert, however, did not immediately reappear.


  Mrs. Laval got the surprise of her life when she came to the door and saw that Radigan was with Mike. She was a small woman with a trim figure and the glance of an eagle. She had handsome black eyes, hard as onyx, yet capable of flashing grandly. Arrogance was her keynote. She was obviously not young, yet you couldn’t call her old, either. The beauticians had rendered her ageless. That she was a brunette helped. With a sure instinct, she dressed with absolute plainness, and wore no jewels except a string of pearls, not especially big, but of marvelous sheen and color. Her black hair was neither curled nor coiffed, but drawn straight off her forehead and twisted behind. Her skin was colorless, her lipstick not too red. The total result was an extraordinary chic. Mrs. Laval could not have been mistaken for other than a Personage.


  Her eyes flashed at Radigan. “What are you doing in my house?”


  Mike answered for him with a smile. “He’s with me.”


  Her eyes seemed to become incandescent with anger. “I don’t care who he’s with. He has no business in my house. Get out! Get out both of you!”


  Mike’s smile broadened. “Now, Mrs. Laval!. . .”


  “Get out, do you hear? Go print your dirty stories about me! I don’t care what you say. I don’t care what anybody says about me! I’ve never yielded to a threat in my life, and I‘m not going to start now. Get out!”


  “Waaait a minute!” drawled Mike. “I’ve got no stories about you to print. I only used that as a decoy to get you here. And it worked, you see.”


  “Then what do you want?” she demanded.


  “I‘m helping Lieutenant Radigan.”


  “So you’ve become a stool pigeon,” she sneered. “I can’t say I‘m surprised. However, you can both get out, and quickly, too, or I‘ll have you thrown out.”


  Mike’s smile hardened. “Sorry,” he said, “but we’re not going. Radigan’s a pretty husky guy, and I‘m not exactly a weakling. Call in your servants if you want, but I wouldn’t advise it. Of course, you have Norbert, too, but he’s not very athletic.”


  It seemed impossible that Mrs. Laval could become any angrier, but she did. Her eyes blazed on Mike. “Such insolence!” she breathed. Without thinking what she was saying, she added: “I‘ll call the police!”


  Mike laughed out loud, and Radigan, though he was abashed by the fiery lady, could not help but laugh too. “You haven’t got far to go for a policeman,” said Mike.


  She was stumped for an answer then. She had sprung her mine and her enemies laughed in her face. But with her it was no surrender. She paced the room with clenched hands and clenched teeth, inwardly fuming. If eyes could kill, Mike would have fallen dead.


  After a moment, Mike said soothingly: “We only want a little quiet talk with you and Norbert. . . .”


  “He’s not here,” she snapped.


  “Pardon me,” said Mike. “I saw him come in with you. . . . The Lieutenant complains that you got so angry with him a while ago, he couldn’t finish his story, or ask you the questions he has in mind.”


  “I will answer no questions,” she said with her chin in the air.


  “I‘m sorry,” said Mike, “but you have got to answer them. I am sure you would not want the Lieutenant to carry you down to Headquarters in a police wagon.”


  “How dare you! How dare you!” she breathed.


  Mike was unimpressed. “Believe me, the wagon is no respecter of persons. You could be carried in the wagon as well as any other woman.”


  For seconds their eyes contended for the mastery. However, Mike was sure of his ground, and she was not. It was her eyes that fell.


  “Must Norbert be present?” she murmured.


  “He must.”


  She left the room. Norbert must have been listening behind an open door close by, because she immediately returned with him.


  “Ask your questions,” she said sullenly.


  “First we have something to tell you,” said Mike. “You shut Radigan up so quick before, he couldn’t get it out. . . . When Radigan was searching Norbert’s rooms he wasn’t alone.”


  “Who was with him?”


  “I was.”


  Radigan glanced at Mike, surprised and admiring. What a cool liar! his look said. Norbert’s pale face became paler, but Mrs. Laval only smiled scornfully.


  “I don’t see what difference it makes.”


  “It makes this difference. I saw the ring, and I can add my testimony to Radigan’s.” Mike waited for a moment to let this sink in. “If Norbert will admit that he had the ring,” he went on, “we’ll get along much faster.”


  Norbert opened his mouth to speak. Mrs. Laval said sharply: “He admits nothing!” and he closed it again.


  “All right,” said Mike. “We know he had it. Here’s the first question. Where were you when Mrs. Ware gave him the ring?”


  “Why do you want to drag her into it?” Norbert burst out. “She hadn’t anything to do with it!”


  “So you went to Mrs. Ware’s room alone?”


  “He didn’t say so,” flashed Mrs. Laval.


  Mike turned to her. “You disappeared from the party at the same time Norbert did. It’s hardly conceivable that you went wandering around another woman’s apartment by yourself. If you will tell us whom you were with at this time, there’s your alibi.”


  “I have nothing to say,” she answered haughtily.


  “Then we must assume that you and Norbert went upstairs together.”


  “Assume what you like.”


  “That’s nonsense!” cried Norbert. “Mrs. Laval would never go to Mrs. Ware’s rooms.”


  “I believe you,” said Mike, “but she might wait in the adjoining room with the door open.”


  “What on earth for?”


  “To back you up.”


  “You are simply being ridiculous,” said Mrs. Laval languidly. “I was never in Mrs. Ware’s dressing room in my life!”


  “Then how did you know that the next room was a dressing room?”


  Norbert caught his breath on a gasp, but Mrs. Laval kept her chin up. She said: “A dressing room is always next to a boudoir.”


  “Not always,” said Mike. “Very often it’s a bedroom.”


  “You know all about bedrooms and boudoirs, don’t you?”


  “It’s part of a young man’s education.”


  “You forget,” she said, “that Mrs. Ware’s rooms were carefully described in the newspapers. There was a plan showing boudoir, bedroom and dressing room.”


  Mike smiled at her cleverness. “You just remembered it.” That gasp from Norbert told him that he had made a strike.


  “How long do we have to put up with this?” said Mrs. Laval with a bored air. “You’re not getting anywhere.”


  Mike, however, when he looked at Norbert’s pale, sweating face, felt that he was getting somewhere. A little more pressure and the man would break. Radigan thought so, too. His glance at Mike said: You’re doing all right, fellow.


  Mrs. Laval said: “What motive could Norbert possibly have for . . .”


  “Can you ask me that?” said Mike. “Tied to that absurd old woman when . . .” He left his sentence in the air. “She wrote to him on Tuesday afternoon, telling him that she had made a will in his favor. The will had been ‘made,' but it was not signed.”


  “This is fantastic,” she said haughtily.


  A bell rang. Looking into the foyer, Mike saw the manservant go to the door. He admitted an old gentleman, handsome and dignified. Mike knew him. It was Payne Laval. The servant took his hat and coat. Hearing voices in the living room, Mr. Laval approached the door with the pleased expression of one preparing to meet guests.


  “Well, my dear,” he said to his wife.


  A change came over her, and Mike saw that there was one person in the world whom she condescended to propitiate. But still she showed no fear. “Well, Payne,” she said pleasantly.


  He was a good deal older than his wife, beautifully groomed, a personage in his way, too; not very bright, perhaps, but supported by the immense prestige of inherited wealth. He undoubtedly belonged to the Union League Club for political reasons, and to the Metropolitan Club for social contacts; and he and all his friends shuddered at the name of Roosevelt.


  “How are you, Norbert,” he said amiably.


  Norbert mumbled something. Luckily for him, he had his back to the windows, and the old gentleman could not read his face.


  “How do you do, Mr. Laval,” said Mike. “We have met. I‘m Michael Speedon.”


  “Ah, how-je-do,” said Mr. Laval, sheering off a little. He had an old-fashioned distrust of newspapermen. “And who is this gentleman?”


  “My friend, Mr. Radigan,” said Mike, wishing to spare his feelings.


  “Ah, how-je-do, Mr. Radigan. A very pleasant afternoon for the season, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Radigan.


  Mr. Laval was not so old but that he could sense something unpleasant in the air. He had no desire to be drawn into it, and he was already preparing to leave the room when Mike said:


  “You’re an art collector, aren’t you, Mr. Laval?”


  “Oh, in a small way, a small way,” he said with a wave of the hand.


  “I was admiring this Florentine dagger,” said Mike, picking it up.


  “Ah, yes. I got it in Rome. They told me that it came from the workshop of Benvenuto . . .” He suddenly pulled up, staring hard at the object in Mike’s hands. “Pardon me,” he said, taking it. His mouth dropped open. “My dear,” he said, turning a distressed face to his wife, “this is not it. This is a modern piece which has been substituted for my dagger. It’s been stolen!. . . the servants . . .”


  Out of the tail of his eye, Mike saw Norbert turning greenish with terror. He sauntered away to the window with his back turned as if this scene bored him. Mrs. Laval, on the other hand, never turned a hair. She had courage. She went to her husband, expressing sympathy and concern—at least on the surface.


  “Are you sure, my dear?”


  “Look for yourself,” said the old gentleman. “The police must be notified!”


  “It could hardly have been one of the servants,” she said. “Where could a servant have obtained the dagger to substitute for it? More likely a guest; a fellow collector who had been coveting your Cellini dagger for a long time, and had procured a substitute to leave in its place so that the loss would not be noticed. It may have happened weeks ago. We seldom have any occasion to look at it closely.”


  Mike could not but admire the quickness of her wits.


  “True! True!” Mr. Laval said, sadly shaking his head. “How terrible when one is not safe even with one’s friends!”


  “It’s a serious loss,” said Mrs. Laval, “but do you really wish to notify the police? They would make such a story of it in the papers.”


  “You are right, my dear. I‘ll say nothing about it unless other objects are missing. I‘ll go and consult my inventory.” The distressed old gentleman did not forget his manners. “Good day to you, gentlemen; Norbert, I‘m sorry to have inflicted this unpleasant scene on you. Mr. Speedon, please do not say anything about it.”


  “I‘m not a reporter, Mr. Laval. I shall say nothing.”


  “Thank you. Good day, Mr. Madigan. Happy to have met you.” He went out.


  Having let him get well away from the room, Mike said to Mrs. Laval dryly: “I congratulate you.”


  “What on?” she said haughtily.


  “A marvelous piece of acting!”


  “Do you have to insult me?”


  “His dagger is in the possession of the police.”


  “You’re lying.”


  “Who’s insulting now?. . . On the level, it was picked up in Mrs. Ware’s boudoir on Wednesday morning.”


  “It wasn’t in the papers.”


  “Whoever found it first thought that it was a curio off one of her shelves and put it back again . . . The point had been stuck in a cork to keep it from cutting. They found the cork, too, under the sofa. The theory is that somebody had it in his pocket, the cork worked loose, and the dagger slit the pocket and dropped out. It had been freshly sharpened. It had an edge keen enough to split a hair.”


  “I am not interested,” said Mrs. Laval. But from the window Mike could hear the sound of Norbert’s hoarse breathing.


  “Not interested! In your husband’s Cellini dagger?”


  “What’s it got to do with Mrs. Ware’s murder? Is there any suggestion that she was stabbed?”


  “No. The theory is that the idea of killing a person by injecting air into a vein was so new that the murderer doubted its efficacy. And so he took along the dagger as a second string.”


  “Still not interested,” said Mrs. Laval, with her head high.


  “What’s the use of bluffing?” said Mike, almost with regret. “You know and I know that it was Norbert who carried the dagger to Mrs. Ware’s boudoir in the tail pocket of his evening coat, and it was no doubt in the ardor of embracing his elderly fiancé on the sofa that it got away from him.”


  “You are imagining all this!”


  Mike went out into the foyer and came back with the tail coat. “Here’s Norbert’s coat. Notice the slit in the tail pocket. Any expert could tell you that that cut was made with a very sharp implement.”


  Mrs. Laval was breathing fast now, but her eyes were still full of a defiant fire. “There’s no proof that this is Norbert’s coat. All dress coats are alike.”


  “Look!” said Mike. He turned over the edge of the inside breast pocket. “Here’s the tailor’s label. All custom tailors use such labels. His own name and the date of making, and the customer’s name. See! Norbert Besson, Esquire.”


  “Is this what they call the third degree?” drawled Mrs. Laval.


  Mike knew he would never break her down. “Norbert, come and look at this,” he said.


  The young man uttered a choked cry and clapped his hands to his head. “Oh, for God’s sake, stop it! stop it! I can’t stand any more!”


  Mrs. Laval whirled on him. “Be quiet!”


  He was too far gone to listen to her. He staggered to a chair and dropped in it, holding his head and moaning: “Oh, God! Oh, God!”


  Mrs. Laval turned away with a despairing shrug. There was no weakness in her face. Mike followed up Norbert.


  “Is this your coat?” he asked sternly.


  “Leave me alone! Leave me alone!” Even in hysteria, Norbert took care not to cry out too loud. “You know it’s my coat! But I didn’t do it. I swear it! Oh, God! nobody was ever in such a jam!”


  “What were you carrying the dagger for?”


  Mrs. Laval turned around. “I had given it to him for a keepsake.”


  “Your husband’s dagger?”


  “My husband would never have noticed the substitution if you hadn’t called his attention to it.”


  “And sharpened like a razor? That’s hardly good enough, Mrs. Laval.”


  “I never harmed the old woman!” whined Norbert. “Look! you’ve got to listen to me, Mike! It couldn’t have been me. I never heard of such a thing as shooting air in a person’s veins until I read it in the paper!. . . And where would I have got a hypodermic syringe?”


  “We’ll find that out before we’re through.”


  “Oh, God, you’ve got to listen to me! I had no reason to kill her. . . . We talked about the will and she told me she hadn’t had time to sign it yet.”


  “He’s lying there,” put in Radigan suddenly.


  “Certainly he’s lying,” said Mike. “When we told him that the will wasn’t signed, he almost passed out from shock.”


  “Oh, won’t you believe me?” wailed Norbert. “I swear I never harmed her.”


  “You were the last to see her alive?”


  “No! No!. . . Listen! I was talking to her there in the boudoir and there was a knock at the door. And she said: ‘You mustn’t be found here at this hour. Go back downstairs.’ And hustled me into the dressing room alongside and closed the door.”


  “Who was it knocked?” asked Mike. “I don’t know. She closed the door, I tell you. And they talked low. She was all right when I left her. I swear it!”


  “Not a very likely story,” said Mike.


  “You’ll have to come with me,” said Radigan. “Best come quietly for the lady’s sake.”


  Norbert gave up. “I‘m not going to make any trouble,” he whined.


  Radigan patted him all over to make sure he was not armed.


  “Does he carry a flask?” asked Mike.


  Radigan shook his head.


  Mrs. Laval disappeared for a moment, returning with hat and coat.


  “Don’t you come,” said Mike quickly. “There’s no need of it.”


  The penciled eyebrows ran up. “Allow me to be the judge of that.”


  “I was thinking of the old gentleman.”


  “Thank you. My husband doesn’t require your sympathy.”


  God help him! thought Mike.


  When they hustled Norbert through the lobby of the apartment house, the eyes of the hall men almost popped out of their heads. Mrs. Laval held her chin high. Norbert had practically to be carried across the sidewalk to a cab. They thrust him into the back seat. Mrs. Laval slipped in beside him and took him in her arms, daring the other two with fiery eyes to blame her. Norbert clung to her, weeping. It was a pitiful exhibition. Mike and Radigan felt personally shamed by it, and, sitting on the two folding seats, stared ahead through the windshield.


  Having accomplished his object, Mike had no desire to prolong the scene. That was the business of the police. Instead of feeling any elation, he was disgusted with the business: murder, illicit love, disgrace for a harmless old man. He thought longingly of his farm on the Delaware; the clean November landscape and a fire on the hearth. If he could only get away to it! If he could take Day Radnor there! But she would never come.


  He had them drop him off at the French Building, where MacKelcan had his offices.


  The attorney occupied a small and soberly furnished suite at one of the choicest business addresses in midtown. He employed a pale young clerk who never appeared to raise his eyes from his desk and never spoke unless he was spoken to. His real right hand man was his secretary, Miss Lottie Bedford, an excessively plain young woman who, like so many secretaries, exhibited a kind of burlesque of her employer’s effusive, talkative manner. With all this pseudo-animation, her eyes remained as expressionless as a dead person’s. Mike wondered how deep she was in MacKelcan’s confidence. Being a woman, she could, of course, be cajoled, but he shuddered at the task. There was something about this girl that turned a man clammy.


  “How do you do, Mr. Speedon,” she gushed. “I read your column every day. So clever! Isn’t it lovely weather? One hates to have to stay indoors. Mr. MacKelcan is alone. You can go right in.”


  “Thanks,” said Mike.


  As he entered the private office he was thinking about flasks. How had Norbert carried the whisky with which Mrs. Ware presumably had been doped? Consequently, he received a slight shock when the first thing he saw was a silver flask standing on MacKelcan’s desk. The outer cap served as a jigger. The attorney was in the act of swallowing a drink.


  “Ha, Mike!” he cried. “Just in time! Will you join me in a spot of whisky? There’s a paper cup alongside the watercooler. Straight or diluted?”


  Mike was staring fascinated at the flask. He quickly lowered his eyes to avoid giving too much away. “I‘ll take a little water in mine.”


  “I see you looking at the flask,” MacKelcan went on. “Nobody carries them any more since prohibition was repealed, but I’ve reached the age where I need a little boost toward the end of the day, and a man in my position, you know, I can’t be seen in a bar. So I always carry it on me!”


  “Very sensible of you,” said Mike. “I just dropped in to ask if there was any news from England.”


  MacKelcan raised his shoulders, spread out his hands, and mugged to express complete bafflement. “Not a word! I have had a cable, two cables, in fact, but my agent can find no trace of the heir. James Fawcett seems to have vanished into utter nothingness.”


  Mike thought: Radigan must hear about that flask.


  Chapter 18


  From MacKelcan’s office, Mike proceeded to his own rooms. What he had learned increased his uneasiness. At home there was a cable waiting for him which he eagerly tore open, hoping for light. But it brought him up against another blank wall. For, according to the report of his own agent in London, MacKelcan had been telling the truth—so far as London was concerned. MacKelcan had cabled to his agent instructing him to communicate with James Fawcett; the agent had been looking for Fawcett and was unable to locate him. And Mike’s agent couldn’t find him either.


  Mike cabled his man to transfer the search to the city of Newcastle, where, as mentioned in Mrs. Ware’s will, Fawcett was supposed to have lived and worked before moving to London.


  At six o’clock Radigan called up from Headquarters. “Are you dining out tonight, Mike?”


  “All social engagements are off until we get our job done, Rad.”


  “Okay, fellow. Meet me at Bonifacio’s at six-thirty.”


  “Anything new?”


  “No, but I want to talk things over. Norbert has been grilled for a couple of hours; he sticks to his story. He’s being detained here. Mrs. L. has gone home.”


  “All right. See you at six-thirty.”


  Radigan’s stolid face bore a worried frown when he sat down opposite Mike in the restaurant. So did Mike’s face.


  “Mike,” said the former, “I‘m not satisfied that this case has broken.”


  “Neither am I,” said Mike. “Tell me first what your doubts are.”


  “It’s that typed order for the syringes that was received by Emory and Almond. There is not a single typographical error in it. It must have been written by somebody who was familiar with the typewriter. Well, so far as I can find out, Norbert Besson has never done a tap of work in his life, and certainly Mrs. Laval has never flattened her elegant finger tips on the keys. Neither of them possesses a typewriter or is in any way connected with a place where typewriters are used. And it don’t seem likely that they would hire anybody to do it for them. Too hellish dangerous. Being lovers, they had to trust each other, but not an outsider.”


  “You’re right, Rad. . . . Why the hell do you suppose the murderer required two syringes?”


  “You can search me!. . . What are your doubts?”


  “Well, to start with, the old lady could not have been stuck with the syringe while she was conscious. It had to be too carefully placed. The autopsy indicated that she had been doped with a heavy dose of barbital, and our own investigation suggested that she and her murderer had partaken of a little drink together in which the barbital was no doubt administered. The old lady loved her whisky, and after all the excitement she would be wanting a drink. But no container for whisky was found. If it was Norbert who gave her a drink, what did he carry the whisky in?”


  “That’s a hard one, Mike!”


  “On the other hand, I learned today that Sanford MacKelcan carries a flask at all times.”


  “Well, I‘ll be jiggered!” said Radigan, staring. ". . . But wait a minute, Mike. MacKelcan had no motive for liquidating the old woman.”


  “A motive is beginning to appear. No trace of the supposed heir, James Fawcett, can be found, and it looks as if there never was such a person. MacKelcan may have invented him. While the search drags on, MacKelcan will be in sole control of the estate, and he’s clever enough to hypothecate a share of it to his own use without leaving any traces. As soon as he heard of the other will he had to act quick, because that will would have brought in Keppelman and the bank as co-executors, and given the estate to Norbert Besson.”


  “The letter box was hired four months ago.”


  “MacKelcan may keep that for all sorts of shady transactions.”


  Radigan considered it for a while in silence. “There’s a hole in your theory,” he said at last. “It won’t hold water.”


  “How come?”


  “The action of barbital is not instantaneous. An ordinary dose takes about an hour to have any effect. Perhaps a strong dose might work in half an hour, but in any case MacKelcan—if MacKelcan was there—couldn’t have given the old lady a drink and seen her pass out before his eyes. He couldn’t have been with her long. He was out of the place by one-forty. We have conclusive evidence as to that. It won’t work, Mike.”


  “Damn!” said Mike, “All our theories fall down before we’ve finished building them, like houses of cards.”


  “You’d better not let go of Norbert. Though we can’t at the moment establish a container for the whisky, there’s still a case against him. Possibly Norbert, knowing the old lady’s tastes, had in his pocket an ordinary pint bottle or half pint that he bought in a liquor store, and threw it away afterwards.”


  “I‘m not letting anybody go,” said Mike, “but I‘m convinced that MacKelcan is playing a deep game.”


  “He’s one of those men,” said Radigan, “that always makes you feel he’s playing a deep game. He makes a mysterious business even of sitting on the john.”


  Mike laughed.


  “Let’s take a look at what happened in the old lady’s apartment Tuesday night,” Radigan continued. “She got home from the hay ride about twelve-twenty. She had eight guests with her. Others came in. About thirty in all. Mrs. Ware was good and sore because people in the street had given her the bird. She went upstairs and togged herself out in her satin and diamonds. She came down again about twelve-forty.


  “Meanwhile the guests downstairs had been hitting it up on the free booze. Mrs. Ware accused Bethesda Prior of being responsible for the hay-ride flop, and they quarreled. They went back upstairs to have it out, Bethesda left the apartment at twelve fifty-five or one o’clock. As for Norbert, he has confessed that he went up to Mrs. Ware’s boudoir soon after he saw Bethesda leave. He found Mrs. Ware all excited, he said, but he calmed her down. He wasn’t with her more than fifteen or twenty minutes, he said, when there was a knock at the door. Suppose, for the sake of argument, that he’s telling the truth, and somebody did come to the door. MacKelcan, let us say. It must then have been one-ten or one-fifteen. Which would give Mack only fifteen minutes to do his job.”


  “Hardly enough,” said Mike.


  “Let’s go over the suspects, one by one,” Radigan went on, ticking them off on his fingers. “First, Bethesda Prior. . . .”


  “You can have Bethesda,” interrupted Mike. “As far as I‘m concerned, she’s out.”


  “Why?”


  “We are agreed that this murder was the result of days or weeks, maybe months of plotting. Bethesda was making too good a thing out of the old lady to plot her murder in advance. They quarreled, yes, and then Bethesda saw her two hundred grand go glimmering. But she couldn’t have foreseen that quarrel.”


  “Okay, I‘ll drop Bethesda until something new crops up. Next we have the Besson-Laval combination. That is still our best bet. They have everything. Next MacKelcan, whom you favor. But you can’t convict Mack just because he carries a pocket flask. There’s no evidence yet that he ever saw Mrs. Ware on Tuesday night.”


  “I‘ll look for it,” said Mike.


  “Finally, there are the two servants, Cummings and Alfred. Alfred is too dumb and ignorant to have pulled off such a job alone. . . .”


  “These dumb bunnies often have a cunning of their own.”


  “Sure; but if Alfred’s in it, I believe it is a Cummings-Alfred job. If Norbert was cleared, I would lay it to the servants, simply because they had all the time in the world for the job after the guests went home. There is nothing to prove that either one went to bed at all that night. Here’s another point against Cummings. He lied to us. Norbert says that when he first started for Mrs. Ware’s room, he saw Cummings entering the elevator with a drink of whisky on a server. That drink must have been for Mrs. Ware, because there was nobody else upstairs. So Cummings did see the Madam after the Prior woman had left. Norbert waited until Cummings came down before he went up.”


  “No motive has been shown for Cummings to do it.”


  “Maybe he was acting for another; maybe he was hired to do it. Somebody could afford to pay well to have Mrs. Ware eliminated.”


  “That would be the mysterious James Fawcett, the heir, who apparently does not exist. So we are back where we started.”


  “Wait a minute. That suggests a new combination. Suppose Cummings is working for MacKelcan?”


  “That’s hard to believe when you see how they hate each other.”


  “Accomplices often hate each other like poison,” said Radigan, “but they are forced to stick together by their crime.”


  “Sure; but Cummings and MacKelcan are making no pretense of sticking together. They’re working against each other every minute.”


  Between mouthfuls they argued it back and forth. Radigan spoke with the voice of experience, while Mike was the gifted amateur. They had finished eating and were lighting cigars, when a waiter came to the booth to say that Lieutenant Radigan was wanted on the phone.


  “I left word at Headquarters where I was going to eat,” Radigan explained to Mike as he got up.


  He presently returned wearing the expression of one who brings news. “Part of the Ware jewels have been recovered. It is the part that was insured. John Carpenter, the insurance detective, is bringing them to Headquarters, and the Inspector wants me to come down. His Nibs is giving off live steam through his clothes.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Carpenter made no effort to take the thief. . . . You’d better come along with me, Mike.”


  “I‘m not popular at Headquarters,” said Mike, grinning.


  “Oh, the Inspector has got to have somebody to sound off at. It was you yesterday, it’s Carpenter today. He’s satisfied now that Norbert Besson did the job, and he’d be glad to make it up with you.”


  “Well, I‘ll oblige him,” said Mike.


  They taxied down to Headquarters. In the corridor, while still some yards away, they heard angry voices issuing from Inspector Stillson’s office. The Inspector was giving Carpenter hell, and the latter wasn’t taking it. As they entered, the Inspector, very red in the face, was saying:


  “You’re compounding with robbery!”


  The other man returned: “Why get excited, Inspector? You’ve known for years what my job is. I‘m paid to recover stolen jewels and no questions asked.”


  “I never liked it!” cried the Inspector, pounding the desk.


  Carpenter grinned aggravatingly. He was a round-headed man with a clipped mustache, so usual-looking as to defy description. He had had a lot of favorable publicity owing to the promptness with which he had acted in various famous robberies, and he was pretty sure of himself. It had been suggested by his enemies that he was really in cahoots with a ring of jewel thieves, but it could not be proved.


  On the Inspector’s desk in a glittering pile lay four of Mrs. Ware’s gorgeous diamond bracelets, and the pin with the Madhrapur emerald, surrounded by diamonds. These baubles with their enormous potentialities for evil, hypnotized the eyes of the beholders.


  “This is less than half the loot!” stormed the Inspector. “You let him get away with the rest!”


  “It’s not my job to recover uninsured jewels, Inspector.”


  “There’s more in this crime than robbery. Murder is involved!”


  “I thought it was the theory of the police that the murder and the robbery were committed by different persons.”


  “One led to the other. You helped a murderer to escape!”


  “I neither helped nor hindered him. I have my job to do, and the police have theirs.”


  “Such actions are anti-social!” shouted the Inspector. He liked the sound of the word and repeated it. “Anti-social! Anti-social!”


  The Inspector paid little attention to the entrance of Mike and Radigan. His curt nod in Mike’s direction merely signified that in the Inspector’s estimation Mike was readmitted to the society of honest men. Mike smiled to himself and let it go at that.


  Neither he nor Radigan took any part in the wrangling match that was in progress. Carpenter got somewhat the better of it, because he kept his temper. By listening and putting one word with another, Mike learned what had happened. Immediately after Carpenter’s advertisement had appeared, offering a reward of fifty thousand dollars for the return of the insured jewels, a man had called him on the phone at his office.


  “Would you know his voice again?” demanded the Inspector.


  “I doubt it, Inspector. It was not a natural-sounding voice.”


  The man told Carpenter that the wanted jewels were in his possession, and asked how he could return them and collect the reward with safety to himself. Carpenter told him to send the jewels to his office, and if they were all right, he would send the reward in bills addressed to any name the man wanted to give in care of General Delivery, New York Post Office. “This is my usual method,” Carpenter had explained to the man. “I expect to be in this business for a long time to come, and I can’t afford to let you down.”


  On the following day the jewels arrived in the mail. Carpenter had brought along the wrapper to show the Inspector. An ordinary piece of stout manila paper which, judging from its wrinkles, had been used before. The address had been pasted on in capital letters cut from newspaper headlines. It had been mailed at Station D, New York. Whereupon Carpenter had mailed the money to Henry J. Jackson, care General Delivery, as instructed, and after waiting twenty-four hours to give the man time to get it, had come to the police. It was as simple as that.


  “Did you mark the bills?” demanded the Inspector.


  “That is not our custom,” said Carpenter firmly.


  “You’re no better than a fence! A kid glove fence! You encourage robbery!”


  “Well, that’s for my employers to decide, isn’t it?”


  Sanford MacKelcan had also been sent for, and the scene was brought to an end by his arrival. MacKelcan gave Carpenter a receipt for the jewels, and the latter rose to go.


  “I presume you will want to reinsure the jewels,” he said to MacKelcan.


  “Well, yes, yes, I suppose so,” said the attorney, who could never say anything out and out. “Why, yes, Mr. Carpenter, I suppose it is up to me to reinsure on behalf of the estate.”


  “I‘ll see that a new policy is sent to your office tomorrow, sir.”


  The air was sulphurous for a while after Carpenter had left. “You see what we’re up against!” cried the Inspector. “And my hands are tied. By God! I‘m going to ask for new legislation to control this infamous jewel robbery racket!”


  “May I make a suggestion?” put in Mike mildly.


  “Anybody’s free to make a suggestion,” grumbled the Inspector.


  “The thief will be feeling pretty good just about now,” said Mike. “Having received his fifty grand without any trouble or danger to himself. I suggest that Mr. MacKelcan immediately advertise a reward of seventy-five thousand for the return of the remaining jewels, and no questions asked. In this case there will be no strings on the action of the police, and the thief will be off his guard.”


  “Good!” cried the Inspector. “Will you do that, Mr. MacKelcan?”


  “Yes, sir. Certainly! Anything to assist the ends of justice, Inspector.”


  The advertisement was written out on the spot and dispatched to different newspapers.


  “If you receive any communication as a result of this, you will of course consult with me before acting on it, Mr. MacKelcan.”


  “Why, of course, Inspector.”


  The meeting broke up.


  Chapter 19


  On Saturday morning the discovery of Mrs. Ware’s murder was three days old. Today the newspapers were able to dish up a fresh sensation in the arrest of Norbert Besson—or, as it was put: “his detention at Headquarters.” Mike Speedon disappeared from the news columns, and the Recorder-Press quietly abandoned its campaign on his behalf. It was no longer necessary.


  Mrs. Laval was not detained, but she had destroyed herself by accompanying Norbert to Headquarters. The sly suggestions in the press of her relations with Norbert were much more exciting than the fact of his arrest. Everybody in her brittle world knew about it already, but it is quite another matter to have it printed in the newspapers for all the common people to read. As a social figure, Mrs. Laval was finished.


  In the same issues, the story of the recovery of a part of the jewels, and Sanford MacKelcan’s offer of a huge reward for the return of the balance, provided secondary sensations.


  When his work was done at the office, Mike taxied to the Ware apartment to see what effect, if any, these published items were having on the members of that household. When he looked in to refresh his eyes with a sight of Day Radnor, to his disgust he found Sanford MacKelcan sitting in her office, ceaselessly crossing and uncrossing his skinny legs, twisting on his fundament, pulling at his lapels and emitting a copious flow of irrelevant conversation.


  Mike took a chair, grimly determined to sit him out. It made the lawyer nervous to have anyone looking at him steadily, and he left before long.


  “What the heck was he after?” asked Mike.


  “I‘m fired,” said Day. “After next Saturday he says he would no longer feel justified in charging my salary against the estate.”


  “But he was after something,” said Mike, scowling. “I could see it.”


  “Well, he offered me another job.”


  “In his own office?”


  “No, in a new office he is opening. Office of the Ware Estate.”


  “Then the estate would still be paying your salary.”


  “You don’t understand, beloved. He fires me first in order to bring a little pressure to bear. . . .”


  “Will there be other employees in the Ware office?”


  “Not at present.”


  “I see,” said Mike grimly. “So he will have an opportunity of enjoying a tête à tête with you whenever he has a mind to. Don’t take it, Day!”


  “The salary is excellent,” she said provokingly.


  “The man is slimy!”


  “I shan’t have to touch him.”


  “Have you accepted his offer?”


  “You came in before I had time to. I must take it or leave it today, because he has another person in view.”


  “Turn him down. Day!” he said earnestly. “Look, I‘ll chase around and scare up some kind of a job for you. . . .”


  “I don’t want a job scared up. I want a real salary.”


  “What’s he going to pay you a big salary for?”


  “Don’t you think I can take care of myself, darling?”


  “For God’s sake, don’t darling me! Sure, you can keep him off, but you’ll only be fired, if you do. Promise me you won’t take his job.”


  “Oh, no promises,” she said airily. “It all depends on how I feel when he comes back for his answer.”


  Mike flung out of the room with a muttered oath. Day laughed when the door slammed. Bedeviling Mike Speedon is the chief diversion of a dull life, she thought.


  Meanwhile MacKelcan was watching Mike, and as soon as the young man was safely out of the way, the attorney returned to Day’s office. “Well, how about it? What’s the decision?” he asked jocosely. “Shall we be starting in together next Monday?”


  Day gave him a steely smile such as Mike had never seen. “Sorry,” she said. “I am very much obliged to you for your offer, but I have decided not to accept it.”


  “Oh, indeed!” said the astonished MacKelcan. “Indeed, Miss! Well, just as you please! Just as you please! Just as you please!” He backed out as if somebody was threatening him, and left the apartment.


  Mike had started for the upstairs sitting room. In the upper corridor he met Kinsey, who was for passing him with her nose in the air, and the hint of a sniff. It came to Mike that he had all but made love to this woman for his own purposes two nights before, and she had reason to resent his present obliviousness. He might have use for her again.


  “Why, Miss Kinsey,” he said, “I was studying so hard over this ugly business I almost passed you!” He opened the door of the boudoir. “Come in here for a moment. What do you think about the latest development?”


  Kinsey stiffened righteously. “Norbert Besson may well have done it, Mr. Speedon, but why didn’t they arrest the woman with him? He was merely a tool in her hands.”


  “I agree,” said Mike. . . . “You are bearing up well under this awful situation,” he added admiringly.


  Kinsey bridled in her elderly ladies’-maid fashion. “Nobody considers what my feelings may be, Mr. Speedon.”


  “You’re wrong. Miss Kinsey. I was just saying to Mr. MacKelcan how wonderfully you took it.”


  “Mr. MacKelcan just gave me my notice,” she said acidly. “A week!”


  “Would you like to stay on longer?”


  “Well, I‘d like a chance to settle myself.”


  “And I don’t want to lose you, either,” said Mike. “You just leave this matter to me. I‘ll arrange it.”


  “I‘m sure I‘m much obliged to you, Mr. Speedon.”


  “We must have other talks together, Miss Kinsey. I‘m depending on you!”


  Observing the woman’s cold gray eyes and censorious air, Mike thought: She had every opportunity to murder her mistress—but I don’t know any reason why she should.


  Mike’s next encounter was with Cummings, who came to the door of the room and asked permission to speak to him. Today something had again interrupted the orderly progress of Cummings’ metabolism. His bile had overflowed; his eyes were savage with rage, however demurely he kept them lowered and smoothly spoke. Mike thought: If this man is not a murderer, it is not because he lacks the will to murder.


  The butler murmured: “Mr. Speedon, I know it’s a liberty, but I wanted to ask you what took place at Police Headquarters last evening. Of course, I know the newspapers didn’t tell all.”


  “You mean about Norbert Besson?”


  “Oh, not that,” said Cummings impatiently.


  Strange! thought Mike, if he has such a keen interest, that Norbert’s arrest should be of no importance.


  “I mean about the recovery of the jewels,” Cummings went on. “Have the police any clue as to the robber? Are they taking steps to arrest him?”


  Mike had no intention of satisfying him. “What I learned at Headquarters was given me in confidence, Cummings. Sorry, but my mouth is padlocked.”


  “Of course, sir. Naturally.” Cummings lingered.


  “But if you have any theory as to the robber you can help by telling it to me,” Mike suggested. “It will be received in confidence.”


  “How should I know anything, Mr. Speedon? I never get out of the house.”


  This answer struck Mike as curious. Why should it be necessary to leave the house?


  Cummings was summoned downstairs to deal with a persistent applicant at the door. Adele, who had evidently been watching her chance, ran in.


  “Well, beautiful!” said Mike.


  “Oh, Mr. Speedon,” she said breathlessly. “I think Alfred is sick up in his room. He lies there moaning. Nobody ever goes up on the third floor except Mr. Cummings.”


  Mike refused to betray any excitement. “I‘ll attend to it, darling. Run away before Cummings comes back, and say nothing to the other servants.”


  “Oh, what do you suppose has happened now!” she breathed.


  Mike went to her. “Nothing very serious, I expect. . . . At any rate, it hasn’t hurt your looks, pretty thing! Kiss me and beat it!”


  “Oh, isn’t it terrible!” she murmured, clinging to him for a moment. Nevertheless, it was clear that she was enjoying the excitement.


  Mike closed the door after her, and made haste to call Radigan at Police Headquarters on the private phone.


  “Rad,” he said softly, “I want you to do something for me. Think up some trick to get Cummings down to Headquarters again, pronto. He’s having a rag baby to know what’s going on, and you can get him that way. I must get him out of the house for an hour. I‘m on the track of something here. I‘ll explain later.”


  “Okay, Mike.”


  “Here’s another thing. I learned this morning that MacKelcan is getting ready to break up this establishment. We don’t want to have these people scattered. Let the Inspector give Mack a tip that it would oblige the police if he kept everything going here until the murder is solved, or at least until the police have to throw up their hands.”


  “I‘ll do that, Mike.”


  “So long. I‘ll be calling you later.”


  Cummings had already knocked at the door. Mike kept him waiting until he had hung up. Cummings knew that Mike had been telephoning, and when he entered, his face was pinched and hateful with balked curiosity.


  A futile conversation followed, Cummings most respectful; Mike very offhand; each trying to elicit information without giving any, and neither deceiving the other.


  In a few minutes, Adele came to the door again. “If you please, Mr. Cummings, you are wanted on the phone.”


  Cummings, so obsequious toward Mike, was in the same measure arrogant with the under servants. “Who is it?” he asked curtly.


  “The man wouldn’t say, sir. He had an important voice.”


  Cummings, turning to Mike, became silky again. “Was there anything more, Mr. Speedon?”


  “Nothing more, thank you, Cummings,” said Mike, swallowing the desire to laugh.


  “Very well, sir. Thank you, sir.” He and Adele went away.


  In ten minutes Adele returned to say that Cummings had left the apartment. “He didn’t tell anybody where he was going or when he’d be back, but I was watching, and I saw him slip out the service door.”


  “Fine,” said Mike. “You go back to your work and I‘ll look after Alfred.”


  Her face fell. “But I want to know what’s the matter!”


  “I‘ll tell you later. We don’t want any fuss raised now.”


  Adele went down the service stairs while Mike went up. On the floor above he entered Alfred’s room without knocking. The big young man, partly dressed, was lying across his bed, moaning softly, and holding his arm. His naturally high color had faded to a livid pallor. Mike asked him no questions.


  “Let’s have a look at that arm,” he said.


  “Oh, Mr. Speedon, I don’t know what to do! I don’t know what to do!” mourned Alfred.


  From the look of the limb and the pain Alfred was suffering, Mike judged that the arm was broken, or at least fractured. He marveled at the strength of one who could break a man’s arm by twisting it.


  “Look here, this can’t go on,” he said bluntly.


  “The man will kill you before he’s through. There’s murder in his eyes today.”


  “Don’t I know it!” wailed Alfred. “Oh, whatever shall I do?”


  “You’ve got to make a clean breast of the whole thing now. What is he torturing you for?”


  “If I tell, he will certainly kill me!”


  “The police will protect you from him. Whatever you’ve done, you’d better tell. Anything would be better than being murdered.”


  “I haven’t done anything, Mr. Speedon. I‘m a good boy!” He started up in a kind of weak anger. “It’s him! It’s him, I tell you! He’s a bloody-minded brute! He takes a pleasure in hurting me. Oh, I hate him! I hate him! I wish I could kill him!”


  Mike considered the pitiful creature grimly: so big and so soft; little better than simple-minded; the typical male domestic. Yet there was that cunning in his face that appertains to simple minds. “That wouldn’t do you any good,” said Mike. “The truth has got to come out now.”


  Alfred hesitated in an agony of indecision. “Where is he?” he asked hoarsely.


  “He’s been summoned down to Headquarters.”


  “What for?” Alfred demanded in fresh terror.


  “Nothing. It was just a trick to get him out of the way. He can’t get back under an hour, and by that time I‘ll have you in a hospital. He can’t get at you there.”


  “Oh, I‘m afraid to tell!” mourned Alfred.


  “Why?”


  “I‘m only a poor ignorant boy. I‘ll be done out of my rights. . . .” With his good hand he reached for Mike’s hand and pressed it fawningly. “You wouldn’t do me wrong, would you, Mr. Speedon?”


  Mike jerked his hand away. “For God’s sake, whatever it is, it will be given full publicity. When there’s publicity, nobody can do anybody.”


  “If I tell where the jewels are, I‘m entitled to the reward,” Alfred said sharply.


  “Did you steal them?”


  “No! No! Mr. Speedon. It was Cummings stole them! He knows that I know he stole them and he said he’d kill me if I told. That’s what all the trouble’s about.”


  “Certainly you’re entitled to the reward if they are recovered through you. Where are they?”


  Alfred’s face worked like a child’s from the pain in his arm and the agony of making a decision. He hesitated so long that the impatient Mike said: “Ah, the hell with you,” and turned toward the door.


  “Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me!” squalled Alfred. “I‘ll tell!” He swallowed hard. “They’re . . . they’re in the brass bed in the next room!”


  “The brass bed!” repeated Mike, staring. “That bed was thoroughly searched. They cut the mattress to pieces.”


  “I know, but they never thought to look inside the posts.”


  “The posts?”


  “They look solid, but they’re hollow, really, and the ornament on the top unscrews. I saw Cummings dropping the jewels inside. I woke up Tuesday night and heard a noise, and I knew nobody had any business in that room, and I crept to the door and looked in, and I saw what Cummings was doing. It’s the right-hand post at the foot of the bed.”


  “Well, I‘ll be damned!” said Mike. “How simple!”


  When he had recovered a little from his astonishment, he said: “I‘ll take you to the hospital first.”


  “No!” said Alfred. “I don’t want to leave them here. I’ve suffered too much for them things. I can stand the pain a little longer. Get them out before we go.”


  “I want another witness present,” said Mike. “I‘ll phone for him.”


  “Oh, hurry! hurry!” wailed Alfred.


  Mike ran back to the boudoir and got Radigan on the wire. “Rad,” he said, “can you come up here quick?”


  Radigan was all attention. “Has the case broken?”


  “The robbery end has. Listen! can you fix it so that Cummings is detained for a little while at Headquarters? I want you to get here first.”


  “Okay, Mike.”


  “Listen! if your car has a jack in it, fetch it up to the apartment under your coat.”


  Radigan borrowed the Inspector’s red car with a siren and a demon driver, and arrived in ten minutes with a jack. In the meantime, Mike had been helping Alfred to get his clothes on.


  Mike told Radigan what had happened while they worked over the bed. Alfred sat watching them, nursing his arm and apparently almost fainting with pain. It was the work of a minute or two to jack up one corner of the heavy bed. Mike, with fingers that trembled a little, unscrewed the bottom member of the brass post. When it came off in his hand, a little flood of glistening diamonds and emeralds poured out on the floor. After the jewels came the key to the antique oaken cabinet. Mike and Radigan stared at each other and severally expressed the conviction that they would be damned.


  “This will make the searchers look silly,” said Radigan.


  Mike said: “The simplest hiding places are the best.”


  The balance of the loot was all there. The famous emerald and diamond tiara had been broken in several pieces in order to get it into its narrow hiding-place, but the bracelets were intact, the magnificent earrings and the ring with the immense square-cut emerald.


  “Put the stuff out of sight and let’s get out of here,” whined Alfred. “Cummings may come.”


  “What difference does it make now?” said Mike.


  Alfred’s voice scaled up. “I don’t want to see him! I‘m afraid!”


  “Radigan and I will protect you.”


  They made lists in duplicate of what they had found, and both signed them. Radigan took one list, Mike the other, and Radigan scooped up the sparkling bits of loot.


  “Miss Radnor will give you a box to carry them in,” said Mike; then to Alfred: “Come on, you.”


  As they turned toward the door, Cummings appeared noiselessly in the opening.


  “Oh, Christ!” gasped Alfred, starting back.


  Cummings’ face was like a yellowed mask, only the eyes alive. The eyes took note of the jewels in Radigan’s hands. “Where are you going?” he asked Alfred in a level voice.


  Alfred was speechless. Mike said dryly: “I‘m taking him to the hospital. His arm appears to be broken.”


  “And you’re coming with me!” put in Radigan grimly.


  “What for?”


  “Robbing the dead.”


  Cummings actually laughed, a dry sort of cackle. “So he told you I stole them, eh? Can’t you see for yourselves that he’s the thief? Look how he shakes!”


  “Naturally; he’s all in,” said Mike, “thanks to you.”


  “Where were they?” asked Cummings.


  Alfred edged closer to Mike. “You know where they were!” he squalled. “Inside the brass post. I saw you put them there!”


  Cummings clamped his teeth together and was silent for all of five seconds. His face seemed to become a tinge yellower. “You’re a liar!” he said in the same level voice. Mike could understand Alfred’s terror of him. The man’s stillness was diabolic. He turned to Mike.


  “Do you believe his story, Mr. Speedon?”


  “What’s your story?” countered Mike.


  “It’s true I’ve been hurting him,” said Cummings coolly, “but I didn’t mean to break his arm—if it is broken. I knew from the first that he must be the thief, and I was trying to force a confession from him.”


  “He’s lying!” shouted Alfred. “He’s trying to lie me into the penitentiary!”


  Cummings ignored him. “If I was the thief, what reason would I have for hurting him?”


  “To scare him into keeping his mouth shut,” suggested Mike.


  Cummings shook his head. “If I hurt him before he said anything, it would only make him desperate.”


  “My word is as good as his!” Alfred cried out.


  “Sure,” said Mike, “but no better.”


  “I don’t know,” put in Radigan. “Alfred got in his story first. Cummings is just trying to shake it.”


  “Alfred can’t get away with anything like that,” said Cummings. “I‘m satisfied to go with you, Lieutenant, and let the whole police force question me. But I warn you not to pay the reward to this rat, because I‘ll recover it in the end.”


  “Big talk. Buddy!” said Radigan. “Being as you’ve got your hat and coat, let’s go.”


  


  After Alfred had been lodged in the Lenox Hill Hospital (his arm was broken) and Cummings in a detention cell at Headquarters, Mike and Radigan got together to talk it over. Mike tended to believe in Cummings’ story, and Radigan in Alfred’s.


  “Cummings is fooling you,” said Radigan. “He’s a smart guy. He knows all the answers. And Alfred is just a poor damn fool. You have to learn to distinguish. . . . What the hell are you laughing at now?”


  “Skip it,” said Mike. “I’ve got a screw-ball sense of humor.”


  “I‘ll say you have,” grumbled Radigan. ". . . Cummings can afford to be so cool and sure of himself,” he went on, “because he’s got that young lad frightened silly, and he knows it. Alfred can’t stand up to him. But that don’t affect the rights of the matter.”


  “Why should Cummings have tortured Alfred?”


  “He’s a psychopathic case and takes a pleasure in hurting the lad.”


  Mike shook his head. “I grant you that Cummings may be the murderer; in fact, I wouldn’t put any crime past him. But in this particular instance, his story has the sound of truth.”


  “You can’t go by the sound of a story.”


  “Sure, you can! What have we got instincts for?”


  “You can’t take your instincts into a court of law, son. You’ve got to have evidence.”


  Mike laughed.


  Chapter 20


  Upon learning from Takaku over the phone that there was a cable message for him at his flat, Mike went to get it. His little bespectacled servitor greeted him with a toothy smile. Takaku, while working around the flat, always wore a capacious striped apron that covered him from neck to knees. He had been having a hard time in this era of anti-Japanese feeling, and was filled with a passion of gratitude toward his master because Mike still treated him as a human being, though Japanese.


  “Hello, Mister Mike. Please, you well?”


  “I am well, Takaku. And you?”


  “I very well, sir. Thank you very much. I happy to see you.”


  “For God’s sake, why don’t you close up that store, Takaku, and work here all the time?”


  “That make too great a loss, sir, thank you very much. All my savings in that store. Please, I think I hang on for a while. Better times coming.”


  The cable had originated in Newcastle, England, and its contents were surprising enough. Once again, Mike’s theories about the case were knocked into a cocked hat.


  James Fawcett well known in mining circles here. Ralph Maxwell, president miners local, intimate friend twenty years. Has not heard from Fawcett since he went to London. Fawcett often told Maxwell his aunt was married one of richest men in America. Shall I cable Maxwell’s full story?


  Mike deliberated on this for less than one minute. A newspaper advertisement informed him that one of the Atlantic clippers was flying from England next day. It would be expensive, but he decided it was worth it. He glanced at his watch. A little after hours, but the officials would still be at the bank. He could get the money as an accommodation.


  He taxied to the bank, received the money, and, proceeding to the New York office of the clippers, paid for a passage. Then from a near-by cable office he sent the following message:


  Send Maxwell by clipper tomorrow to testify New York. Passage paid this end.


  Mike returned to his rooms. His next job, as he had promised Radigan, was to look for evidence, if any such existed, that MacKelcan had talked to Mrs. Ware after Norbert Besson had left her on the fatal night. Unfortunately, Mike had no line of approach to MacKelcan except through his office employees, and when he recollected the glassy-eyed Miss Bedford, MacKelcan’s secretary, he knew that to go to his office for information would only be to expose his hand without getting anywhere.


  There was nothing for it but to make a frontal attack. Mike got out his little book and studied the notes he had made of each of his talks with MacKelcan. He found, as he had expected, that during lunch on Thursday the attorney had given him an opening which he had allowed to pass at the time, because he didn’t want to arouse his suspicions.


  Mike reached for the telephone. MacKelcan was in his office. “Can I have a little talk with you?” asked Mike. “About the subject we are both most interested in?”


  “Sure! Sure! At your service, Mike. Any time. Come on over now if you’re disengaged.”


  “No. I don’t want to interrupt business. What time are you leaving your office?”


  “Oh, five-thirty or quarter to six.”


  “Meet me at Jack and Charlie’s for a drink at six.” A pleased note came into MacKelcan’s voice. “Very nice! Very nice! But . . . er . . . that’s a very exclusive place. I’ve been told you can’t get in if you are not known to the doorkeeper.”


  “Oh, Jimmie’s a pal of mine. I‘ll fix it.”


  “Most pleased,” said MacKelcan. “At six, then.”


  Mike, suspecting that the attorney would be prompt, took care to arrive at the restaurant a few minutes ahead of time. “Jimmie,” he said to the doorkeeper, “I‘m expecting a long-legged guy in a white waistcoat. Name of MacKelcan. Do me a favor, will you, and treat him as if he was the Duke of Windsor? It’s a racket.”


  “Okay, Mr. Speedon, MacKelcan, is it? Don’t you think I read the papers?”


  “Gosh!” said Mike. “I keep forgetting how famous we all are.”


  The pretty hat-check girl herself brought MacKelcan to Mike’s table in the back room, a mark of unusual distinction. The attorney was grinning from ear to ear and throwing his legs out wide. To smarten himself, he had bought a white carnation as big as a saucer.


  “Where’s the wedding?” asked Mike.


  An alarmed look came into MacKelcan’s face. “Isn’t this correct at this hour?” he asked, prepared to snatch out the flower instanter.


  “Sure! Sure!” said Mike. “Enjoy yourself in your own way. Sit down! Smoke up! What are you drinking?”


  “What does one drink here?” asked MacKelcan self-consciously.


  “Everything in the world from applejack to zinfandel!”


  MacKelcan gave him a sharp look signifying: I see you have had several already. Which was precisely what Mike wished him to believe.


  Mike was in no hurry to come to the point. Let MacKelcan get a couple of drinks under his belt first. They ordered daiquiris. It was a busy hour at Jack and Charlie’s with people continually coming and going, and lined up four deep at the bar. Face after face that passed by was familiar to every reader of the newspapers. MacKelcan was so impressed that he was almost silenced.


  “This is the real cheese!” he murmured.


  Many paused at the table to exchange a word or two with Mike; marvelously turned out women such as MacKelcan had scarcely ever been so close to, and men that he was continually reading about. Mike made a point of introducing them all to the attorney. MacKelcan at the moment was enjoying a good deal of publicity in connection with the Ware case, and they looked at him curiously. This interest in him that real celebrities were displaying went to his head like wine.


  “I have led too restricted a life,” he confided in Mike. “Too narrow! Too narrow! After all, I‘m not an unsuccessful man. I could afford to spread myself a bit. Hereafter I mean to live a man’s life.”


  Mike thought: Counting on rich pickings from the Ware estate.


  “You said you wanted to talk to me,” said MacKelcan at last.


  “Oh, Lord!” groaned Mike. “The Ware case has pretty near got me down! But we must talk about it, I suppose. I‘m right up against it. With your trained legal mind, you ought to be able to help.”


  “Always delighted to be of assistance,” said MacKelcan. “Always delighted. Put your difficulties before me. I had made up my mind it was Norbert done it.”


  “Maybe he did,” said Mike, “but there are important links missing in the evidence. We haven’t been able to connect him with the hypodermic syringe. Dr. Patton says he doesn’t know either Besson or Mrs. Laval.”


  “That’s nothing. Almost anybody could write to Dr. Patton in such a way as to draw a reply from him on his letterhead.”


  “That’s worth noting.”


  “And anyhow, maybe the old lady wasn’t killed with a syringe at all. It’s only a hypothesis. The prick left by a needle would be hard to establish after twelve hours had passed.”


  “But she was certainly killed by little bubbles of air in her heart. . .little bubbles of air!”


  “Well, I can’t help you with the medical evidence. I‘m a complete ignoramus there. . . . What about Cummings?”


  “No evidence. I suppose you’ve read the evening papers. All that between him and Alfred throws no additional light on the murder.”


  “I distrust that man!” said MacKelcan feelingly.


  “Same here.”


  “He has a sinister face.”


  “Do you know,” said Mike very carelessly, “you said something at lunch on Thursday that has been bothering me ever since.”


  The other man turned wary. “What was that, Mike?”


  “You said that Mrs. Ware told you she had not signed the second will.”


  MacKelcan puffed out his cheeks. “I couldn’t have told you that, Mike, because it ain’t so! She never told me; I just surmised that she hadn’t had time yet to sign it.”


  “But you did tell me that she told you, because I made a note of it right afterwards.”


  “You take notes of everything?” said MacKelcan, staring.


  “Sure. That’s the only way I can keep it all straight in my mind.”


  “What do you take all that trouble for, your paper?”


  “No. This is a personal matter. Don’t forget that I have been as good as accused of this crime. They seem to have forgotten me for the moment, but I haven’t been cleared.”


  “Well! Well!” said MacKelcan. “You ought to be on the force.”


  “When did Mrs. Ware tell you that she hadn’t signed?”


  “I have no recollection of telling you any such thing!” blustered MacKelcan.


  “Then your recollection is at fault,” said Mike politely, “because I wrote it down.”


  “It was a slip of the tongue.”


  “You knew that Keppelman had called on her Tuesday morning and that she had gone down to his office in the afternoon.”


  “How was I to know a thing like that?”


  “You bribed a clerk of Keppelman’s to tell you.”


  “For God’s sake, who told you that?”


  “Keppelman. He fired the girl. But that girl did not know that the will was not signed.”


  “Well, you have been a busy little cup of tea!” said MacKelcan, laughing. It had a sour sound.


  “It must have been late in the day when Mrs. Ware told you,” persisted Mike.


  MacKelcan began to grow ugly. “I talked to her on the telephone.”


  “Your recollection is at fault again,” said Mike pleasantly, “because Kinsey gave me a complete account of Mrs. Ware’s doings on Tuesday. It was after four when she got back from Keppelman’s office. She called Norbert Besson but did not get him. She then wrote him a note and sent it by messenger. She made no other calls nor did she take any. She lay down to rest. You called her up, remember? and Kinsey told you she was sleeping. She took no calls while Kinsey was dressing her for the fancy-dress dinner. I have a complete account of the dinner, and she was not called away from the table. The hay ride followed, and the party in her own home. It must have been then that she told you.”


  “I have already told you that I didn’t see her at the party.”


  “Of course, I understand why you would say that, under the circumstances,” Mike said with a soothing air.


  “Are you intimating that I‘m a liar?” demanded MacKelcan.


  “My dear Mack! We all have to lie every day of our lives! Let’s look at this realistically.”


  “Maybe you think I killed her!”


  “Don’t be silly! Would I be sitting here buying you drinks if I did?”


  At a near-by table sat a ravishingly pretty girl who was trying to attract Mike’s attention in the hope that he might mention her in his column next day. Mike, wishing to smooth MacKelcan down now, smiled at her, whereupon she popped up and came over. After she had gushed a little, Mike introduced MacKelcan.


  “Not the Mr. MacKelcan! Oh, I‘m so glad to meet you, Mr. MacKelcan. I’ve been reading about you every day. I was wondering what you were like. . . .”


  MacKelcan’s vanity was deliciously tickled. He played the gallant male while Mike rubbed his lip to hide a smile.


  When the girl returned to her escort, Mike decided to experiment with a lie. “Mack,” he said in a friendly way, “I think I ought to tell you that the police have evidence that you talked with Mrs. Ware on Tuesday night.”


  MacKelcan was brought back to earth with a thud. “What are you saying? What sort of evidence?”


  “Norbert Besson told them that while he was talking to Mrs. Ware in her boudoir, you knocked at the door. . . .”


  “He’s a liar!”


  “Quiet!”


  MacKelcan looked around uneasily to see if anybody had taken notice.


  “Norbert told them,” Mike went on, “that she hustled him into the dressing room saying that you mustn’t find him there.”


  “What proof has he that it was me knocked?”


  “He says he put his ear to the dressing room door and heard you and Mrs. Ware talking.”


  MacKelcan was careful to keep his voice down, but his tone was vicious. “An accused murderer snatching at any lie to save his own skin! What value has such evidence?”


  “None whatever,” said Mike. He saw that MacKelcan was shaken, and ventured to top his lie with another. “Unfortunately, there appears to be corroboration.”


  “What sort of corroboration?”


  “Somebody else overheard you and Mrs. Ware talking in the boudoir.”


  “Who was it?”


  “Sorry, Mack, but I pledged my word not to reveal that as yet.”


  “It’s all lies!”


  “Don’t take that line, Mack,” urged Mike with affected earnestness. “Take a friend’s advice. A man in your position can’t afford it. If the police put two witnesses on the stand who have no connection with each other, they’ll discredit you. It will lead to all kinds of surmises. It will look bad for you. The thing for you to do is to come out with it, before they have a chance to testify.”


  MacKelcan considered it, scowling. Mike had him in a corner. Finally he growled: “All right, I did have a talk with Mrs. Ware Tuesday night. So what?”


  “No reason in the world why you shouldn’t,” said Mike. ". . . By God! that clears Besson, then. You should have come out with it yesterday and saved the poor fellow a night in jail.”


  “What is Norbert to me?” said MacKelcan. “I wouldn’t soil my lips by naming what he is. Jail is too good for him. . . . Besides, I haven’t cleared him. If I interrupted his teet-a-teet with Mrs. Ware, what was to prevent his running back upstairs and finishing the job after I left? I left him in the apartment, remember.”


  “Sure, it’s very likely,” agreed Mike. “What did you and Mrs. Ware talk about?”


  “Not much. She wasn’t herself.” “What do you mean, not herself?”


  “Well, she was dopey, kind of; half falling asleep.”


  “That’s interesting. Maybe she was just putting it on to get rid of you.”


  “No, those yawns were genuine, one after another.”


  “What did you say to her?”


  “My purpose in going up, as I told you before, was to find out if she had signed that will in Norbert’s favor, and to make a last appeal to her not to sign it.”


  “And what did she say?”


  “She wouldn’t talk about it. Said she was too sleepy. However, I extracted a promise from her that she wouldn’t sign until she had talked it over with me, and so I left her.”


  “Had she been drinking?”


  “How do I know?”


  “Well, did you see any bottles or glasses around?”


  “I didn’t notice any.”


  “Did you offer her a drink?”


  MacKelcan stared. “How should I be offering her a drink?”


  Mike laughed. “You can’t get away with that, Mack. A long time ago Mrs. Ware told me that one of the nicest things about you was that you always had a flask of good whisky on you, and that you and she had many a nip together. She hated ordering a servant to bring her a whisky, she said, they always looked at her so funny.”


  MacKelcan’s face was a study. “Well . . . well . . .” he stalled, puffing to give himself confidence. He decided to laugh it off as between man and man. “Well, if she told it, it’s all right with me. I didn’t want to give the old girl away, you understand.”


  “Sure.”


  “As a matter of fact, I offered her a drink, but she wasn’t having any then. Said it would stimulate her, and all she wanted was to sleep. So I left her, and immediately afterwards I went home, as you know.”


  Mike made believe to consider this. He said: “It’s very likely that Norbert had drunk with her and had doped her, and that he slipped upstairs afterwards and finished the job. But how in the world are we going to hang it on him?”


  “That’s up to the police.”


  “I‘m sorry that it looks so bad for you,” said Mike.


  “Why me?”


  “Because, as far as the evidence shows, you were the last person in the world to see her alive.”


  MacKelcan scowled and fidgeted. After a space he muttered: “I was not the last. There was another went to the boudoir after me.”


  “For God’s sake!” said Mike, genuinely surprised now. “Who?”


  “Cummings.”


  “Can you prove it?”


  “Certainly I can prove it. . . . Listen! While I was talking to the old lady I had a feeling that there was somebody listening at the door. Not the dressing-room door, but the corridor door through which I had entered. You know how you get those feelings. Maybe I heard a little sound out there. When I went out, there was nobody in sight, of course. I closed the door so it could be heard, and hummed a little to myself, and I rattled the elevator door when I went down. There was nobody in the foyer at the moment and I ran softly back up the stairs until I could peep over the top step. I saw Cummings knock at the door of the boudoir and go in.”


  Mike wondered if he were lying. Impossible to guess from his face, which always had a false expression, whatever he was saying. “How long did Cummings stay in there?”


  “I couldn’t tell you. I just established the fact that he went in, and then I beat it.”


  “Why in the world didn’t you tell this before?”


  “Well, I couldn’t tell it without admitting that I was up there myself. I thought you and your friends the police would solve the mystery without my testimony.”


  “But you’re prepared to go on the stand and swear to it now?”


  “Sure, if I‘m needed.”


  “Had Cummings anything in his hands?”


  “Not so far as I could see.”


  “Could you see his face?”


  “Not very good. He looked murderous to me, but I never did like the man.”


  “What you have told me puts an entirely new aspect on the case,” said Mike impressively.


  MacKelcan looked pleased.


  Mike wanted to get rid of him now. He glanced at his watch. “Man! how time flies! I’ve got to beat it to dress. This has been darned helpful, Mack. We must have further talks.”


  MacKelcan had completely recovered his confidence. “Look,” he said, “if I come back to this place alone or with a friend, would I be let in?”


  “Sure!” said Mike, “you’re a member in good standing now.”


  Chapter 21


  On Saturday night at dinner, Mike and Radigan discussed MacKelcan’s latest story without coming to any conclusion about it.


  “Would the so-and-so swear another man’s life away?” said Radigan.


  Mike laughed. “You’re pretty soft-hearted for a hard-boiled cop. Sure, he would! When a man starts lying, how is he going to stop? What is a life to him? If he’s lying.”


  “I wouldn’t hang Cummings on his say-so.”


  “Neither would I. But if he has given us a straight tip it’s up to us to find corroboration.”


  On Sunday there promised to be not much doing in the case. Mike had no desire to sit in at the long questioning of Cummings at Headquarters. It would be a brutal business, and what was worse, tedious. If they should get anything out of Cummings, he would learn about it soon enough. As for Alfred, he had had a kind of collapse after reaching the hospital and could not be questioned at all.


  It was a fine day and smart society had flown to Lenox or Pittsfield or Old Westbury, or even farther afield. Mike decided to follow. He had an invitation from Amy Fentress. Evidently her rage against him had cooled off, or else she was finding that it was wasted. As with all her lot, Amy’s emotions were as unstable as water. He wrote his column for Monday’s paper and motored up to Amy’s place at Mount Kisco for lunch. After all, Amy had been present at Mrs. Ware’s on Tuesday night and her eyes were as keen as a lynx’s, however she might make believe that she saw nothing. In the light of what he had learned during the past three days, she might give him an additional clue.


  When he arrived at the Fentress’ vast place on top of a hill, the guests were being too, too informal. Clad in slacks or shorts, the women with halters knotted around their necks, they were sitting or lying on the sand in a lofty, glass-roofed conservatory, playing that it was the tropics. The fronds of tall palms drooped over their heads and branches of citrus trees, with golden or yellow fruit. Orchids in bloom hung from the forks of the trees. The sand was pleasantly warmed by pipes running underneath. There was a gaudy bandanna spread on it, and the whole party, grouped around, was shooting craps to the accompaniment of raucous cries picked up in Harlem. Greenbacks fluttered through the air like autumn leaves. Each player had a highball within reach.


  The newcomer received a noisy welcome. “Hi, Mike! When did they let you out?. . . Shh! the dicks go with him wherever he goes! They’re waiting outside. . . . Cheese it! Hide the money!. . . Take off your clothes and come on in, Mike.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t bring my trunks.”


  “That’s all right. Your scanties will do!”


  Amy Fentress’ pale face flushed briefly. She scrambled to her feet, an alluring figure in her thick-soled red sandals, white doeskin slacks and scarlet halter. She was really crazy about Mike, but he was not deceived by it. It was not for his bright eyes, but because he stood out against her. She slipped her arm through his, and led him down a green alley to a bench out of sight of the crap-shooters.


  “I didn’t expect you,” she murmured. “You didn’t answer my note.”


  “Didn’t think I could come,” said Mike. “Then found I couldn’t keep away. You’re adorable.”


  “Adorable my foot! Be human!. . . Where’s your bag?”


  “Didn’t bring any. Must go back after lunch.”


  When they had finished quarreling about it, Mike said: “I suppose you’re horribly disappointed because they have dropped the case against me.”


  “Horribly! If I could once be loved by a murderer, I‘d die happy!”


  “Who’s inhuman now? How can a man act human with a woman who poses as an ogress?”


  “I know I‘m decadent,” she said with affected sadness. “How can I help it? I have experienced everything. . . .”


  Mike thought: Everything except bearing a child.


  “Consequently I‘m bored to tears!”


  On the bench she settled herself within his arm, and let her head fall back against his shoulder. Mike didn’t get even a faraway thrill out of it. However, he played up to her dutifully until she was in, for her, a thoroughly good humor. Finally he said casually:


  “I suppose you’ve been following the Ware case in the papers?”


  “Following it! I devour the newspapers, column by column, searching for your name.”


  “Well, don’t lose heart. They’re likely to revive the case against me at any time. . . . They arrested the butler yesterday.”


  “So I saw. Do they really think he did it?”


  “Too soon to say yet.”


  Amy sat up, bright-eyed. Any mention of murder excited her. “Oh, it would be lovely if it was he!”


  “Lovely?”


  “Yes, a kind of poetic justice, because he looks the part.”


  “You took notice of him, then, at the party.”


  “I should think I did. He made an impossible evening tolerable for me. I have never received such an impression of pure wickedness. And outwardly so quiet, so respectful; fire burning inside. Fancy, finding that in a butler! Most butlers look like eunuchs. But that one is a man! Did you ever notice his hands? Not much like a butler’s hands; a plowman’s—or a strangler’s! They made me shiver deliciously.”


  “Did you have any talk with him?”


  “I certainly did. I spoke to him each time I saw him. He scorned me. His eyes burned with scorn of me, and that made it all the more exciting. I asked him if he was married, and he said: ‘Pardon me, that can’t be of any interest to you, Madam.’ And he wouldn’t tell me! Later I saw him go into the dining room and I sauntered in there. There wasn’t anybody else in the room. He was filling a small flask from a bottle of whisky. . . .”


  “Hey?” said Mike, sharply interested.


  “I said to him,” Amy went on, “ ‘Who is that for, Cummings?' And he answered, staring at me as cool as you please, ‘For myself, Madam.’ And I said: ‘What would your mistress say if she knew you were taking the whisky? I’ve a good mind to tell her,' I said, just to plague him. He slipped the flask in his pocket, saying, ‘Just as you please, Madam. My mistress has confidence in me.’ And went out through the pantry door. What a man! Do you think I could get him to work for me?”


  “Surely. If and when he gets out of jail. . . . What you have told me may be important. Can you fix the moment at which it happened?”


  “It was near the end of the party.”


  “Did you notice if MacKelcan was around at the time?”


  “That absurd man! I wasn’t interested.”


  “But think, think. Where was he when this happened?”


  Amy went through the motions of thinking. “I went through the rooms, looking for Bobo to take me home, and I suppose I saw everybody. I don’t remember MacKelcan. No, I‘m sure he wasn’t there. It was about this time that Norbert and Maud came back from wherever they had been. But I did see MacKelcan again. When I went to the powder room for my wrap, MacKelcan was leaving. We left five minutes or so later.”


  “If Cummings was brought to trial,” Mike asked, “would you be willing to repeat what you have told me on the stand?”


  “To testify at a murder trial! Just give me the chance, that’s all. If I were a witness, would I have a seat in the court every day, and hear and see it all?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “And I‘d be photographed entering and leaving the court, holding my handbag up to hide my face, but not hiding too much! Darling! I would almost commit a murder myself for such a thrill!” She twisted her head so that she could look up into his face. “What a beautiful corpse you would make!”


  “Go as far as you like,” said Mike.


  Putting her hand up, she caressed his throat. “I wonder where the jugular vein is?”


  “But don’t talk about your evidence in advance,” he warned her, “or it will be valueless.”


  “Mum’s the word, darling.”


  On his return to town Sunday evening, Mike wrote Radigan a memo of what he had learned so that the Lieutenant would have it before him first thing in the morning.


  Chapter 22


  On Monday morning Mike learned that Cummings, after having been questioned all day Sunday and through the night, still stuck to his original story. He answered every question as briefly as possible, and volunteered no additional information. Hard, self-controlled, defiant, he never gave an inch. He displayed more stamina than his questioners; they were brought up in relays and one after another he stood them off.


  At the hospital on Sunday Alfred had recovered sufficiently to be questioned. The police were more gentle with him. He, too, stuck to his story, Radigan said over the phone, and volunteered some additional statements very damaging to Cummings.


  This morning Alfred was able to leave the hospital and Radigan was bringing him down to Headquarters. It was the Lieutenant’s idea to confront him with Cummings and see what came of it. The Clipper was due at the same hour from England, and Mike, not wishing to miss the scene at Headquarters, sent a man to meet the plane and to bring his guest to him.


  Radigan secured a sound-proof examination room. He seated himself behind a desk with Mike on his left. Cummings and Alfred were brought by uniformed officers, who waited outside. The two were placed on opposite sides of the room, facing each other. Cummings had now been under examination on Saturday, all day Sunday, and again at intervals during the preceding night, and Mike was startled by the change in his appearance. The butler’s face was gray and his eyes sunken. But though he was at the point of exhaustion, he had not weakened; his glance was still charged with hatred and defiance.


  Alfred’s coat was buttoned over his hurt arm, which was in a cast and sling. After one sidelong glance at Cummings, he never looked at him again. Seeing the state that the butler had been reduced to, Alfred was not so much afraid of him today. On the other hand, Cummings fed his hate by staring fixedly at the other man.


  “Alfred,” said Radigan, “repeat what you told me yesterday about seeing Cummings in the pantry on Tuesday night.”


  “Yes, Lieutenant; certainly, sir.” Alfred was trying to impress Radigan with the contrast between his willingness and Cummings’ sullenness. “I was washing some glasses in the pantry and Mr. Cummings come in. He never said anything to me, but went on out the door to the corridor, and up the service stairs.”


  “Is this true?” Radigan asked Cumnmings.


  “Sure.”


  “Where were you going upstairs?”


  “To my own room.”


  “What for?”


  “To go to bed.”


  “Without locking up the liquor?”


  “I forgot it.”


  “How could you forget it when you had just been filling a flask of liquor in the dining room?”


  Cummings sneered. “So you know that, too! The lady told you.”


  “She did.”


  “I hope she told you what she said,” Cummings went on. “She was too free-spoken a lady for my taste. It made me mad because I could not speak my mind to her. Even a butler has the feelings of a man. That was what made me forget the liquor.”


  Mike wondered at the quickness with which he turned the incident to his own advantage.


  “Not a very likely story,” said Radigan. “You went to your room, you say; then what?”


  “I remembered about the liquor and came downstairs again.”


  “It was a good fifteen minutes before he came down,” put in Alfred.


  “Wait until I question you,” said Radigan. He addressed Cummings sarcastically. “Why did you stay up there so long?”


  “No particular reason,” said Cummings. “I started to undress. I put on my clothes again and came down.”


  Radigan turned to Alfred. “Go on with your story.”


  “When he came downstairs again, I was pouring some drinks in the dining room and Cummings said to me: (Alfred dropped the respectful ‘Mister’ at this point and Cummings’ deep-set eyes burned.) Cummings said to me: ‘The Madam says no more drinks tonight. . . .’ ”


  “Can I speak?” put in Cummings.


  Radigan signed to him to go ahead.


  “That is wrong,” said Cummings. “I said nothing about the Madam. I just said no more drinks tonight.”


  “That’s not so!” cried Alfred excitedly. “Cummings said ‘the Madam says,' and by that I knew he had just been up there!”


  “He’s lying now!” said Cummings, “I had not been up there.”


  “Quiet, both of you!” ordered Radigan. “I‘ll find out who’s lying.”


  Mike leaned over and suggested a question to Radigan.


  Radigan said to Cummings: “You told us in the beginning that Mrs. Ware had told you to serve no more drinks after one-thirty. When did she tell you that?”


  “When I saw her for the last time. When she and Mrs. Prior started upstairs.”


  “You were seen carrying her a drink after Mrs. Prior left.”


  “That’s true,” said Cummings. “I had forgotten it. It was then that she said to me: ‘Get rid of these people as soon as you can, Cummings. Serve no more drinks after one-thirty. . . .’ ”


  “He’s still lying!” cried Alfred.


  “Prove it!” snarled Cummings.


  “I can and I will prove it!. . . When Cummings come back to the dining room after carrying a drink to the Madam about one o’clock the whisky was running low—all the guests was drinking scotches and sodas, and I asked him to get out more, and he says: ‘My Lord! what a bunch of guzzlers!' And I says: ‘How long will they stay?' And he says: ‘Damned if I know!' and got out four fresh bottles of Scotch. Well, if the Madam had just told him to stop at one-thirty, he would have mentioned it then, wouldn’t he?”


  “Sure,” said Radigan. ". . . And you are the liar!” he flung at Cummings.


  Cummings snarled: “Everything that rat says I said is twisted a little to incriminate me.”


  “Well, what did you say? I‘m waiting to hear it.”


  “Aah! what’s the use? I‘ll speak when I get a lawyer and a fair trial.”


  Mike saw a look of desperation come into the man’s eyes as he perceived the net closing around him. But he still fought back.


  “You went to Mrs. Ware’s room a second time!” cried Radigan, shooting a forefinger at him.


  “I did not!”


  “You’re lying!”


  Cummings glared at his tormentor like a trapped animal.


  Radigan went back a little. “That flask which you said you filled with whisky and carried to your room. What became of it? It was not found in your room next day.”


  “I had no occasion to use any of the whisky,” said Cummings coolly. “I carried it back to the liquor closet next morning and it’s there still, and still full.”


  “That won’t help you any,” said Radigan. “You could always fill it again.”


  At this point an officer knocked and entered to tell Radigan that Mr. MacKelcan was outside and would like to know if he was wanted. Radigan had staged this.


  “He comes just at the right time,” said the Lieutenant. “Ask him to step in a minute.”


  MacKelcan breezed in with his lapels flying. “Good morning! Good morning, everybody . . . Lieutenant . . . Mike . . . Cummings, I‘m sorry to see you in such a situation. . . . How’s the arm, Alfred?”


  “Doing nicely, thank you, Mr. MacKelcan. Have my chair, sir.”


  “Mr. MacKelcan,” said Radigan formally, “will you please repeat what you told my friend, Mr. Speedon, on Saturday evening?”


  MacKelcan shook his head lugubriously. “I am sorry to have to say this; very, very sorry! On Tuesday night of last week, at or about one-thirty-five A.M., I saw Cummings knock at the door of Mrs. Ware’s boudoir and go in.”


  Cummings sprang up as if electrified. “There’s another liar!” he shouted. “Where does he say he was when he saw me?”


  “On the stairs,” said MacKelcan. “I was standing part way down, looking over the top step.”


  “He lies! He lies!” cried Cummings, beside himself with rage. “He went down in the elevator!”


  Instantly he saw that he had betrayed himself. He dropped back in the chair and covered his face. Everybody else in the room guffawed with laughter—except Mike. It gave him no pleasure to see a man baited in this fashion, however guilty. At the sound of the cruel laughter, Cummings raised his head again and glared at his tormentors.


  Radigan said: “Much obliged, Mr. MacKelcan. I shall have to ask you to retire now. When this man is put on trial you will be a witness against him, and it would not be right for you to hear what he says.”


  “Surely, surely, Lieutenant, I quite understand. I will wait in the outer office in case I should be needed again.” He retired.


  “Well, Cummings,” said Radigan jocosely, “I take it you won’t deny any longer that you went to Mrs. Ware’s room a second time.”


  Cummings shook his head morosely.


  “What did you want to lie about it for?”


  “It was natural for me to lie. I wasn’t going to put myself in the position of being the last to see her alive. You’re all against me!”


  “You’d better come all the way clean now,” said Radigan threateningly. “It’ll be easier for you in the end.”


  “What are you trying to pin on me?” Cummings parried. “Robbery or murder?”


  “Both! The murder was for the purpose of robbery!”


  “That’s foolish,” said Cummings contemptuously. “I’ve been working for Mrs. Ware six months. I had fifty better opportunities to rob her. Everybody in the house knew how careless she was. If Kinsey wasn’t there to undress her, she would throw her jewels down on the dressing table or any place until morning.”


  “So you say.”


  Cummings’ eyes narrowed as he concentrated on his problem. “Wait a minute!. . . I can prove that it wasn’t me who stole her jewels.”


  “Let’s hear it,” said Radigan with a grin of disbelief.


  Cummings said: “The thief telephoned to the insurance detective that he had the jewels. Well, that might have been me. The detective told him to mail the jewels. He had to go out to do that. And he had to go out a second time to pick up the reward at the post office. Well, up until Saturday, I had not been out of the apartment but once, and that was only because I had been sent for to come down here!”


  Radigan was momentarily shaken by this answer. “Well, I reckon you have friends on the outside to help you.”


  “You will have a hard time finding them, Lieutenant. I have no friends. . . . On the other hand, I don’t suppose you’re interested, but Alfred here, once the servants were cleared by the police, was out every day and sometimes more than once on errands for the household.”


  Alfred burst out: “Now he’s trying to pass it back to me!”


  “Quiet!” said Radigan. To Cummings he went on: “The robbery is only incidental. Murder is my job. . . . You were the last person to see her alive.”


  Cummings was still fighting. “You don’t know that. Norbert Besson was still in the house when I came downstairs.”


  “Never mind him now. What took place during your last talk with Mrs. Ware?”


  Cummings said: “I asked her if she would like a drink. That was why I had filled the flask. She had told me earlier that she didn’t like the servants to see me bringing her whisky. She refused the drink, saying that she had had one.”


  Radigan asked: “Did she seem sleepy, dopey, sort of?”


  “Not at all. She was her usual self.”


  Mike broke in. “Think what you’re saying, man! There’s no call for you to put the rope around your own neck. . . .” He caught Radigan scowling at him and pulled up. “Sorry, Rad,” he said in an undertone. “I forgot myself.”


  “I am telling the truth,” said Cummings. “She was not sleepy or dopey, as you say. But she seemed depressed. I asked her if she wouldn’t go to bed, and she said she would as soon as she had seen somebody.”


  “Did she tell you who she wanted to see?”


  “She did not. I assumed that it was Norbert Besson.”


  Mike thought: A point for Cummings.


  “You were on pretty friendly terms with your mistress, according to you.”


  “When the other servants were not around, Mrs. Ware treated me as a friend. There is plenty of evidence as to that. She said she trusted me.”


  “And this is how you repaid her trust!”


  “You haven’t proved yet that I betrayed her.”


  “We’ve come pretty close to it, man. It’s been established that Mrs. Ware was doped with a drug administered in whisky. You brought her whisky twice. You were the last to see her. . . .”


  Cummings interrupted him. “You can’t hang a man without showing that he had a motive. What reason had I for killing Mrs. Ware?”


  “I‘m not here to answer questions but to ask them,” said Radigan dryly. “What else did you and Mrs. Ware talk about?”


  “I don’t recollect anything else,” said Cummings. “She told me to get the people out as soon as I could. I returned downstairs and locked up the liquor, and gave Alfred his instructions.”


  “What instructions?”


  “I told him not to pick up any more empty glasses. If any guest asked him for a drink he was to put it off on me. He was to say that he was sorry, but the butler had retired, taking the keys.”


  “And then?”


  “I went to my room to keep out of their way. They knew I had the keys. It was the easiest way to get rid of them.”


  “And went to bed, I suppose,” said Radigan sarcastically. “You are so fond of your bed.”


  “I went to bed,” said Cummings stolidly.


  “Did you get any sleep that night?”


  “I slept. I had no reason to expect any trouble.”


  Radigan suddenly cut loose. “You left the old lady lying dead in her boudoir,” he shouted, “and you went to bed and slept!”


  Cummings hardened. “I did not kill her. I had no reason to.”


  “You killed her!”


  “You will never get me to admit that,” said Cummings stubbornly. “Not you and all your mates together! Not though you kill me!”


  There was a knock at the door and the same officer entered. This time he had a message for Mike. “It’s from the man who is waiting for you outside. Another man brought him and left him a while ago. He wants to know if it’s all right for him to go out and get a bite to eat.”


  Mike consulted, low-voiced, with Radigan. “It’s the witness from England. I‘ll send him up to my flat to wait until we’re ready for him. Takaku will feed him.”


  “Let’s have a look at him first,” said Radigan. “Bring the man in,” he added to the uniformed officer.


  The latter presently returned, bringing a burly north-countryman, with the powerful shoulders and pale, thin jaws of a miner. He was wearing a loud, new suit, and was somewhat overcome by the strangeness of his surroundings. A slow-thinking man but no fool, judging from his face, and as honest as the day. All glanced at the newcomer, and Cummings was overlooked for the moment.


  Mike went to meet him. “How are you, Maxwell? I‘m Michael Speedon.”


  “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Speedon.”


  “Hope you had a good trip.”


  “Amazing! Amazing!” muttered the confused newcomer. “Yesterday I was in London; today I am in New York! I don’t rightly know where I am!”


  Mike introduced him to Radigan. “This is Mr. Maxwell, who has come over to tell us what he knows about James Fawcett. Shake hands with Lieutenant Radigan, Maxwell.”


  “The honor is mine, Left’nant,” said Maxwell, offering an enormous paw.


  “We certainly are obliged to you for coming so far, Mr. Maxwell. We’ve got a hard nut to crack here. A little later we must talk things over.”


  “Meanwhile, take a taxi up to my place,” said Mike. “I‘ll give you a note to my man.”


  During this exchange, Alfred with an ugly smile was saying: “Sst! Sst!” and calling their attention to Cummings. The three looked at the butler simultaneously. Cummings’ face had turned greenish, and his deep-sunk eyes were wild with terror.


  “Damn me! here’s Jim Fawcett right here!” cried Maxwell. “I didn’t see you when I come in, Jim! Why didn’t you hail me?” His face was lighted up with pleasure, and he thrust out his big hand.


  “You’re making a mistake,” said Cummings huskily. “My name is Cummings.”


  Maxwell, still holding out his hand, stared at him in astonishment. Then his face flushed with anger. “Damn me! Do you think I don’t know you? After twenty years! Would you make me out a liar before these gentlemen?” He turned to Radigan. “Lieutenant, I could bring fifty men, a hundred men from Newcastle who know Jim Fawcett.”


  “It isn’t necessary,” said Radigan with a hard smile. “We accept your identification.”


  Maxwell, all in a maze, turned back to Cummings. “What’s the matter, Jim? What for do you want to deny me?”


  Cummings muttered: “You have thrown me to the wolves, Rafe.”


  Maxwell stared at him in complete confusion.


  Mike, who was almost as stunned by the disclosure, but was not showing it, said: “Come on, Maxwell. I‘ll explain as we go.” He led the dazed Maxwell out.


  Radigan said: “Do you still deny that you had no motive for killing Mrs. Ware, Fawcett? When she was on the point of signing a will that would have cut you out of the Ware millions?”


  Cummings was mute.


  Chapter 23


  Mike returned and the examination proceeded. Alfred was bursting with confidence. The dejected Cummings, or Fawcett, no longer looked at him.


  “Come clean!” shouted Radigan, pounding the desk.


  “I did not kill Mrs. Ware,” said Fawcett dully. “She was my mother’s sister.”


  Radigan laughed. “A fat lot of difference that made to you!. . . Did she know who you were?”


  “No. I was going to tell her when I had gained her confidence. I kept putting it off.”


  “How did you get to be a butler, anyhow? A miner like you.”


  Fawcett’s eyes flashed briefly. “I got to be a butler because I made up my mind to it. I wouldn’t let nothing stop me. I knew I was the legal heir, and I came to New York to watch over my interests. As my aunt had refused to receive me, the only way I could get near her was to enter her service. I spent months watching and learning and preparing myself for it. I made friends with other butlers and pumped them about their jobs. One of them told me about a butler’s manual which I studied until I knew it by heart. This man’s name was Cummings. I copied his recommendations, and that’s why I took the name of Cummings.”


  “We know all about him,” said Radigan.


  “I made out that I was an Australian to account for my accent, and I forged Australian recommendations. Finally, last spring, I got the job in Mrs. Ware’s house that I was after. Then I set out to make myself indispensable to her; I ran the house efficiently; I kept the servants in order and stopped their stealing; also the tradesmen.”


  “All for love of your aunt?”


  “No. I figured that what I saved would come to me some day. And for the same reason I wanted to protect her from sharpers and swindlers. I soon learned in the servants’ hall about her nephew who was a miner in England, and that she had made her will in his favor and . . .”


  “And your prime object was to make sure that she never changed that will, eh?” put in Radigan. “And when you found that she was about to sign a new will, you stopped her!”


  “I did not kill her. I did not know she had made a new will.”


  Alfred cried out: “That’s a lie! I can tell you something about that, Lieutenant.”


  “Well, let’s hear it.”


  Alfred began confidently: “Last Tuesday morning, Mrs. Ware sent Cummings up to her house in Tarrytown on some made-up business that kept him there the whole day. She was expecting a lawyer to call, and she wanted to get Cummings out of the way. . . .”


  Mike interrupted him. “One moment!. . . Can I put a question?” he asked Radigan.


  “Sure.”


  “How could you know what was in Mrs. Ware’s mind?”


  “It was Cummings himself let it out he was so mad about it.”


  “Go on.”


  “In the morning the lawyer came, and in the afternoon the Madam drove downtown to his office. Martin, the chauffeur, told me that. When Cummings got back he was wild when he heard it, and asked me a hundred questions about the lawyer. And the next morning he was at me again about it.”


  Cummings spoke up in his own defense. “I knew she had sent for a lawyer and naturally I was interested. But I didn’t know what for. And what this liar didn’t tell you was that he couldn’t answer my questions. He couldn’t even tell me the lawyer’s name. Moreover, if I had already killed Mrs. Ware, why should I go back to Alfred for information after it was over?”


  Mike thought: Point two for Cummings-Fawcett.


  Radigan addressed Alfred. “Is that so?”


  Alfred was losing some of his confidence. “Well, I could almost remember his name,” he said lamely.


  Radigan said to Fawcett grimly: “Well, since a lawyer had called, you made up your mind you had better be on the safe side and not wait any longer, eh?”


  Some of Fawcett’s old fire came back. “If you’ve made up your mind not to believe anything I say, why do you keep on questioning me?”


  “Well, I seem to be getting at the truth in spite of you,” retorted Radigan.


  Fawcett stood up suddenly. “Turn your attention to him for a while!” he said with a passionate gesture in Alfred’s direction. “It’s nonsensical to accuse me of the robbery now. Once Mrs. Ware was dead, the jewels were mine! Why should I steal my own?”


  Radigan exchanged a glance with Mike. The latter’s expression said: We can’t go behind that, Rad.


  Fawcett, seeing that he was having some effect, went on: “I knew from the first that Alfred was the thief and I tortured him to make him tell where he hid them. The jewels were mine! It made me mad when he was paid for the return of a part of them, and I swore to myself that I would not pay for the return of what was mine! There sits the thief! Look at him! Look at him!”


  Radigan did look at Alfred, and with a new expression. The young man cringed under it, and seemed to shrink in his chair. “By God, he’s right!” Radigan cried, striking his desk. “As far as the robbery is concerned.” He jumped up and strode to Alfred’s chair. “You are the thief!” he shouted with accusing forefinger.


  Alfred writhed in his chair, in intolerable terror. “No! No! No!” he squalled. “As God is my judge, it wasn’t me, Lieutenant. He’s a liar. You know he’s a liar! So help me God, it wasn’t me!”


  “You lie!” shouted Radigan. “Confess!”


  Radigan, standing over the young man with blazing eyes, terrible voice and commanding forefinger, was like the very embodiment of the outraged Law and the weak creature soon crumpled. Presently it came tumbling out:


  “I did it! I did it! Oh, God, I don’t know what made me do it! Oh, God, what will my mother say when she hears of this! Oh, I wish I was dead, I do!”


  Radigan strutted back to his desk, well-pleased.


  Mike, full of curiosity, said: “Tell us how you did it, Alfred.”


  The writhing creature snarled: “I don’t have to answer your questions.”


  “You can tell me!” shouted Radigan, thumping his desk.


  Fawcett sat through this with a face like a mask, with two burning eyes showing through it.


  “It was a sudden impulse,” whined Alfred. “I‘m not a bad fellow. She was so careless with her things! ‘Tain’t right an old woman should have so much. I thought about it all the time. I knew she had told Kinsey to go to bed that night, and they said she always left her jewels lying on the dressing table when Kinsey wasn’t there. And . . . and I knew she took dope to make her sleep. She was hard to rouse. So I waited in my room for a long time. More than an hour, I guess. And then I went down the stairs—the front stairs because the service stairs creak and there were too many sleeping near. I went in through the boudoir because that was further from the Madam’s bedroom, and I could get into the dressing room from there; the door was usually open. And . . . and . . .” He covered his face with his hands. “I can’t go on. It’s too awful.”


  “Tell the whole story,” commanded Radigan, “or you’ll be charged with murder, too!”


  “No! No!” squalled Alfred. “She was dead when I got there! I‘ll tell! I‘ll tell!. . .”


  Radigan drew a sheet of paper towards him and wrote as Alfred told his story.


  The young man was sweating and breathing unevenly. “When I went into the dark boudoir I . . . I . . . Oh, God! I stumbled over her. She was lying on the floor. I let a little squawk out of me, but nobody come. Nobody sleeps near there.”


  “What time was this?” asked Radigan.


  “About three-thirty, Lieutenant, as near as I can figure.”


  “Was the body cold?”


  “Oh, yes. . . . I knew she was dead as soon as I touched her. I didn’t know if she was murdered or just died. I had a flashlight, just a little one. Wasn’t any blood. . . . I wanted to run back to my room, but the jewels sparkled so in the light . . . they sparkled so . . . I took them off her. I thought . . . if she was murdered . . . they would think the murderer took them. . . .


  “I didn’t rightly know what I was doing. . . . I had a notion to put her in her bed . . . and I started to unhook her dress. But I realized it was a fool notion . . . because I couldn’t make her look like she looked when they put her to bed. And I couldn’t hook her up again . . . my hands trembled so. . . .


  “Then I wanted to hide her. . . . I knew if I ran out of the house then, they’d know it was me and I‘d surely be caught. . . . And maybe charged with murder, too. But if I could hide her so she wouldn’t be found for a while, I could show myself in the morning. . . . And get out and hide the jewels somewhere, and come back afterwards. And they’d never know it was me took them. . . . I saw the old carved cupboard . . . just the right size. . . . And I put her in there . . . and took the key.


  “But in the morning . . . before she was found, I mean, Cummings wouldn’t let me go out . . . I was in a fix, then . . . I near died, I was so scared. . . . Just by chance when I was passing the bedroom next to Cummings’, I saw the old brass bed and that gave me an idea. It was so heavy everybody thought it was solid brass. . . . But once when I was helping to move it, I noticed one of the knobs was loose. . . . So I took it off and dropped the jewels down the hole and the key after them. . . . And screwed the knob back tight. . . .”


  “Where’s the reward you collected?”


  “I shoved the bills down the other post at the foot of the bed.”


  “Anything else to say?” asked Radigan.


  Alfred miserably shook his head.


  “Then sign this. You go to the Tombs.”


  Fawcett spoke for the first time. “What about me?”


  “You are held on a charge of murder,” said Radigan.


  


  Alfred was removed from the examination room. All this time Sanford MacKelcan had been waiting in the outer office in case he should be wanted, and Mike suggested that he be brought in again. He was sent for.


  When the attorney pranced in, flinging out his legs and twisting his long neck like a crane, Radigan said with dry humor:


  “Well, there’s your rich client, Mr. MacKelcan. That’s Jim Fawcett of Newcastle, England.”


  MacKelcan started back, open-mouthed, quite honest for once. “Oh, my God, what are you saying, Lieutenant? It can’t be true! No! No! No! You’re joking!” “It’s true, all right. Ask him yourself.”


  Fawcett sneered. “I‘m not just the kind of client you were expecting, eh, MacKelcan? You looked for a poor boob of a miner that you could twist around your finger!”


  “Oh, this is terrible!” moaned MacKelcan. “You shouldn’t talk to me that way, Mr. Fawcett! After all, I am your attorney.”


  Fawcett, ex-Cummings, could at least have the satisfaction of being honest now. He no longer had to crook the neck and bend the knee. “Damn your eyes!” he cried furiously. “I don’t want you! I‘d as lief have a crocodile for my attorney!”


  MacKelcan glanced at the grinning Radigan and Mike. “Don’t talk like that, Mr. Fawcett,” he said beseechingly. “Before others, too. We’re co-executors under the will. We can’t escape our responsibilities. We’re bound together.”


  “You’d better refuse to serve, then,” growled Fawcett. “I’ve been watching you for six months, MacKelcan. I know you through and through! And I‘m damned if you’ll ever diddle me out of a penny!”


  “Oh, this is a terrible situation!” moaned MacKelcan.


  “Of course, if Fawcett is convicted of murdering his aunt,” said Radigan dryly, “he won’t inherit. That’s the law.”


  “In that case, what will become of the Ware fortune?” said MacKelcan. “There is no other known heir.”


  “I have children,” said Fawcett.


  “I doubt if the children would be allowed to inherit,” said Radigan. “What say, Mack?”


  MacKelcan clapped his hands to his head. “Give me time! Give me time! This awful shock. . . . But in any case, I am indispensable to you, Mr. Fawcett. I know the law of this country. . . .”


  “The hell with you!” said Fawcett. “You can’t cozen me. I‘ll have another lawyer, and you can deal with me through him!”


  “Oh, this is terrible!” moaned MacKelcan.


  Chapter 24


  The search of the sewer catch basins in the vicinity of the Ware apartment, ordered by the police, had yielded a curious variety of objects but no hypodermic syringe. All the objects that could not be accounted for had been saved. At the time of Norbert Besson’s detention, a further search had been ordered of the basins adjacent to the Hotel Bathurst, and on Monday, this day, the findings came in.


  The syringe was found in a basin not a hundred feet from the hotel door. It had been crushed flat and bent over; the plunger broken off; but the plunger was found in the same deposit of mud, and in the hands of the police department experts the syringe was so skillfully reconstructed that the firm of Emory and Almond could identify it as one of the two they had mailed, as they thought, to Dr. Patton.


  Mike and Radigan met at Headquarters to examine the object. Radigan said:


  “I can’t believe Norbert would be such a fool as to drop this in a place that would lead us directly to his door. It’s a plant.”


  “Very likely,” agreed Mike.


  “It was Cummings-Fawcett who planted it there. After he had done his job, he had to get rid of the syringe quick. He left the apartment—he had keys, of course, to the service door and the service entrance downstairs—and after he had dropped his little tool, he came in the same way. How simple!”


  Mike said nothing.


  “Damn it!” said Radigan irritably. “Do you still refuse to believe that it was Fawcett did it?”


  “I am not convinced.”


  “You and your instincts!”


  “Well, once or twice my instincts have proved to be right.”


  Radigan ignored it. “After the way he has been lying from the start, do you actually believe he was telling the truth this morning?”


  “I neither believe nor disbelieve. Fawcett is too deep a man for me to fathom. He doesn’t conform to any of the usual types. I can’t figure what’s passing through the mind of a man like that. But!. . "


  “Oh, yeah! There’s always a ‘but’ with you!”


  “One or two things he said have raised a doubt in my mind.”


  “What, for instance?”


  “When he said: ‘She was my mother’s sister.’ He wasn’t laboring to convince us that he loved the old girl. He just mentioned it casually, and let it go at that.”


  “What else?”


  “When he broke and said to Maxwell: ‘You have thrown me to the wolves, Rafe!' I swear that doesn’t sound to me like the cry of a guilty man.”


  “Ah, you’re always hearing funny sounds! As for me, I‘m satisfied it was Fawcett. He has everything the murderer must have had. By his own words, we know that he has been plotting and scheming for months past. In all my experience, I never met with such a patient schemer. We know, too, that he’s a forger. He is just the one to have cooked up that fake order for the syringes.”


  “Okay,” said Mike. “However, since this syringe does lead to Norbert’s door, I suppose we’ll have to look down that alley, too.”


  “Oh, sure.”


  “Not much use questioning Fawcett further. He’s told us all he knows—or all he wants us to know.”


  “Sure. I want to ask Alfred a few questions. Will you come down to the Tombs with me?”


  “Sure.”


  While they were waiting in the prison for Alfred to be brought to them, Mike said: “Bear in mind, Rad, that Alfred wants to pay off Fawcett for his broken arm. He won’t help you to shift suspicion away from the Englishman.”


  “I wasn’t born yesterday,” said Radigan.


  The red-lidded, disheveled young second man was led into the waiting room. There was a crazy hope in his eyes, but it faded when he saw Radigan’s expression.


  “Sit down,” said Radigan, “and answer my questions.”


  Alfred fawned on him. “Certainly Lieutenant. Anything at all, sir. I only want to help. . . . Lieutenant, will the District-Attorney be easy on me if I testify freely against Cummings?”


  “That’s up to the D-A. . . . This morning we brought you up to the point where Cummings or Fawcett gave you his last orders and went upstairs for the second time.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Now I want you to tell me with the greatest particularity what happened after that. Take it slow, and tell me every little detail.”


  “But, Lieutenant,” objected Alfred, “by that time . . .”


  “Be quiet!” rasped Radigan. “Do as I tell you. I‘m not interested in your ideas about the case.”


  “Certainly, Lieutenant. . . . After Cummings went upstairs (Alfred could not accustom himself to his boss’ new name), I went back into the living room. People were leaving and I went into the foyer to open the door for them. It was Mr. MacKelcan and Mr. and Mrs. Bradstreet and. . .”


  “Never mind them. I have a note of their names.”


  “The next thing I remember Mrs. Fentress asked me for a drink, and I said what I had been told to say and she cursed me. . . .”


  “Do ladies curse servants?”


  “Modern ladies, yes, sir. They don’t mean nothing by it.”


  “Go on.”


  “Mrs. Fentress said to the man she was with—she called him Bobo; I don’t remember his right name—she said: ‘Let’s get out of this dump,' and I let them out. Others went, but I can’t remember the exact order. . . .”


  “Did Mr. Besson and Mrs. Laval leave?”


  “Not then, sir. About half the guests were still in the living room, talking loud. They kept asking me for drinks, and it was so embarrassing I went back to the dining room to keep out of the way. A couple of gentlemen followed me, but I showed them there was nothing to drink, and they went out again.”


  “Was one of these men Norbert Besson?”


  “No, sir.”


  “How long were you in the dining room?”


  “About ten minutes, I should say. Then there was a general movement to leave, and I went back to the foyer to let them out.”


  “Where was Norbert Besson while you were in the dining room?”


  “In the living room, sir, with the other guests.”


  “You can’t see into the living room from the dining room?”


  “No, sir. You have to go round by the foyer.”


  “You can’t see the elevator from the dining room?”


  “No, sir. It’s on the other side.”


  “Then how do you know Norbert Besson didn’t leave the living room while you were in the dining room?”


  “I would have heard the elevator door if he had opened it.”


  “That’s not so. I have tried that door and it opens and closes without a sound unless you try to make a noise.”


  “Mr. Besson couldn’t have gone upstairs, Lieutenant. There wasn’t time.”


  “Certainly there was time for him to have run up to say good night to Mrs. Ware and come down again.”


  Alfred felt gingerly of his hurt arm. “It was Cummings did it,” he said viciously.


  “You can leave that to me,” said Radigan. “What time did Norbert Besson and Mrs. Laval leave the apartment?”


  “About two, Lieutenant, or a little before.”


  “Were they the last to leave?”


  “No, sir. But all were getting ready to go then. All except two of the gentlemen who were arguing in the music room. They wouldn’t go until I brought in their coats and laid them over the backs of chairs.”


  “What time was it when the last guest was out?”


  “It had struck two just a little before.”


  “What did you do then?”


  “I carried all the glasses and the ash trays into the pantry to be washed in the morning. I put out the lights and went to my room.”


  Mike interrupted: “Lieutenant, what kind of locks are there on Mrs. Ware’s front door and on the service door? I never happened to notice.”


  “Burglar-proof bar locks on both doors. They can’t be opened by any master key ever made, and they can’t be jimmied open.”


  “Thanks. Go ahead.”


  Radigan addressed Alfred. “You have to pass the butler’s room to reach your own?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Was his light still burning? I suppose when you turned out the last light you looked.”


  “Yes, Lieutenant. There was no light burning. . . . But, of course, while he was sitting there waiting for me to go to bed, he wouldn’t leave no light burning.”


  “Well, that’s all we want from you now. Take him away, guard.”


  Alfred’s face worked in a mean, pitiful fashion. “Lieutenant . . . Lieutenant, don’t be too hard on me! Speak a word for me to the District-Attorney, will you, sir?”


  “Why the hell should I?” said Radigan, with a hard stare.


  Alfred was led away.


  Radigan and Mike walked up Center Street to Police Headquarters. The former grumbled:


  “We didn’t get much out of him. Supposing Cummings-Fawcett was telling the truth this morning, and the old lady was all right when he left her, don’t seem likely she would be in such a state just a few minutes afterwards, that Norbert could jab her with the needle without her hollering.”


  “Not likely,” agreed Mike.


  After they had walked for a block in silence, Radigan asked: “Got any new ideas, Mike?”


  “My mind is running on locks and keys,” said Mike. “Amongst the stuff that was recovered from the catch basins near Mrs. Ware’s place, weren’t there some keys?”


  “Yes. Two keys tied with a bit of white string.”


  “Funny anybody should throw keys down a sewer opening.”


  “You find everything in the sewers.”


  “Look, have you got Fawcett’s ring with all his keys at Headquarters?”


  “Sure.”


  “Let me have it for a few minutes, along with the two keys that were found. I want to dope something out.”


  “Okay.”


  Leaving Mike to study the keys, Radigan went away to see to some other details. In addition to the white string that bound the two keys together, each had a little loop of strong thread attached to it. When Radigan returned, Mike said:


  “The keys found in the catch basin are for the service door to Mrs. Ware’s apartment, and the general service entrance to the building, in the basement.”


  Radigan, staring, uttered a mighty expletive.


  Mike went on: “This opens up an entirely new vista.”


  “Sure! Sure! Let me dope it out.”


  “If it was Cummings who went out by the service entrance to lose the syringe, why should he carry an extra set of keys?”


  “Must have left his regular keys home,” muttered Radigan.


  Mike smiled. “In that case, if he threw the extra set away, how would he get in?”


  Radigan clapped his forehead, “Sure, I‘m loony.”


  “Cummings was never without his own key ring. It was chained to a pants button. He slept with it under his pillow. He certainly had it with him. Why should he carry duplicates? Why should he throw keys away?”


  “He had several sets of back door keys.”


  “Sure. Three. He issued them to the servants on their nights out and collected them in the mornings. He kept them in a locked drawer in his office, and showed them to the police when they searched the place.”


  “Then he had four sets.”


  “Maybe. Or fourteen. Or forty. What difference does it make? But why should he throw one away?”


  “I get you,” said Radigan slowly. “It looks now as if Norbert had the extra set of keys, and came back after the party was over and did the job.”


  “Something like that.”


  “Where in hell would Norbert get the keys?”


  “That’s for us to find out.”


  “By God!” said Radigan, “the house detective of the Bathurst told me Norbert didn’t get home until 4 A.M. last Wednesday. That takes on new meaning now.”


  “Can I ask Fawcett a few questions about keys?” said Mike. “Let me talk to him alone, will you? You always put his back up and then he turns stubborn.”


  “Sure, go on and talk to your English pal,” said Radigan derisively. “Would you like tea served?”


  Mike clapped him on the back and ran downstairs. The butler was in a Headquarters cell.


  Mike got anything but a friendly reception. Fawcett sat in his cell like a stone man. He answered Mike’s questions curtly, without any comment of his own. Mike was back in five minutes. He said:


  “Fawcett, in addition to his own keys, had three front door keys and three sets of back door keys that he issued as needed. All the keys were in his possession on the morning after the murder. No servant had been out the previous night. In addition to these keys, he said he had been told that Mrs. Ware kept a complete set in her safe.”


  “Yes, I remember,” put in Radigan, “There were some keys found in the safe.”


  “Fawcett said he had never seen these keys, having had no occasion to ask for them, since none of his had ever been lost. He says he never had the combination of the safe. Nobody had it but Mrs. Ware. She couldn’t remember it and had it written down on a piece of paper which was continually getting lost. He believes that Kinsey knows the combination, because she usually opened the safe while Mrs. Ware read off the numbers to her.”


  Radigan said: “The keys are still there. Want to go up and check them over? The combination of the safe is here amongst the other exhibits.”


  “Okay. I‘ll also take the occasion to ask old Kinsey a question or two.”


  As Mike was putting on his coat, one of the Headquarters clerks entered and laid some papers caught together with a fastener on the desk in front of Radigan. The clerk gave Mike a hard look, inquisitive, derisive, sneering, and went out again. Mike thought, without greatly caring: What the hell is biting him?


  As Mike was making for the door, Radigan said: “Wait a minute.”


  A change had come into his voice that caused Mike to turn very quickly. Radigan’s face had become as hard as stone; his glance was both sore and furious.


  “What?. . .” began Mike.


  “Read that,” said Radigan, shoving the papers toward him.


  The top sheet was a report from one of the Headquarters experts. It said:


  These two communications were written on the same typewriter. That can be seen even without the use of a magnifying glass. The machine is a Corona portable, number three, with three banks of keys and two shifts. This model was discontinued some time ago and there are not many still in use. The type shows many signs of wear and some of the most frequently used letters are out of alignment, the a and the e hitting a little above the line and the i below it.


  Note the little piece broken from the top of the w, and note that the bottom of the o is worn almost smooth. Many other points of resemblance can be detected with a magnifying glass.


  Mike quickly turned the report over. Under it lay the memo he had written Radigan the night before, and under that was the order for two hypodermic syringes bearing Dr. Patton’s signature.


  “For God’s sake!” stammered Mike. “For God’s sake!. . .”


  “Aah! cut the comedy!” snarled Radigan, “That sort of mugging ain’t going to help you now!”


  “Rad, you don’t think that I!. . .”


  Radigan rapped the papers. “This makes a lot of things clear to me. Now I understand why you were so anxious to defend your pal Cummings. So it was a Speedon-Cummings combination, eh? Cummings on the inside and you on the outside. Very pretty work!”


  Mike grew hot. “Don’t be a fool!”


  Radigan jumped up with an oath. “A fool, am I?”


  “Like all cops, you’re hipped on ‘evidence.’ For God’s sake, use a little common sense for a change! For five days now, you and I have been working together on this case. We have investigated every lead together, and have discussed it for hours at a time. Would it be possible for me, for any man, to keep this up for five days and five nights without giving himself away?”


  “Save your arguments for the jury,” said Radigan. He rapped the papers again. “This is incontrovertible evidence!”


  “Take these two keys. You never noticed them. If I had chucked them down the sewer, would I call the fact to your attention?”


  “Aah, you’re smart!” sneered Radigan, “I don’t know what your game is. You’re too damn smart to live!”


  “If I had written that order for the syringes on my typewriter, would I sit down and write to you on it? Was that a smart thing to do?”


  “Everybody makes one mistake.”


  “Aah, your talk doesn’t make sense!” retorted Mike.


  “It don’t make sense, eh? Well, how do you explain this report?”


  “I can’t explain it off hand, but I will if you give me time.”


  “Sure! Sure! You could explain the nose off your face if I gave you time!”


  “The hell with it!” said Mike. “Am I under arrest?”


  Radigan considered.


  “You would only make yourself ridiculous,” said Mike.


  Radigan made up his mind. “You couldn’t make a getaway. You’re too well known. If I let you go, what would you do first?”


  “Try to find out what I could about these keys.”


  “Bluffing to the end!” sneered Radigan. “All right. Go ahead.”


  Chapter 25


  Mike left the building in a blind rage. In the entrance lobby, the sight of Mrs. Laval entering below recalled him to his surroundings. Coming to visit Norbert, he supposed. Norbert was to be arraigned this afternoon, and it was expected that he would be released on bail. Mike was struck by the change in the woman. It is all right to live your own life defiantly—as long as it doesn’t get in the newspapers. Mrs. Laval was a social outcast now; her husband had gone to live at his club, and it was said that he would divorce her. She still carried her head high—the hangers-on in the lobby knew who she was; but all the beauty doctors in town could not hide the ravages that the last two days had left in her face.


  They met on the stairs. Mrs. Laval stared at Mike, her eyes glittering with a venomous hate. Mike, refusing to be bluffed by it, raised his hat and greeted her as usual. She paused as if about to speak to him bitterly, but thought better of it and went on. It is always disconcerting to find oneself hated like that. Mike jeered at himself for being affected by it, but the look in her eyes was unforgettable.


  Twenty minutes later, he was at the Ware apartment. Adele let him in. Mike was not going to let her see the rage that was eating him. He had to forego the salute that she expected, because the door into the office was standing open.


  Adele, with the air of a pretty conspirator, whispered: “Anything new?”


  “Plenty,” said Mike grimly. “I‘ll talk to you later. Is Kinsey in?”


  “In her room.”


  “Ask her to meet me in Madam’s boudoir.”


  He looked in on Day Radnor. She greeted him with an aggravating smile.


  “Sorry I had to leave the door open.”


  Mike showed her a smooth brow. “Why apologize?”


  “Well, I hate to be a spoil sport.”


  “Oh, you and I understand each other.”


  “When Cummings was arrested, Mr. MacKelcan put me in charge here,” she explained.


  “Naturally,” said Mike. “Have you accepted his other offer?”


  “I‘m still thinking about it.”


  In spite of his resolution, Mike began to grow hot. He thought: She has the advantage of me, because she doesn’t give a damn. He said with false heartiness: “Well, that’s fine! Mac is such a gentleman!”


  Day laughed delightedly. Confound her! thought Mike. She can always get my goat!


  He told her the nature of his present errand. “Know anything about the safe in Mrs. Ware’s dressing room?” he asked.


  Day shook her head. “Outside my department. There’s a safe in this room for securities and legal papers that I‘m responsible for.”


  “You can’t tell me, then, if anybody besides Mrs. Ware had the combination of the upstairs safe?”


  “I never had it,” said Day smiling, “so it can’t be me. . . . Anybody may have had it. Every now and then, Mrs. Ware would lose the paper on which it was written down, and there would be an uproar until it was found again. After this had happened twice, I told her she ought to have the combination changed, but she refused to take the trouble.”


  “Well, I‘ll talk to Kinsey about it,” said Mike. “See you on the way out.”


  “I‘ll be waiting breathlessly.”


  He found the elderly lady’s maid in the boudoir. The sight of her cold gray eyes and sharp nose affected him unpleasantly, but he whipped up his gallantry. “Good morning, Miss Kinsey. How well you’re looking! Throughout all this horrible affair, you have never lost your poise.”


  Kinsey was not proof against flattery—perhaps because she had had so little. She bridled and smiled thinly. “Well, I‘m sure I always do my best, Mr. Speedon.”


  After a few pleasant exchanges, Mike got down to business.


  “Miss Kinsey, the police are interested in a box of keys that was found in Mrs. Ware’s wall safe in the dressing room. Do you know about them?”


  “I saw the little box whenever I went to the safe, Mr. Speedon. I never had any occasion to open it.”


  “You knew what it contained, though?”


  “Oh, yes. I asked Madam what was in it and she said duplicate keys to the different doors in the house, the liquor cupboard, the silver chest, and so on.”


  “Did she ever take out any of the keys?”


  “Not that I am aware of, Mr. Speedon.”


  “Did anybody have the combination of the safe except herself?”


  “I learned it in time,” Kinsey answered readily, “through having opened the safe for her so many times. I told her I had learned the combination by heart and that she had better have it changed if she did not trust me, and she said: ‘What nonsense! If I did not trust you, I would not keep you about me.’ ”


  “Let’s go in and check up the keys,” suggested Mike.


  The wall safe was concealed behind a framed picture. The picture swung out, revealing the little round door with the combination lock in it. The safe contained nothing now but the small wooden box of keys. An instant’s investigation convinced Mike that the two keys found in the catch basin had come from this box. Each of the remaining keys had a similar loop of strong thread with a label attached to identify it.


  “Madam was very careless about locking the safe,” Kinsey volunteered. “Many and many’s the time I have found it open and locked it myself, and sometimes got scolded for it, when she couldn’t find the combination.”


  “Who was accustomed to visit this room besides yourself?” asked Mike.


  “Well, Cummings frequently came here to consult with Madam and receive her orders. The other servants had no call to come here. I cleaned the room myself, and I was usually sitting here with my sewing when Madam was out.”


  “Mr. Besson?”


  “Naturally, Mr. Besson frequently sat here while Madam was having her hair dressed or her nails done. And Mrs. Prior, of course, besides other ladies with whom Madam was friendly. You yourself sat here more than once, Mr. Speedon, during the time when you were visiting Madam.”


  “That’s a fact,” said Mike morosely. He arose.


  “I hope I have been of assistance to you,” said Kinsey in her prim way.


  “You have been very obliging,” said Mike, “but I can’t say that I‘m any forrader. All I’ve learned is that the keys could have been lifted by any one of a dozen persons including myself.”


  “Nobody could think such a thing of you, Mr. Speedon.”


  “Thanks,” said Mike dryly.


  He returned to Day Radnor’s office feeling sunk. He wouldn’t let Day see it, and she had no mercy on him. Still, it was a comfort to be with her, because he was well assured that whatever phony evidence might turn up, Day would never believe that he had had a hand in the murder. While Day was chaffing him, Adele entered and handed him a note left at the door by a messenger. Mike’s face lighted up when he read it. He showed it to Day with a grin. “In Takaku’s inimitable style.”


  Mister Mike Sir


  Please, a boy messenger proffer insignificant package from Stamford Conn. at 2 P.M. Boy assert he forbidden to deposit package in any but your honorable hands personally. Boy prophecy he return 4 P.M. Please, I not knowing if this package important to your honor’s concern, so I write.


  Your obedient servant,


  Takaku.


  P.S. Please, I am going to my store now.


  Mike instantly felt better. “Stamford?” he said, thrusting the note in his pocket. “That’s where the murderer hired a letter box. There may be something in this. It might be the much-wanted second syringe. It’s close to four. I‘ll toddle ‘round to my place and see. Be seeing you.”


  Chapter 26


  Mike ran up the steps of his decorous brownstone front, too full of anticipation to give a thought to possible danger to himself. Who looks for danger at home? Lexington Avenue was quiet at the moment, the evening rush northward not having begun. He thought, as he had often thought before, what a pious, old-timey street it was, standing in dignified aloofness from the swank and bustle a little to the west. In the vestibule he struggled for the thousandth time with his letter box, which was too small to contain the big, stiff envelopes then in fashion. How the postman must curse it! he thought.


  He opened the house door and covered the ten paces to his own door at the rear of the hall. He opened his door and shut it behind him with his foot. He took three steps into his bedroom. Just as he received the impression that there was a smell in the room which did not belong there, a woman smell, a crashing blow descended on the back of his head and he passed out.


  Consciousness returned by degrees. As in a nightmare, he became aware that his eyelids and lips were tightly sealed with surgeon’s tape, and his arms and legs bound. The binding process was not finished. He was lying on his stomach and a pair of knees was pressing into his back. His overcoat had been removed. Hearing was the only faculty that remained to him. From far away came the hum of traffic in the streets. As in a dream, he cried out with all his might and heard only a strangled groan issuing from his throat.


  A voice beside him said in a tense whisper: “He’s coming to.”


  Another replied—this was the man kneeling on him: “It’s all right, I have him fast.”


  Mike twisted and rolled with the strength of desperation, but did not succeed in dislodging the crushing weight on his back. He bumped his head against the floor but without hope of attracting attention, for it was his own rooms that lay beneath. The whole house was rented by bachelors who would all be out at this hour. Mike then, for the first time in his life, knew panic fear.


  The whispering voice beside him said—he judged it to be a woman: “Don’t pull the ropes too tight. If they leave marks on him it will arouse suspicion.”


  The man muttered: “I have it in mind.”


  He tied the last knot and got up. Instantly Mike began to thrash and roll and strike out with his bound feet like a maddened animal. He heard them laugh softly together.


  “Watch out for his feet,” the man whispered, in a voice shaken with laughter.


  Mike, finding his struggles in vain, became quiet. Better save his strength. The man whispered:


  “See if he’s got the letter we sent him. That mustn’t be found. I‘ll hold him.”


  Slim fingers, as nimble as rats, began to go through Mike’s pockets. “I have it,” she said.


  “Put it in your stocking. You might as well see if he has any dangerous evidence in his pockets.”


  The slim hands continued to explore Mike’s clothes. “Here are the service door keys,” she said.


  “Damn! Give them to me!”


  “It’s risky. If he was known to have them on him, it will raise a doubt. . . .”


  “Give them to me, I say.” Presumably she obeyed.


  She got up. “What’ll I do with his hat and coat?” she asked. “I don’t know where he hangs them.”


  “Just throw them on the bed. If he came home to kill himself, he wouldn’t bother to hang them up.”


  An icy chill stole through Mike’s veins. These were not human beings, but fiends.


  The man said: “I‘ll drag him close to his desk so it will look as if he had slipped out of his chair after writing the note.”


  He caught Mike under the arms and started dragging him towards the bedroom door. He was not a very strong man, for he struggled and panted with his burden. Before he reached the door, the telephone bell suddenly shrilled. He dropped Mike with an exclamation.


  “Christ! what a start that gave me!” he whispered shakily.


  The bell continued to ring at intervals. The two waited. Mike’s whole being yearned towards the instrument. If he could only reach it!


  “Will the damn thing never stop!” muttered the man. “How can I do anything with that going on!”


  The woman said: “I‘ll stop it with paper.” Her voice was steady.


  The bell was heard no more. The man again lifted Mike under the shoulders and dragged him over the threshold of the door into the rear room. He was dropped again alongside his desk, as he supposed.


  “Take a look around,” said the man. “Make sure we haven’t dropped anything.”


  “I have taken good care of that,” she said.


  “The letter is in the machine where the servant will find it?”


  “Sure.”


  “Don’t you think it will arouse suspicion because it’s not signed by hand?”


  “No, not if it’s left in the machine. He is accustomed to leave letters that way for his servant.”


  “Turn him over on his face so you can get to his arm.”


  Mike was turned over.


  “Have you the syringe?” asked the man.


  “Here.”


  A cold sweat broke out all over Mike’s body. Before his mind’s eye, his whole life unrolled in a flash. Living was so pleasant!


  “Let the box and the cover lie on the desk as if he had just opened it.”


  Mike was galvanized into action again. He humped up his bound body; he twisted; he shook violently. The man’s knees dropped in his back, but he couldn’t hold Mike. He cursed him thickly and pounded his neck with his fist. “Stop it!” whispered the woman sharply. “You’ll leave marks.”


  Mike succeeded in throwing the knees off his back and the man flung himself on him full length to hold him down. A button came in contact with one of Mike’s bound hands. His fingers closed around it and it parted from the fabric. Mike clenched his hand over it.


  “I can’t hold him . . . can’t hold him!” whispered the man.


  “Give me the syringe,” she whispered. “My hand is steady!”


  There was a shrieking inside Mike. She-fiend! She-fiend! The man turned himself around and kneeled between Mike’s shoulders. The woman dropped on his legs. He could no longer move his body but he kept jerking his bound hands out of her grasp. She actually laughed.


  “Like trying to kill a cat,” she whispered.


  The man leaned forward, pressing Mike’s clenched hands into the small of his back. “Jab it in the blue vein!” he whispered.


  Mike redoubled his struggles. He heard the sound of his own hoarse sobbing for breath as if it came from another. God! the poor fellow’s heart will break! he thought. Better so! Better so! Once he succeeded in throwing the man off his back, but the knees soon dropped between his shoulders and his hands were pressed down again.


  “Jab him! Jab him!” the man whispered furiously. “It’s no matter if you miss the vein. You’ll hit it next time!”


  “No!” she said coolly. “If he was doing it to himself he wouldn’t miss.”


  Mike hung in expectation of the stroke of death.


  It was not given. The house bell rang, and the two on top of him froze into stillness.


  “Christ! somebody at the door!” whispered the man.


  “What difference does it make?” she said coolly, “They can’t get in.”


  Mike heard bells ringing all through the house, and waited with his heart standing still. Nobody home! Nobody home! The man and woman jumped up, waiting. They did get in. The house door banged, and there was a rush of feet through the hall.


  “We’re dished!” muttered the man, “Downstairs and out the basement door.” He administered a parting kick in the ribs to Mike, and they silently fled. A burning current of joy coursed through Mike’s veins. He had said good-by to life, and he was not dead!


  The apartment door crashed back against the wall, and two people, running to his side, dropped to the floor. The strips of tape were tenderly pulled from his eyelids and he saw Day Radnor and little Takaku. “Mike, oh, Mike, are you hurt?” Day was crying. The little Jap’s teeth were clenched in rage and pity. The moment half of Mike’s lips were freed, he hissed:


  “Quick, Takaku! Gone through the basement! Head ‘em off in front!”


  The Japanese ran out.


  Never had Mike seen such a look in Day’s eyes. “Hi, Day!” he said, grinning. “Just in time!”


  With a little groan, she raised his head on her arm and, stooping, pressed her lips to his.


  “Gosh! I‘m glad I‘m here to take it!” murmured Mike. “Give me another dose of that medicine!”


  She shook her head, smiling.


  “How did you make it?” he asked.


  “After you had gone I got to thinking about that letter from Takaku. It sounded all right, but why should he have written a letter and called a messenger instead of telephoning? So I called up Takaku at his store and he said no, he had sent you no letter. I called Radigan then, and jumped in a cab. I got here first, but I couldn’t get in! I couldn’t get in! But Takaku was close behind me, and he had the keys.”


  Takaku came running in. “They gone, Mister Mike. No can see anywhere!”


  Mike shrugged. Takaku sawed through the ropes with a butcher knife, hissing and whimpering with sympathy. They helped Mike to his feet and he stood wavering.


  “No bones broken?” demanded Day anxiously.


  He shook his head. “Only a bit stiff and sore,” he said, smiling. “I‘ll feel worse before I‘m better.” He flung his arms wide in a sudden passion of thankfulness. “But, Oh, God! I‘m here! I‘m here!” He dropped in a chair.


  A sudden squall of rage was heard from Takaku. He stood beside the desk pointing to a letter that had been left on the roll in the typewriter.


  “Don’t touch it!” warned Mike. “Let Radigan see it just as it is!”


  Day read out the letter. “At the top it says: ‘Takaku, deliver this to Lieutenant Radigan at Police Headquarters.’ Then below: ‘Dear Rad: I can’t keep it up. It was I who killed Mrs. Ware. My creditors were hounding me and I wanted the legacy. I plotted the whole thing and carried it out by myself. Cummings, the poor boob, had no part in it. God! it was exciting always to keep just one jump ahead of you, but it got so at last that I couldn’t sleep nights. I‘m going to fluff out before I start picking the sheets. You’ll find the second syringe beside me. All the time you and I were looking for it, it was in my pocket. I kept it handy in case anything went wrong. Well, it was a great life, but I’ve weakened. Yours, Mike.’ ”


  They were silent. Day said at last in a strained voice:


  “Not a very good imitation of your style!”


  Mike was beyond wise-cracking. “Oh, God! how close I came to it!” he murmured. “How close!. . .”


  Day began to cry silently. Day in tears! Mike could scarcely believe his eyes. Takaku was muttering imprecations in his own tongue.


  In the excitement the doors had been left open, and Radigan presently walked in on them, followed by his side partner, Sergeant Hodges. Hasty explanations were made; the syringe and the letter were pointed out to Radigan. The hard-boiled Lieutenant actually turned pale.


  “This letter would never have fooled me!” he cried violently.


  “Oh, yes, it would,” said Mike, smiling. “It would fool anybody. And you were already convinced that I was guilty!”


  “I‘m sorry,” mumbled Radigan. “I‘m sorry, Mike. . . . Well, you were too damn smart!” he burst out.


  Mike laughed weakly.


  “What was their motive, anyhow?” asked Radigan.


  Day spoke up. “That’s easy. They believed that Mike was about to bring the murder home to them. Mike was the one they feared.”


  “Oh, yeah?” said Radigan, not too well pleased. “Do you know who it was?” he demanded of Mike.


  Mike slowly shook his head. “I couldn’t swear to it. . . .”


  “Think, man! They were close to you! You heard them; you felt them!”


  “It was a man and a woman. The man seemed like a big fellow, but he wasn’t very strong. It was all he could do to drag me from the bedroom in here. The woman was small and active. Her hands were like claws. She had the stronger nerve of the two. A she-fiend!”


  “Well, we know who they are,” said Radigan, smiling. “Norbert was released at three o’clock and he and Mrs. Laval left the court together.”


  Mike shook his head again. “It wasn’t Mrs. Laval. This woman had a different smell.”


  “Then who?. . .”


  “I couldn’t swear to it. . . .”


  Day spoke up suddenly. “Mike, what have you been holding in your hand all this time?”


  Mike extended his clenched hand and opened it. On the palm lay a white pearl button.


  They looked at each other.


  


  Ten minutes later, they were entering Sanford MacKelcan’s office, Mike and the two detectives. Business appeared to be going on as usual, the pale clerk writing at his desk and Lottie Bedford making a great clatter at her typewriter. The latter jumped up in her usual effusive fashion; talkative, watchful, self-assured. She looked each man in the eye, but Mike noted that she was lividly pale under her make-up. The hastily applied rouge stood out on her cheeks in circles of carmine. Without waiting to be asked, she said:


  “Oh, gentlemen, I‘m so sorry Mr. MacKelcan is out. He was called up to the Bronx to see a client. The man is sick and was unable to come to our office. Mr. MacKelcan said he would call me at five-thirty, and if there is any message you would like to send him, I‘ll see that. . . .”


  She was talking louder than was necessary. Was it to enable her words to carry into the next room? Mike slipped out into the corridor again, and was just in time to come face to face with MacKelcan quietly issuing out of his private office next door. Guilt and terror were written in his face. Mike saw red. Hauling off, he delivered a blow in the attorney’s face that stretched his lean figure on the mosaic floor.


  “That’s for the kick in the ribs,” said Mike.


  Wrapping his arms around his head, MacKelcan rolled on the floor whimpering: “Don’t hurt me. Don’t hurt me!”


  Radigan was quickly beside Mike. Hodges came after, bringing the woman. MacKelcan was helped to his feet.


  “Why, Mac!” drawled Radigan. “You have lost a button off your vest.”


  Chapter 27


  Once the police got their hands on the real criminals, their task was much easier. Many additional bits of evidence were forthcoming. The taxicab driver was found who had picked up MacKelcan and Lottie Bedford as they ran from Mike’s apartment. This man had driven them to Grand Central where, no doubt, they had taken another cab to MacKelcan’s office. Late that night, when the streets were cleaned, a sweeper in Lexington Avenue picked up the two pairs of keys where they had been dropped from the taxicab window, and turned them over to the police.


  Witnesses were found who were prepared to testify that on several occasions they had seen either MacKelcan or Lottie in the neighborhood of Mike’s apartment. Lottie, upon being taken to Stamford, was identified by a post-office employee as a woman who had been seen to visit the letter box hired in the name of John Jones. A search through Dr. Patton’s letter files turned up a letter signed by “John Jones” of Stamford. It was Dr. Patton’s answer to this letter which had served as a foundation for the order for hypodermic syringes. John Jones’ communication was written on a typewriter in MacKelcan’s office. So it went. Finally, a locksmith was found who identified Lottie as the woman who had ordered him to make the two keys for Mike’s place from samples which she brought with her.


  MacKelcan denied everything. He engaged one of the most conspicuous criminal lawyers in New York to defend him, and between them they tried hard to shift suspicion back to Norbert Besson. MacKelcan told how he had picked up the dagger on the floor of Mrs. Ware’s room, and, supposing it to be one of her curios, had placed it on the shelf. There was little doubt in the public mind that Norbert and Mrs. Laval had gone to Mrs. Ware’s suite with the object of killing her, but their purpose had been defeated by the arrival of MacKelcan at the door. Norbert and Mrs. Laval were able to bring forward a watertight alibi to account for their movements on Monday afternoon.


  When the police had built up a pretty complete case against the prisoners, Lottie Bedford suddenly offered to turn State’s evidence, and from that moment MacKelcan was doomed. The woman’s story supplied several missing links in the chain of evidence. She told how, from the time that Mrs. Ware first retained him, the lawyer had been working to obtain the kind of will he wanted, which would give him full control of the Ware millions without exciting suspicion.


  Just as soon as Mrs. Ware had signed such a will, he started plotting to kill her. Because he knew how capricious she was, he was assured that no will would be allowed to stand for long. He laid his plans with the greatest patience and skill, but in the end he was obliged to act swiftly, and some of the final details had to be left to chance. Nevertheless, had it not been for Alfred’s stealing the jewels, the murder would never have been discovered.


  That was MacKelcan’s aim, but at the same time he was taking no chances, and from the first he had plotted to hang the crime on Mike in case anything went wrong. It was MacKelcan who had called up Police Headquarters to give them the tip against Mike. On one of his early visits to Mike’s rooms, he had seen a spare set of keys hanging on a hook alongside the door and had quietly annexed them. He gave them to Lottie to have duplicates made, and the originals were returned to their place before their loss was discovered.


  MacKelcan had learned about the daily correspondence between Mike and Takaku. Mike kept a bundle of Takaku’s letters in a drawer of his desk for the sake of their quaint expressions. MacKelcan studied them on his secret visits to Mike’s flat, and so familiarized himself with Takaku’s style. MacKelcan had soon learned that Mike’s flat was always empty between the hours of nine and twelve in the morning and could safely be visited then.


  As to the murder, MacKelcan had been in possession of the keys to the service entrances for some time, Lottie said. While sitting with Mrs. Ware in her dressing room, it had been a simple matter for him to lift them from the unlocked safe when she was called to talk on the telephone in the next room. All the keys were labeled.


  On the night of the murder, MacKelcan had drunk with Mrs. Ware, having seen to it that her drink was loaded with barbital. She had probably taken another dose of barbital after he left her. He went home, taking care to leave with other guests, and to arouse some of his family so that they would be in a position to testify as to the hour. However, his wife unwittingly let slip the fact that he had made some excuse to sleep in another bed for the balance of the night.


  He had returned to the Ware apartment by the service entrance and service stairs. He found that Mrs. Ware had fallen asleep in the corner of the sofa in her boudoir. He killed her. He laid her body on the floor in such a manner that it would appear she had fallen in a heart attack. He left the apartment the same way he had come. By this time he had learned that Norbert had visited the old lady during the evening. He broke up the syringe and dropped it in the sewer basin nearest Norbert’s hotel, in case it should turn out to be easier to hang the crime on Norbert.


  So far, everything had gone off according to schedule, but Alfred’s theft of the jewels made a mess of his well-considered plan. MacKelcan had to improvise measures to meet the new situation. Later, he received another upset when he discovered that Cummings was no other than his client, James Fawcett. This really shook MacKelcan’s nerve, and his subsequent actions did not exhibit his usual cleverness. Nevertheless, his plot came within an ace of succeeding.


  MacKelcan finally paid the extreme penalty for his act. Lottie Bedford got off with a comparatively light sentence.


  When Cummings-Fawcett was released from durance, he returned to the Fifth Avenue apartment in the character of its master. The romantic story of this man capped the climax of the sensational Ware case. For a while, Fawcett was the most talked-about man in New York, and his fame increased in proportion as he refused to capitalize on it. He would not be interviewed nor allow himself to be photographed. He answered no letters and declined to talk over the phone. Such obduracy in a darling of the public had never been met with. Crowds hung about the door of the apartment house and followed him wherever he went. After a few experiences of this sort of thing, he refused to go out any more. He and his friend, Ralph Maxwell, were reconciled, and fantastic rumors were circulated as to the amount of whisky they disposed of together.


  Warner Bassett was always after Mike to get a story out of Fawcett, but Mike flatly refused. “Let the man keep a little human dignity,” he said. “It’s rare.” However, in the absence of any real information, the stories about Fawcett became so fantastic that Mike was finally stirred to go and see him on his own account.


  The pretty Adele admitted him to the apartment. She instantly advertised to Mike by her demure and stand-offish air, that the situation between them was changed. Mike enjoyed an inward laugh. Who could blame the girl, he thought, for seeing which side her bread was buttered on? She was wearing a string of real pearls.


  “Will you see if Mr. Fawcett will see me?” Mike inquired blandly. “Tell him it’s not on account of the newspaper, but a personal matter.”


  “I‘ll see, sir.”


  She presently returned, saying: “Be good enough to step this way, sir.”


  Mike could no longer contain his laughter. Adele bit her lip, but was presently forced to join him. Whereupon they felt more comfortable with each other.


  “How are things?” asked Mike.


  “Nothing to complain of,” said Adele demurely.


  “Where is his nibs?”


  “In the boudoir—I mean the master’s study.”


  “Okay, I know the way.” Mike ran up the stairs. In the upper hall, another exceedingly pretty girl in a maid’s uniform fluttered away. The old devils! thought Mike.


  He found Fawcett and his side-kick Maxwell in their shirt sleeves drawn up in easy chairs before a blazing fire. Each man had his feet on a little table and another beside him bearing a whisky bottle. Both were mellow, though it was only three o’clock in the afternoon. Neither moved at Mike’s entrance.


  “How are ye, Mr. Speedon!” cried Fawcett. “Draw up and fill up and smoke up!. . . Mr. Speedon is a white man,” he added to Maxwell. “He plays fair. He never hounded me.”


  Mike drew up a chair and accepted a drink. He let the two miners run on in their pleasantly drunken fashion. Under the influence of prosperity and ease of mind, the ex-butler was completely metamorphosed. The old foxy, vicious look was gone.


  When he got an opportunity, Mike asked: “What are you doing about your newly acquired riches, Fawcett?”


  “Nothing!” said Fawcett with a grand wave of his hand. “Do we appear to lack anything? It’s true my Missus wants me home, but she can occupy herself spending the money I‘m sending her.”


  “This is swell,” said Mike, “but you can’t spend the rest of your life sitting in front of the fire drinking whisky.”


  “Why not?” said Fawcett. “Anyhow, me and Rafe is going to keep it up until we get used to the idea that we can have as much whisky as we want, and of the best.”


  “What are you doing for money?” asked Mike.


  Fawcett tipped a portentous wink to his brother miner.


  “I suppose you mean you’re selling the stuff in the apartment.”


  “There’s a godless amount of stuff in the place that fetches big prices.”


  “Sure. But if anybody informs the court of what is going on, you can get into a hell of a lot of trouble.”


  “Ain’t it mine?”


  “It is when the court says so. There are certain simple formalities to be gone through with first. The will has to be offered for probate and letters of administration granted. A lawyer will take care of all that.”


  Fawcett scowled. “I don’t want no truck with those gentry.”


  “You can’t help yourself.”


  “Let the Law make the first move.”


  He was not to be budged from this position, and Mike took a new line. “Well, how about me? I want my legacy. Am I not entitled to it?”


  “Sure! Sure! Mr. Speedon. I‘d hand it to you on the spot if I had it.”


  “You never will have it until the will is probated.”


  “Lawyers are slippery customers. Especially Yankees.” (To the Britisher, all Americans were Yankees.)


  “Why not go to Keppelman? He’s honest. You can apply to the court to have Keppelman and the Washington Trust Company appointed co-executors with yourself. The bank is an institution; they couldn’t cheat you. And neither could Keppelman with the bank sitting in.”


  Fawcett heaved a gusty sigh. “Well, I suppose I‘ll have to do it.”


  Mike followed up his advantage. “Are you going to establish the trust for orphans that Mrs. Ware wanted?”


  “The hell with it!” said Fawcett violently. “If she wanted an orphan asylum, why didn’t she build it herself? I hate orphan asylums! They rob the children of their manhood and womanhood!”


  “What would you like to do with your money?” Mike asked offhandedly. “You can’t spend it all on whisky.”


  “I‘d like to help miners!” said Fawcett, slapping his thigh. “They have the hardest job on earth. American or English miners. But especially English miners. Thousands and thousands of them have been on the dole for years. That destroys men. I wouldn’t offer them charity, you understand, because they’re men just as proud as you or me. I‘d like to give them work!”


  “Well, why don’t you?”


  “How could I?” asked Fawcett, staring. “With my twelve million pounds? Government can’t seem to solve the problem with its billions.”


  “Here’s one thing you could do,” suggested Mike. “Build generating plants at the pitheads and turn the coal into electricity.”


  “Aye,” said Fawcett eagerly, “but there’s too many idle pitheads. You couldn’t sell all the electricity.”


  “At other pitheads you could build reduction plants for turning the coal into gasoline. That can be done, you know. And there’s no lack of sale for gasoline.”


  “Man! you’ve got ahold of something there!” murmured Fawcett.


  “This is the way I‘d go about it, if it was me,” Mike continued. “Form a corporation to be known as the Coal Institute to study the development and improvement of the industry. Hire the best technical men in the world. You and Rafe Maxwell would sit on the Board of Directors as practical miners, and you, of course, would head the whole thing. It would bring you into contact with the best men of your time—as an equal. The darn thing would probably make money, and you could then spend the earnings in giving the children of miners (including your own and Rafe’s) the finest education they were capable of taking.”


  Cummings-Fawcett, miner, butler or millionaire, was a powerful personality, and his eyes began to glow. “Man! what a dream!” he murmured. “You and me together, eh Rafe?” Suddenly he got up.


  “Where are you going?” asked Mike.


  “I‘m going to phone Mr. Keppelman. We’ve got to get this damned business of the will out of the way.”


  


  As to the other actors in the tragi-comedy, Alfred went to state’s prison for robbery, and Mrs. Payne Laval to Reno for a divorce. But when she came back Norbert Besson did not marry her. Norbert laid low. Mike could picture what a hell the fiery little woman was plunged into, cast off by society and her lover alike. She disappeared from the New York scene, and Mike subsequently heard of her as drifting from one resort hotel to another with a Pekingese.


  Norbert remains in New York, where he still enjoys a lurid notoriety, but is not quite so much in demand at the hottest spots as formerly. He is looking for another rich old woman to marry, but after the disclosures concerning the dagger in the Ware case, even the most feather-brained old women are leery of him.


  Bethesda Prior lives in great comfort, not to say style, in Bloomfield, New Jersey, on the income from her two hundred thousand dollars. She belongs to the legacy-dangler type, tyrannizing over a circle of unfortunate nieces and nephews, while she elects first one, then another, to her favor. In the quiet circles of Bloomfield, Bethesda is an important figure, though it may be guessed that the Bloomfielders are growing a little weary of her talk about her darling friend, Flora Ware, who was so cruelly done to death.


  Kinsey took her legacy and returned to England. She married a retired policeman and they have set up a public house in Ealing.


  


  When Fawcett first took possession of the Ware apartment, his mail was far greater than Mrs. Ware’s had ever been. Apparently, every begging letter-writer in the U.S.A. immediately sat down to indite a heart-breaking appeal to the new millionaire. Fawcett asked Day Radnor to stay on and take care of the flood, but she declined. Consequently, the letters remained unopened and unanswered. All that literary effort was wasted.


  Day took a position as corresponding secretary for the League of Women Voters. She is not especially interested either in women or politics, but the job rates good pay. Mike Speedon continues to drop in on her—because he cannot stay away. In their verbal sparring matches Day enjoys the advantage because Mike is divided in his mind; torn between his desire to master the provoking Day and his horror of marriage. When he feels himself beginning to weaken, he stays away for a while. Day is perfectly well aware of the struggle in his soul, but as for her own feelings in the matter, she hides them.


  THE END
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